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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 correct our direction to that which 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 through."

    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 that 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. Due to 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 role 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 have 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, 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 and 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. 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, hurtling forward at more than a thousand 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 hurtled 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 will 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 peed 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 fifteen 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 wandering 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 of failure to shut the whole thing down."

    I replied, "Air locks?"

    Duane chuckled, "Yes, Sir. Air locks. 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 lie 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, leatherlike skin of the alien workers told of a hard existence. Additional work-lights were set up, and the harvester was soon doused 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 and 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 translators soon began to fill in bits and pieces of their comm transmissions.

    "... fall... tracks... air..."

    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 percent. "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?"

    Riekef replied, "We do not know, Sir. It does not appear to be Colossus."

    Og stepped forward, nearly trampling Riekef 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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    The tunnel maintenance workers continued to converse over their normal RF channel. Our auto-interpreter’s translation confidence had risen to 96 percent. Workers scurried about, doing the bidding of the intel taskmasters that remained behind. The hole in the tunnel ceiling that we had plunged through was being systematically closed and sealed. After several hours of inactivity, the soldiers in the train car departed while leaving two of their guards behind.

    I spoke. "Keep your head down. One of those guards is coming this way. I would really rather not get captured at this point, but I think our hiding for this amount of time has taken the option of a friendly introduction away from us. We are invaders, and our hiding says we are up to no good."

    Duane replied, "So we blast him once we have a clean shot? That leaves one more to deal with, and we don’t even know what kind of weapons they have."

    I flipped the setting on my blaster to max. "Just be ready. If I give the command, I want you to take your best aim at that other guard. Between the two of us, maybe we can get in a lucky shot."

    Duane replied, "You don’t seem to be brimming with confidence in your plan, Mr. Grange. My question is, what do we do after that?"

    I looked at Duane and then back at the approaching guard. "We run like there is no tomorrow. I don’t know what we will find further down that tunnel, but I don’t think we have much of a choice. One thing I am encouraged by, though, is that their comm systems appear to be standard RF. If the rest of their technology is of a similar level, these battle suits and blasters may be all we need to take over this planet. Wouldn’t that be a hoot?"

    Duane replied, "A hoot, Sir? I don’t follow."

    My finger curled tighter on the trigger of my blaster as the guard approached. At twenty meters from our position, he came to a stop. The bright spotlight on his helmet illuminated the otherwise dark tunnel beyond our cover. After nearly a minute of standing and staring down the tunnel, the soldier turned and casually walked back towards the harvester wreckage.

    I breathed a sigh of relief. "That was a bit too close."

    Duane replied, "Wow. He must have been three meters tall. You are a sizable fella, Mr. Grange, but that guard would tower over you. Let’s hope we never have to go hand to hand with one."

    Duane continued, "And another thing, Sir. Have you noticed that we can tap into their comm, but they have not detected ours? If we can figure out how to exploit that, it could give us a big advantage."

    I replied, "Yeah, I picked up on that after we initially started blabbering and didn’t get caught. We are playing in someone else’s territory, Duane.  We have to watch it, or those simple things are going to trip us up. And from seeing the size of those guards up close, I would say we don’t want to be tripping in front of ’em."

    The guard returned to his previous position by the wreckage, his attention placed on the other guard. I took our close encounter as a sign that it was time for us to go. I made the decision, and we were soon crawling on our bellies into the darkness of the tunnel beyond.

    I spoke as we crawled. "Range finder says we have about six hundred meters to go before we are around that bend. If we can make that without being spotted, we should be able to stand up. We will just have to stay on infrared with no lighting for a while. Any attention would be unwelcome attention."

    The corner was soon reached. It felt good to stand and stretch out. As we walked we continued to converse.

    Duane spoke. "What if we run into more of those giants in this direction?"

    I put my hand on Duane’s shoulder. "I think we have the option of surrender back if we decide upon that. Back there, we were hiding; would have looked suspicious. Out here, after a little time passes, we are just walking away from the wreckage in an attempt to find help."

    As we continued our walk, Duane pulled out his blaster and began to fumble with it.

    I looked over with a confused gaze and spoke. "Something wrong? You have fired a blaster before, haven’t you?"

    Duane replied, "Yes, Sir. I am familiar with them. I’m just curious as to how the negative ion switch works. Not the switch itself, but the negative bolt."

    I replied as I pulled my weapon for an inspection, "Negative what?"

    Duane replied, "The blasters they gave us, Sir—they have a negative mode. I was just wondering what would happen differently when they’re fired."

    I looked at my blaster. There on the left side was a small, inconspicuous switch. The Colonel had seen to it that the Durian weapon technology we had captured during our fights had been added to our blasters.

    Duane continued, "The techs said we could switch modes if needed, but I never got a chance to ask what the difference would be."

    I replied, "The difference is only relevant if they are using ion technology. If they are on positive ions like the rest of the galaxy seems to be, these blasters could be highly effective against any weapons and shielding they may have. If, on the other hand, they don’t use ion tech for their shields or suits, well, I guess the switch wouldn’t make much of a difference."

    Duane spoke. "The weapons they were carrying didn’t look anything like our blasters, Sir. I’m not entirely sure what to make of those big coils. And those packs on their battle-suit backs look like they’re tethered to them. It’s probably a high-energy weapon of some sort. I would like to get ahold of one of those to find out."

    I replied, "Let’s hope we don’t find out and leave it at that. Hey, check your air stats. It looks like pressure is coming up. They must have sealed that hole."

    We continued our walk for nearly twenty minutes before a vibration could be felt coming from the tracks. Seconds later, a wind began to build. It became difficult to stand. A light soon began to appear from behind us.

    I spoke. "Get over there against the wall and just lie down! These hybrid suits are similar in color to that wall material. Let’s hope we get lucky and they just pass us by!"

    We struggled to make it to the near wall as the wind howled and continued to build. The lights quickly approached. As we lay against the tunnel wall, we were soon engulfed by a wind like I had never felt. It took every ounce of energy to cling to the featureless stone walls of the tunnel. The maintenance car soon thundered past, with the remains of our harvester on a flat car behind it. Seconds later, the winds died and the tunnel was once again pitch black.

    I spoke. "We need to get out of this tunnel, Duane. I was real close to being blown up and away. I’m sure these battle suits the Colonel gave us are something special, but I would rather not find out how special by being tossed around at a hundred kilometers per hour. Plus, we need to find that harvester. It has Human technology on there that we don't want to give away."

    Duane replied, "Oh, I wouldn't worry about that, Sir. That harvester should light up in about an hour. She'll burn hot. There won't be much left by the time they get her put out. We just had the destructs added about five years ago. Didn't think we would ever use 'em."

    As we continued our walk, a faint glow could be seen coming from around the next bend. We approached cautiously.

    I spoke. "It looks like a guard post or something. Look just beyond the light. You can see one of those air lock doors is slid back into the tunnel wall. Since a light is on in the room, I would guess there is someone in there."

    The light shone from a single window in the tunnel wall. We moved slowly up to it in an attempt to peek inward. As I gazed into the room, a single worker sat at a terminal. He sat motionless as if in a daze. The screen in front of him showed various readings related to the giant tunnel air lock door beside us. Of higher interest was an electronic diagram of the tunnel on the wall over his head.

    I spoke. "Duane, you see that diagram?"

    Duane replied, "Yes, Sir."

     I continued, "That blue line through the tunnel is this door. I’m guessing that red X is where we fell through with the harvester and that other blue line is the other air lock for this section of the tunnel. Now look all the way to the left and all the way to the right. The mines are on the right end, and it looks like some type of city is on the left."

    Duane replied, "The right says Embry 12 and the left Embry Central. I don’t see anything that says ‘city.’"

    I replied, "I’m guessing, of course, but that train was heading to Embry Central. I don’t know why they would take the wreckage to the mines. Embry 12 sounds like a mine. They were taking the harvester back to whatever Embry Central is."

    Duane touched my shoulder. "Ah, Sir. I think we need to move. If that yellow dash heading to Embry Central is the harvester, then we have another train approaching from Embry 12. I would say we have two minutes to find a place to hide."

    The smooth tunnel offered little cover from the soon-to-be thundering winds. Duane jammed himself into a small indentation in the wall beside the control-room office. I had only one option. I squatted against the office door and held on for dear life to the handle. The train was soon upon us. The wind built steadily at first, and then, as the train rounded the bend, the wind speed rose with a ferocity that was well beyond our previous experience.

    The train itself nearly filled the tunnel, almost brushing the smooth walls. As it rumbled past, less than a meter of space separated us from certain death. I was soon flying vertically, with the office door handle being the only thing that kept me in place. The train thundered past for nearly a minute as car after car of ore was being hauled towards Embry Central.

    When the last car passed, the fierce wind began to settle and my feet were returned to their rightful place on the ground. I clutched the door handle tightly until the last of the wind had died out. I looked forward as I released my grip. The blood slowly returned to my hands. Duane emerged from his hiding place as I rose up again to peer into the office window. The control-room worker was staring me in the face. His expression was one of shock.

    I turned the handle on the door and pulled my blaster from its holster.

    Using the translator built into my helmet computer, I spoke. "Give me your name and identification!"

    The worker hesitated for only a moment before pointing to the obvious badge on his smock. I reached out and snatched it from his chest.

    I continued, "It says your name is Feldew Hoffis."

    I glared at the badge and again at his face. "Who would name someone such a name! What are you hiding from us?"

    Feldew Hoffis stuttered, "Uh, ah, uh, yes. I mean no, I am not hiding anything. Uh, are you from the wreckage?"

    I raised the blaster and again glared as I spoke. "What do you know of the wreckage? Are you hiding invaders here in your office? Duane! Search that other room!"

    Feldew looked around and again replied with a shaky voice, "I only know of the wreck because the air lock closed. I saw the maintenance train go by with a strange-looking machine on the flat car. What was that?"

    I forced Feldew back into his chair and began to question him. He answered my questions freely. He was of the local population called the Grell; the planet was named Ponik. He found my questions odd but continued to answer. According to him, the Colossus had brutally ruled his home and his people for centuries.

    I spoke with the tone of an inquisitor, keeping up my angered face. "These Colossus. Are they from a nearby planet? Do they look like you?"

    Again Feldew looked confused. "I don't understand your question. Are you attempting to trick me into saying something harsh about the Masters? I am a good citizen. I follow all the laws!"

    I replied, "Yes, Feldew Hoffis. I am aware of your legal status. But I have a knack for sniffing out suspicious behavior, and you reek of suspicion!"

    When Feldew began to reply, I held up my hand. "No more questions from you. Are you familiar with the uniforms with the blue stripe on the shoulder?"

    Feldew replied, "Yes. They are the Frexa. They are like the investigators of anything unusual for the Colossus. Are you... are you with the Frexa?"

    I leaned in as I spoke quietly. "We are the Defiants; we investigate the Frexa!"

    Feldew moved back in his chair as his eyes widened. I wondered how far I could take Feldew before he began to wise up. We were suddenly interrupted by a call over his radio.

    A voice spoke. "Hoffis? Are you OK? The monitor shows that your door has been open for several minutes."

    Hoffis looked at me for direction as Duane closed the open door. "Reply that you were just getting fresh air or something similar. If you in any way reveal our presence, you will pay dearly for that move."

    Feldew Hoffis slowly turned and keyed his mic. "I am OK, Saffi. I sometimes like the smell of freshly mined Gunta ore. A full train just passed by."

    The radio was quiet for a moment. "Feldew... you are a strange one. Gunta ore... hahahahaha!"

    Feldew replied, "Thank you for your concern, Saffi. I shall see you after the shift."

    Saffi replied, "Late as usual, I suppose."

    A third voice then came over the radio. "Cut the chatter. The airwaves are for official use only. If I hear such conversations again, you will both be reported."

    Two "yes, sirs" could be heard, followed by silence. Feldew turned back towards me.

    I continued, "What do you know of the Colossus weapons?"

    Again Feldew looked confused as he replied, "They are pulsers."

    I again leaned in. "Explain to me your interpretation of a pulser. How does it work? What does it do?"

    Feldew hesitated and then responded, "I have only heard stories, Sir, but I believe it fires what they call a condensed gravity pulse. When it strikes, it rapidly expands and then contracts before disappearing. I have not seen it used, but I have heard that you would be ripped apart if you were struck."

    I continued, "And what of the sand-colored suits the soldiers are wearing? What is your knowledge of those?"

    Feldew replied, "They are combat suits, Sir. We are not allowed to discuss them or the weapons. I should not have spoken about the pulser, should I? Oh, I knew this would be a bad day when that air lock closed. My father always said it would bring nothing but trouble."

    I leaned against a counter and spoke. "Your father—was he an air lock operator like you?"

    Feldew answered, "Yes. As was his father and my great-grandfather. Lock 12-16 has been our responsibility for four generations. This is the first time the lock has closed during our time monitoring it. There was a small compression leak on panel 32C. I fear that I will be held responsible for its flawed operation."

    I continued, "What can you tell me about Embry Central? How far is it, and how do you normally get there from here?"

    Feldew replied, "It is the hub of the Embry Mine. There are fourteen tunnels that extend out into the planet from it. It is an older, dying city. Only mines 12 and 14 remain in operation. Before my lifetime ends, it may be closed completely. My son, Moka, may never get to monitor 12-16."

    I replied, "Tell me about Embry Central. How many Grell live there? And how many cities are on Ponik? Are they all mines?"

    Feldew tilted his head as he replied, "Embry Central was once a thriving city. Three million Grell worked the mines at their peak during my grandfather’s time at this lock. There are now only 220,000 who are left to support the mines, and more than half of them work in the mines themselves. Mine 11 was the last to close. The workers who remained from 11 were taken away by the Colossuns.

    "I have heard there are other cities, with Grand Ponik being the largest. The ore from each of the mining cities is taken there. The Colossuns tell us of great cities being constructed on Ponik’s surface, but I do not know of anyone who has been there. My cousin speaks of it regularly, but my cousin is a bad liar."

    I spoke. "So, Embry Central is largely abandoned?"

    Feldew replied, "Yes, only the sector surrounding the refinery and the tunnel leading to Grand Ponik remain open. The rest has been closed off to us. Last month, three young males were executed for violating the closure order. It seems there are always those willing to risk their lives by breaking the law."

    Duane then entered the room carrying a roll of cloth that had the appearance of black felt with a string tying each end closed. Feldew turned an off shade of blue at the sight of it.

    Duane spoke. "Found this tucked in behind a cabinet back there, Mr. Grange. From the look of our friend there, I would say this is probably something he is not supposed to have."

    I turned to Feldew. "What’s wrapped up in there, Hoffis? What have you been hiding?"

    Feldew Hoffis then broke down and confessed, "It is our family Broal, passed down to my great-grandfather from his great-grandfather, down the family line to me. I know it is a violation of the weapons ordinances, but it has been in our family for centuries, since before the Colossuns came. My son does not know of this; please, just take me, he is only eleven. He is not involved."

    Duane opened the cloth to reveal the polished, fine steel blade of the Broal. It was a long sword with a two-handed grip. The double-edged piece of masterful work had many small curves with serrated edges followed by broad sections of highly sharpened steel. The broadsides were covered with ornate scrollwork.

    I spoke. "This is your family blade?"

    Feldew replied, "I am told it is more than eighteen centuries old. It was crafted by the King’s swordsman for my ancestor as a show of thanks for his courage in battle. I had no intention of using it as a weapon. It is merely a family heirloom."

    After several hours of questions for Feldew, I began to wonder if we might soon have visitors.

    I spoke. "What time does your shift come to an end?"

    Feldew replied, "I am only in the first week of four."

    I began to pace the room. "You mean you are here, in this room, for four weeks straight? How often do the trains run?"

    Feldew replied, "Every six weeks. Do you not have access to the schedules?"

    I turned towards Feldew with the best angry glare I could muster.

    Feldew continued, "I am no longer in fear, Sir. With that Broal in your possession, I am already dead. If you are searching for others here, you will not find them. And I have one more thing to add... my spirit will celebrate when the resistance finds you and removes your intestines with a family blade similar to the one that your partner now holds. I shall be watching from a better place."

    A now-smug Feldew sat back in his chair with his short, slender arms crossed. For a moment I wanted to chuckle, as it reminded me of Frig. Even though I knew it was what he had been born with, I had always found Frig’s short arms to be comical in appearance.

    I spoke. "So, there is a resistance against the Colossus?"

    Feldew replied, "You have seen the broadcasts. The Commissioners do not attempt to hide it. I am not among those who have chosen to fight, but I will now freely admit that I support them. The Colossuns and all of the pestilence that follows them around will one day pay for the centuries of rape and pillage of our planet. All Grell who have passed before me will sit in jubilation in our ancestral dimension as your kind passes into the abyss of death."

    Feldew spit upon my left pant leg. I didn’t take it as a sign of respect. I placed my blaster back into its holster.

    I gestured to Duane to return Feldew's family heirloom to him as I spoke. "What would you say to someone who would be on your side in this fight? This ore you called Gunta—what if there was another species that was interested in trading with you for it and providing you with protection from the Colossus?"

    Feldew looked at his Broal before he answered. The razor-sharp serrated edges glistened in the bright light of the office.

    Feldew spoke. "I have nothing more to say to you or the Masters you serve. Do your deed and send me on to be with my ancestors."

    I replied, "There won't be any deed done here today, Feldew. My friend here and I, we came from that piece of machinery that was on the maintenance train."

    Feldew looked up as I paused before continuing, "That's right. We are not part of the Colossus. We are trespassers who came to this planet to mine the ore. Stand, take your family sword in your hands, and hold it back in a striking position."

    Feldew slowly stood.

    I continued, "Now, I will close my eyes, and you may strike me down if you wish. But first, think of the possibilities of having a powerful ally join your cause."

    I closed my eyes, knowing full well that the hybrid suit I was wearing would stop Feldew's blade. A hard blow would be halted by the suit’s reactive skin. A much larger threat was a slow slice, an easy feat that could end my life.

    Feldew spoke as he lowered his blade. "How do I know that you are telling the truth? You have been nothing but deceitful with your questions since you arrived. That suit you are wearing—it is probably constructed to shield you from the blow of my blade. And your friend, he remains behind me and at the ready to strike me down."

    I shrugged and nodded my head in agreement. "Well, I guess I need to do more to convince you. Your atmosphere is not dissimilar to ours. I will remove my helmet so that you may strike my bare skin."

    I flipped the latches and depressed the release. There was a slight rush of air due to a minor difference in pressure. As I took a breath, I could smell the acrid odor that came from a tunnel being deep underground. I knelt down on one knee with my helmet now tucked under my right arm.

    I spoke. "Duane, holster your weapon and stand over here behind me. Place your hands up and behind your head. Allow Mr. Hoffis to raise his weapon as if to strike me."

    Duane replied, "Do you really think that is a good idea, Mr. Grange? He could easily cut you in half before you could react."

    I replied, "That is what I am counting on, Duane. Mr. Hoffis, if you wish to send me to the abyss, then please do so."

    Feldew Hoffis began to raise his Broal. I watched the floor with hesitation as small spots of light, reflecting off the serrated edges, moved across the floor in my direction as the sword was raised into the bright office light.

    Feldew spoke. "I do not understand your willingness to die. What are you truly seeking of me... Mr. Grange?"

    I looked up at Feldew with a pursed smile. "What I am seeking is your trust, Feldew. There is nothing short of placing my life in your hands that would convince you that I speak the truth. Ask yourself, would the Masters risk their lives for even a moment?"

    Feldew held the blade high for several more seconds before lowering it back to his side. "No Colossun, or the minions of other species who serve them, would have done such. With your action, and with the way you came to be in this office by clinging to my door as the train passed, you have convinced me of your origin, Mr. Grange. I am not yet sure of your true intentions, but I am sure that you are not with the Masters."

    I slowly stood and replied, "Speaking of the Masters, are you expecting anyone to drop by here anytime soon? Another maintenance train, perhaps?"

    Feldew sat back in his chair and rubbed his fingers along the ornately carved surface of his prized Broal. "There will be no maintenance train, Mr. Grange. That crew would not have left the site without finishing the work completely. The Colossuns get extremely angry when ore is not delivered on time. It has been a long time since the Tunnel 8 cave-in stopped a delivery."

    Feldew continued, "The ground was unstable, even for these immense tunnel structures. It was abandoned with more than a hundred thousand miners and their Masters left behind. The Colossuns do not value the lives of others or themselves."

    I looked around the room and pulled a box over to sit on. "Well, Feldew, it looks like you have some new allies. I would love to know everything you can tell me about this planet, your people, and the Colossus."

    Duane attempted to intervene. "Ah, Sir, don't you think we should focus on getting back to the surface so we can not only call for help, but warn the Grid about the Colossus?"

    I turned to look at Duane. "That was my first thought, Duane. And then I began to think about the pulsers those soldiers were carrying. We have come across that technology as a weapon before. It proved ineffective against the material that made up the Grid and against the shielding we had on our ships. We ran roughshod over those species when they attacked after we jumped into their sector. My guess is the Colossun technology is similar."

    I continued, "Besides, I'm not worried about the Colossuns finding the Grid. She has her signal inhibitors on. So, unless the Colossuns physically stumble upon her, I think the Grid is safe."

    I slowly turned back towards Feldew as I spoke. "Do you have anything within this office that is powered from whatever power source you use, that you can make do without?"

    Feldew replied, "I have a small lamp in the back room. It offers a light similar to that of our sun. I like to occasionally bask in its warmth with the thought of one day returning to the surface of Ponik. I have never seen our sun in its true glory. I have only heard tales of its greatness."

    I replied, "OK, sounds a bit like your life doesn't depend on it. Duane, bring me the light and plug it into that socket."

    When the light was turned on, I took it by the base and set it on the floor. I pulled my blaster and dialed it down to its lowest setting.

    Duane held up his hand and spoke. "Uh, Sir."

    I replied, "I got this, Duane."

    Duane persisted, "Sir, I wouldn't do that."

    As I looked at Duane, I aimed the blaster and pulled the trigger.

    Pzzt!

    The light went dark, along with the office and Feldew's control console. Duane turned on the bright lights on his helmet.

    Duane spoke. "I was going to suggest we not do that, Sir. That cord is connected directly to the power that runs this office. There was a fairly high chance that you would knock out the power."

    I sarcastically replied, "Well, why didn’t you speak up?" My attempt at humor fell flat with Duane. He shook his head…

    Feldew rose and walked into the back room. A pop could be heard as Feldew flipped a breaker switch, and the lights and console power returned. Feldew sat back down in his chair and turned towards his console.

    The radio popped as the first call came over it. "Feldew? What happened? Your location went off the board!"

    Before Feldew could answer, his supervisor angrily spoke. "Hoffis! What is going on there?"

    Feldew keyed the mic and replied, "It is my fault, Sir. I was stretching in front of my sun light and bumped the breaker. I apologize, Sir. It will never happen again."

    The supervisor replied, "Hoffis! You are going to pay for this when the Masters find out! You have placed all of our lives in jeopardy!"

    I tapped Feldew on the shoulder and gestured for him to release the mic. "Does anyone else monitor the board besides your friend and your boss?"

    Feldew thought and then replied, "No, there is me, Saffi is at the mine air lock, and Jova mans the air lock at Embry Central. There is no one else."

    I patted him on the shoulder and replied, "Well, seems like it is in Jova's best interest to not mention this incident. If only you three know, then why tell anyone else?"

    I gestured at the mic as I continued, "Just convince him that it is in his best interest to remain silent."

    Feldew turned back to the mic and gently squeezed the key switch. "Jova. It seems to me that only you, Saffi, and I know about this. If we just remain silent, never speak of it, the Masters will never know and there will be no reprisals. We all just continue on with our lives."

    The radio was silent for a moment as Jova thought. "That is a violation of the law, Feldew. We cannot further violate the law!"

    Feldew began to key the mic when Saffi's voice came over the speaker. "Jova, is the law really broken if it is never reported? Feldew is right. Never speak of this again, and we all go on with our lives as they were before. Do you want Moka and your little Powis to grow up without fathers? The Masters would not be pleased that this happened on your watch!"

    Jova again thought before he replied, "Feldew... we will be silent. But you will take that sun light out of there and focus on your job! I cannot have you putting us all at risk because of your sun fantasy!"

    Feldew again keyed the mic. "No, Jova, the light will remain. If you should ever speak of this event again, I will tell the Masters that it was all of your making, that you orchestrated a cover-up of an outage to protect yourself."

    Saffi cried out, "Feldew!"

    The radio was silent.

    I spoke. "What was that about?"

    Feldew sighed and spun his chair around to face me. "We take pride in our honesty, Mr. Grange. It is something that we feel separates us from the other species of the Colossus. In some ways it is also our downfall, but it is something that we highly value. In remaining silent, I compromise the integrity of not only myself, but the two people I have known the longest in this world. I am not comfortable with my behavior, Mr. Grange. Not comfortable at all."

    I replied, "Well, you've had a bit of an extraordinary day, Feldew. I am the one who got you in trouble. Let that lack of integrity fall on me."

    Duane let out a short chuckle.

    I looked his way and spoke. "What?"

    Duane shook his head and replied, "You know how deeply you felt about the Milgari for what they did to our people; would you have sold out that belief to keep yourself out of trouble?"

    I replied, "No, I wouldn't and I didn't. And Feldew didn't just sell out his people either. Feldew, if your people had to choose, which of these traits would your people select as most important: honesty or freedom?"

    Feldew replied, "That is not a fair question, Mr. Grange. Our honesty is but a small part of our freedom; it is a part that we cherish because it is one of the few freedoms that remain available to us."

    I again sat down on the box as I crossed my arms and spoke. "So, it sounds to me like your freedom is more important. No one can take away your honesty, but they can take away your freedom. Just think of it this way, Feldew. That was your first step towards making your people free. By withholding that bit of information from the Colossuns, you have started a revolution. I'm not saying your freedom is at hand, but you have begun the journey. You help us to return to our station, and we will help you regain your freedom. We need your resources, Feldew; you need our protection. Other than Gunta ore, what other resources can be found on Ponik?"

    Feldew replied, "Our planet is rich in minerals. The centuries of pillage by the Colossus Empire have only depleted a small portion of what we have. Our people work, but not efficiently. And their mining technology is large in scale, but lacking in quality design. We could do much better, but choose to remain as we are."

    I replied, "So, you have remained silent about your abilities. It sounds to me like you are all part of the resistance."

    Feldew raised his hand and scratched the fur on the side of his cheek. "Hmmm. That is an interesting thought, Mr. Grange. I am not affiliated with the resistance, but I hear whispers on occasion. I will make it my purpose in life to find them when my shift ends."
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    With Feldew clearly on our side, our knowledge of the Grell grew quickly as he told of their history. According to his account, their ancestors had evolved from large warring tribes, who roamed the windswept surface of Ponik, into a civilized society that made increased use of the natural mineral resources. They had only just begun their industrial revolution when the Colossus Empire invaded and took control. Their primitive weapons were no match for the pulsers carried by the Colossuns.

    After three days of learning the history of the Grell, I turned the focus of my questions towards our escape. Duane let out a sigh of relief.

    I spoke. "How does the ore make its way to the surface? I would assume the Colossuns take it off planet."

    Feldew replied, "It is highly refined at Embry Central and each of the other hub cities before being taken to the surface. Grell are not allowed to see where it goes beyond the immense elevator in Embry Central."

    I nodded as I thought and then spoke. "So, they take it to the surface. Duane, I wonder why we didn't see any semblance of a spaceport when we came in. Everything appeared to be a normal uninhabited planet."

    Duane replied, "They must have a port up there, Mr. Grange. Maybe it's constructed of the same material as these tunnels. Our sensors didn't see those either."

    Feldew spoke. "The tunnel walls are fabricated from Gunta ore with a mixture of a metal that only the Colossuns know the secret of. Our people have speculated that the hybrid material, which is very thin for such a large structure, absorbs the normal signals that our mineral planet would emit. It then reemits those signals as its own. It doesn't seem to follow the laws of physics as we know them. What you saw on your sensors was likely a reflection of the surrounding material."

    I replied, "Just about every new sentient species we have come across has some trick up their sleeve that we didn't think was possible. If I showed you our home station—we call it the Grid—you would be in disbelief. Heck, there is technology that we have had for a thousand years that we don't understand ourselves."

    Feldew spoke. "Word is that the Colossun weapons are slow to recharge, but they are deadly when fired. Our primitive weapons cannot break through the armor that they wear. I have dared to daydream about how that armor might be overcome, but I have no means of testing such. If I had spoken of those dreams to others, it would have led to my immediate execution."

    I shook my head as I replied, "You sure know an awful lot about the Colossuns and their technology for a people that have been enslaved for centuries. OK, that didn’t come out right. I meant, for a people who have had no access to their technology."

    Feldew replied, "The Colossuns have attempted many times to educate our species. They believe that an educated species will be a more productive species, but only as long as that education is only allowed in the proper areas. Each Grell is taken from their family when they are five years old. For another five years, they are pushed through an extensive regimen of schooling. At the end, each is tested for intelligence."

    I replied, "You don't seem like a dumb species, Feldew. What happens with the ones who are considered gifted?"

    Feldew continued, "We are trained, before we are taken, to learn as much as we can. We must then fail badly on the final testing. Only a few are allowed to show promise. Those few inevitably fail at whatever tasks they are given. The education they offer is quite good, but we do not wish to contribute to their empire. So, for centuries we have remained an unteachable species."

    I replied, "Sounds to me like you Grell are not so honest after all. I mean, sure, you aren't outright lying to them, but you aren't telling the truth either. But don't worry about Humans; we have our own problems, so we certainly wouldn't judge you given the circumstances."

    Feldew responded, "You mentioned Humans; that is the name of your species?"

    I replied, "Yes. I can't believe we have been talking for three days and that is the first time I have said ‘Human.’"

    Duane stepped in with a reply. "Maybe that's because you have been grilling poor Feldew here for those three days about his people. If I was him, I would be looking for a few answers to my own questions."

    I replied, "There will be time for that. Anyway, let's get back to the Colossuns and getting to the surface. Is there any other way up there?"

    Feldew thought for a moment. "There are several smaller maintenance and personnel elevators alongside the ore lift. But Grell are never allowed on or near them. We have always speculated that there are other species who do the maintenance of whatever is above, but we have never seen them."

    I continued with a new question. "When your shift is over, how do you get back to Embry Central?"

    Feldew replied, "That would be on a rail-rider. It is a small vehicle that clings to a single rail. It has a cargo area that is approximately ten cubic meters in size. It has seating for four, although I have never seen anyone else on board."

    Duane spoke. "Maybe we can hop a ride on this rail-rider to Embry Central. If there aren't any other passengers, we might be able to hop off before it comes to a stop."

    Feldew responded, "That would not be possible. The rider leaves the main rail at full speed and enters a tight tunnel until it reaches its destination. Center Station will have guards waiting to verify that only I was aboard."

    I spoke. "Do you ever carry any cargo? Does any actual maintenance get done out here for which the rail-rider would bring something out or take something back?"

    Feldew thought and then spoke. "I have summoned the rail-rider several times during my career. Why do you ask?"

    I replied, "If you can bring a box of something out or take a box of something back, maybe we could stow away. Where would a box go after a ride, and would the guards have any interest in its contents?"

    Again Feldew paused to think before he replied, "The guards have not shown interest in the cargo before. And the container is off-loaded and taken to the maintenance bay before a decision is made as to its final destination. It may sit on the maintenance dock for weeks before it reaches its final destination."

    I replied, "Is there anything you would need to call a rail-rider for? Not necessarily a need, but is there anything that could be changed out that would not arouse suspicion?"

    Feldew replied, "Only Jova would demand to know why it was required. But Jova will send whatever I request. I would otherwise again threaten to turn him in to the Colossuns."

    I chuckled. "You play for keeps, Feldew; I like that. What do we have around here that 'requires' maintenance?"

    Feldew turned to his console and began typing. "There are three panels on the air lock that had minor pressure leaks during the lock closure. Ordinarily the levels shown would not be candidates for maintenance, but that closure has offered us a valid reason to order at least one of those panels. QAD-3M had the highest bleed through. I can place an order for a new panel if needed."

    I spoke. "How long would it take to arrive, and how long again after that before the rider returns to Embry Central?"

    Again Feldew typed away at his console. "The rail-rider with a new QAD-3M could be delivered within half a day. Changing out the panel requires approximately twenty minutes. The rider would return immediately after the exchange was complete."

    I turned to Duane. "Looks like we will be paying a visit to the city."

    I continued to quiz Feldew about what we might do once we arrived at Embry Central. The maintenance bay was on the edge of a newly decommissioned district. A flimsy two-meter wall would be all that stood between us and the newly abandoned part of the city. So long as we stayed out of sight of the occupied areas, we would have free run of more than twenty square kilometers of empty buildings.

    Later that day, a new panel was ordered. The rail-rider delivered the parts as scheduled, and Feldew soon had the replacement fitted and bolted down. The container for shipping the panel was three cubic meters in size. It was a tight fit, but Duane and I managed to squeeze in along with the old panel.

    As Feldew lowered the container cover onto our new hiding place, I had a moment of panic that he was setting us up to be turned over to the Colossuns at Embry Central. When the rail-rider rolled into the station, a nervous Jova was there to meet it. A hand lift was used to pull the container from the flatbed of the rail-rider. It was placed on the station dock for delivery to the maintenance bay.

    My comm lit up with the voice of a Colossun as he approached Jova. "You there! What is in that crate? Why was I not notified of a delivery?"

    Jova replied in a choked-up voice, "It is a QAD-3M panel for the air lock. Check the maintenance records; it has been in need of replacement for quite some time."

    The guard poked at the box with his pulser. "Packages do not move through here without my approval!"

    Jova replied, "I beg your forgiveness, Master. A printout of the delivery was placed on the guard desk last shift. Perhaps it was misplaced?"

    The guard turned towards Jova. As he stood in front of the Grell, he towered over him. Jova dropped to one knee.

    The Colossun spoke. "You do well to grovel, Grell. Next time, see that the order is placed in my hand. I do not like mistakes or sloppy work on my shift."

    Jova spoke with his head turned downward. "I thank you for your gracious forgiveness of my transgression. It will not happen again."

    The guard jabbed Jova with his pulser, knocking him to the floor. "I will quiz the guard of the prior shift when he returns. If what you are saying is false, there will be no forgiveness, only pain!"

    The Colossun turned and walked away. A quivering Jova rose to his feet and brushed the dust of the floor from his sleeve. As his nerve returned, he boarded a container lift, and the box was soon sitting on the maintenance bay dock.

    I let out a sigh of relief as the bolts to the lid were loosened and the lid removed.

    Once the heavy container lid had been moved away and stowed, Jova turned back to the box. "What the..."

    I stood up from my crouched position with my blaster in my hand. "Hello, Jova."

    Jova replied, "What? I... I don't understand. Who are you and what are you doing in there?"

    Duane replied as he stood, "We are your new best friends, Jova."

    I spoke. "I would suggest you show us to the walled-off portion of the city. The sooner we are out of your ha... fur, the less chance that you will be executed for aiding the enemy."

    Jova stepped backwards. "You... you are the enemy of the Colossus? Oh, Feldew, what have you done to us!"

    I replied as I stepped out onto the maintenance bay floor, "Relax, Jova, no one knows we are here, and with a little luck we will be gone before anyone finds out. The fact that you are helping us will stay with us."

    I smiled.

    Jova held up his hand and spoke. "No, the Colossuns will know. They will torture you until you speak Jova's name."

    I replied, "Well, then I would suggest you send us on our way, Jova. If we can make it to the surface, you will have nothing to worry about. Just point us towards the sector wall."

    A still-shaking Jova slowly raised his short, stubby arm and pointed towards a door. "Through there. The wall is on the other side."

    I gestured to Duane and we were on our way. The wall was an easy hop, with the slightly lower gravity of Ponik. Feldew had given us the names of several streets to follow to a building he thought might offer us a comfortable place to stay. It was a medical building with supplies of water and hospital beds.

    Once the medical building had been scouted, we set our sights on another section of the wall that was five blocks from our new hideaway. A food storage facility was in operation just on the other side. Our rations were running low due to our troubles and the unexpected length of our stay. I wondered if Grell food consisted of the same mush I had seen Feldew eat. It had a foul smell and a bitter taste.

    Embry Central was dark and dismal. With such a large part of the city shut down, only the lights in the active sector had power. The city had a domed ceiling, constructed of the same material as the tunnel. With its gray color, and with the pale glow of the lit sections, what would be the sky took on a dark, overcast appearance.

    I kept my helmet on with the filters working to clean the acrid smell of stale air. I was sure the Colossuns had spent the minimum necessary to build and power each of the hub cities. I imagined the mines themselves would only be worse.

    After strolling into the unlocked medical building, Duane and I settled on accommodations on the third floor. I lay back on a recovery bed in the room that I had selected. My feet jutted off the end of the mattress.

    Duane walked in the room and spoke. "Ah, short beds! I love it."

    I replied, "How can you like that? Your feet dangle off the end."

    Duane smiled. "I sleep on my belly, Sir. Always have. Feet hanging off the end is comfortable to me."

    I slid over and sat up on the bed. "You are an odd one, Duane. But I guess it’s better than what we've had for the past three weeks. How about we go get us some food, if we can call it that."

    Duane concurred, and we soon found ourselves hopping over the wall into the occupied sector of Embry Central.

    I spoke. "Stay in the shadows. If we get spotted, we are going to have a big fight on our hands, and I'm not sure I want to know how these hybrid suits will do against their pulsers."

    Duane replied, "If they work as Feldew described, we should be in good shape."

    The streets were largely empty. Only the occasional Grell could be seen crossing from one building to another. The door on the storage warehouse was unlocked.

    As we slid inside, Duane commented, "Sir, we haven't seen a locked door yet. I'm guessing crime here is nonexistent."

    I replied, "These people are dead if they only make one mistake. I would imagine that keeps any type of criminal activity to a minimum. I wouldn't doubt that if you were caught committing a crime, they would take out your whole family. They wouldn't be the first species to do that."

    The warehouse was open, with stacks of pallets that held a variety of foodstuffs. I turned my glove sensor to max and began to scan the packages for foods that could be eaten by Humans.

    Duane was the first with a find. "I have some legumes over here, Sir. We have solid protein and fiber numbers, but they appear to be loaded with caffeine."

    I replied with a grin, "That sounds like coffee, Duane. We need to find us a grinder!"

    After identifying four items that would provide us with adequate nutrition, we began to look for a cart to load our goods onto. As I rounded a corner with a cart, the front bay door to the warehouse slid upwards. Voices were immediately heard.

    I ducked behind the closest pallet and pulled my blaster.

    A voice spoke. "Stay near the door, please. I will only be a minute. The commander has requested an extra serving with his dinner tonight, and I did not want to be caught short."

    A young voice could be heard in reply. "Yes, Father."

    As the elder Grell loaded several small sacks onto a cart, he looked over and noticed the cart that I had left in the aisle.

    The elder Grell spoke. "Hmmm, someone is going to get themselves killed. Mossi! Stay near the door, please! I have to clean up someone’s mess!"

    Footsteps could be heard walking to the cart and then away. When the last sack of food had been returned, the squeaky wheels of the cart could be heard as it was pushed back to its usual location.

    The elder Grell yelled out, "Mossi!"

    I got a sudden chill as a young voice yelled back from behind me, "I am here, Father!"

    I turned slowly to see the furry eleven-year-old Grell boy staring at me. "Hello."

    I spoke. "Son, you will want to go back to your father now, and for his protection and safety as well as your own, you should never mention that you saw me here. The Colossuns would punish you both severely."

    The elder Grell again yelled, "Mossi! Come on! I have to get the commander's dinner cooking!"

    The young Grell lifted his hands in front of his face. They soon took the shape of a wide-open mouth. The boy slowly closed his hands and pursed his lips as if to signal silence. He then turned and ran towards the door. The bay door slid shut with a rumble and a clang.

    I stood facing the bay door and spoke. "Duane!"

    Duane replied, "Behind you, Sir."

    I turned to see Duane standing behind me with a smile. "I have got to start observing my surroundings better. I'm surprised there is not a Colossun standing there with you."

    Duane retrieved the cart, and we soon had a load of goods thrown over the wall. Half an hour later, I was heating a pot of water with my blaster set to minimum. Our stolen Grell feast turned out to be very unsatisfying.

  


  
    Chapter 4

    


    

    


    

    The Grell days followed a fifteen-hour pattern. After several hours of much-needed sleep, I was awakened by a brightness coming in through the windows. Recessed lighting in the dome had been turned on for nearly half of the city. It was a dim day, if it could be called a day at all, but it offered visibility in the streets that had otherwise been hidden in the dark shadows.

    Duane entered my room. "I think we should recon those elevators, Sir. They are clearly visible from the other side of this building. They go up the far wall through the dome."

    I rolled out of bed and rubbed my eyes before reaching for my helmet. "Ugh, I should have left that helmet on. My nostrils smell like this place now. I'm sorry, what were you saying about the elevators?"

    Duane repeated himself. "They go up the far wall over there, through the dome. I've been watching them for nearly an hour now, and they haven't moved."

    I replied, "Feldew said the ore takes several weeks to refine. Once they start moving it up, that big elevator will be running for a week straight. Hopefully that will give us enough time to figure out how to get on board."

    As we moved through the streets, there was a small chance that we could be seen when crossing intersections from a high window in the occupied sector. When we arrived at the base of the wall nearest the elevators, we found another building to take temporary refuge in.

    Duane spoke. "That big elevator has a supporting structure underneath that we may be able to ride on. We would be visible from below, though."

    I replied, "That may be a good option for after hours. Otherwise, those smaller ones have a box on top, probably a pulley system for those cables. We might be able to stow away there."

    We continued our surveillance for three days and two nights before the base of the ore elevator began to bustle with activity. The refined ore was being moved to the surface.

    I spoke as we made our way out of the building near the elevators. "We take only what food we can easily carry, and we stash the rest. Once it's dark, we go for that sub-structure if we can. There was a lot of activity up and onto that platform, but not much around the sides or underneath. When it comes back down, we'll give it a shot."

    Duane replied, "OK by me, Sir. The sooner we get home, the better I'll feel. I don't think that Grell food is agreeing with me. I was up most of last night."

    I nodded in agreement. "I heard. I thought you were going to bring in the Colossuns with all that grunting."

    Duane sighed. "Potty humor, Sir? You really need to work on your material."

    I shook my head as we walked. "Great. Marooned on a planet with the only guy in the galaxy who doesn't laugh."

    Duane replied, "That's not true, Sir. I was dying on the inside when you knocked out Feldew's power. I'm just not a verbal laugher, Sir."

    I turned my head to look directly at Duane. "Verbal laugher? I'm not even sure what that means. Are you say—"

    Six Grell, armed with swords and crossbows, were standing in front of us.

    The tallest of the Grell spoke. "You will come with us."

    I gestured for Duane to go in front. With my blaster, I could easily take out all six. But these were the Grell, our newest of allies. Only, these six had not been alerted to that fact. We were soon in the basement of a nearby building.

    The tall Grell again spoke. "Who or what are you? The Colossuns will pay for sending you in search of us!"

    I held up my hand in a friendly gesture. "Ho. We aren't with the Colossuns."

    The Grell replied as he poked his sword at my abdomen, "It is unfortunate for you that you found us. The resistance will only grow under your oppression!"

    I shook my head. "OK, listen, I'm sure you are aware of the alien vessel that fell through the tunnel to Embry 12. That was us. We are as much on the run from the Colossuns as you are."

    The Grell again poked at my abdomen with his sword. "How do I know you are not lying to us? The Colossuns would stop at nothing to end the resistance."

    I replied, "OK, there are several things wrong with that statement. I don't know your full history, but it seems to me they are letting you run your resistance here. If this is where the resistance is, and they wanted to end it, I would think they would just send out a platoon of those monsters they have and search every inch of this place. Doesn't seem like that big of a task."

    I continued, "Anyway, I'll prove to you that we are who we say we are."

    I laid my arm out on a table in the room where the Grell had taken us.

    I spoke. "Take your sword and chop off my arm."

    The Grell gave me a strange look.

    Duane spoke. "Sir. I wouldn't do that."

    I replied, "Relax, Duane. I've got this."

    The Grell shrugged and then brought his sword down hard upon my arm.

    I cried out in pain. "Owww! Gaw, that hurts!"

    The hybrid battle suit the Colonel had provided performed as designed. The outer skin instantly hardened, stopping the sword from penetrating.

    Duane spoke. "That is going to leave a nasty bruise, Sir. I was going to say that the area the force from the weight of that heavy sword is spread over is too small to fully protect you. You should have had him strike your chest instead."

    I rubbed my arm as I clinched my fist repeatedly. "Well, next time speak up, Duane! Don't just leave me to get the heck beaten out of me!"

    Duane replied with a chuckle, "Sorry, Sir. I will try to warn you sooner next time."

    I replied, "So, it takes me nearly losing an arm to get a laugh out of you? I don't think the problem is with my material. Your sense of humor is just warped, Duane."

    The Grell spoke. "Your reaction shows that you speak the truth about who you are. We had hopes of contacting whoever it was that crash-landed, but feared that the Colossuns had already taken you away. I am glad that they had not."

    A second Grell then spoke. "Gaffa, I don't know what use they would be to us. They do not seem very intelligent."

    I spoke. "Hey. I'll admit to making the occasional bad decision, but I proved my point, didn't I?"

    I turned back towards Gaffa. "We need your help getting on those elevators and back up to the surface. If we can make it to the surface, we can call for help from our people. If we get in touch with them, then perhaps we can offer you some help against the Colossus."

    Gaffa held out his hand. "We must hurry while the elevators are running. Our people can get you into one of the ore containers. It will be up to you to escape once you are above. We have studied the Colossuns for years, and that is the only method that has a chance of success."

    I replied, "So, you can get us in an ore container, and get us on that elevator, but we are on our own after that?"

    Gaffa replied, "I am sorry we have nothing more to offer. Once the elevator begins its ascent, your fate will then be determined by your own decisions."

    Duane spoke. "Well, great; his decisions, you say?"

    I nodded my head in approval. "Sarcasm! You, Duane, are on the road to friendship!"

    Gaffa and the other members of the local Grell resistance soon had us packed into an ore-shipping container. A pin was inserted in the locking mechanism of the container, which would allow us to open the massive door from the inside once we determined we had arrived topside.

    We had half an hour to kill before our container was to be moved. I continued my attempts to make Duane laugh. My lack of success only made the wait longer. Once the elevator had begun its journey upwards, the ride lasted eighteen minutes. Sideways movement told us we had reached our destination.

    I spoke. "I'd say we just got moved to a dock for loading on a transport. This would be a good time to make our exit if we can manage to slip out unseen."

    Duane reached for the door mechanism. The rusty handle would not budge.

    Duane grunted as he pushed on the handle and then spoke. "I don't think this is opening, Sir. I'm not feeling any give."

    I spun myself around. "Let me have a shot at it with my boot."

    Duane shuffled himself backward on the refined ore, giving me the room I needed for a kick.

    Bong!

    The container reverberated like a giant drum.

    Duane spoke. "Crap, Sir! That was loud! If they didn't know we were here before, they know now!"

    I replied as I kicked again, "It's not going to matter if we can't get out of here."

    Bong!

    Bong!

    The lever was locked in place.

    I began to scooch myself back on the ore pile as far from the door mechanism as I could.

    Duane spoke. "Ah, Sir? What is it that you are doing?"

    I replied, "You better move yourself back away from that door, Duane. I'm going to blast it open!"

    Before Duane could respond, a deep rumble could be heard, followed by the sensation of a lifting motion.

    I spoke. "Great. Now we are being loaded on a ship. If we don't get out of here before it lifts off, we are going to... aaaooohhhhuuuugg!!!"

    A force of fifteen times the pull of standard Grid gravity was exerted on our bodies as the ore hauler lifted off from Ponik. We had missed our opportunity to escape from the massive container that now held us captive. We were on our way to a destination unknown.

    Four minutes later I regained consciousness. Duane awoke shortly after.

    I spoke. "I don't think we're in Kansas anymore, Duane."

    Duane replied, "I'm sad to say that I know what you are talking about now, Sir. If this container is externally attached to whatever ore hauler we are now a part of, we may not have long to live."

    I replied, "Always with the sunshine and rainbows, Duane. Let's get this door open and find out the situation."

    Duane held up his hand. "Ah, Sir, before you go blasting away, I would like to say one thing."

    I replied, "Go ahead; what is it that I am doing wrong now?"

    Duane chuckled. "I just wanted to say I think you are making the right decision this time, Sir, but I would like to add, the gravity in here feels a little light. When you blast that door, we are going to have a storm of metal flying around. That includes this ore, Sir."

    I replied as I shook my head and pulled the trigger on my blaster, "It is what it is, Duane."

    The lock mechanism exploded, sending shrapnel in every direction. The skins of our battle suits hardened the instant the flying shards of metal first came in contact with us. The confined concussion from the explosion was a shock to our systems, but we came out of the blast unharmed.

    When the debris settled, I looked out through the opening. Through the doorway, I could see the interior of an ore-transport cargo hold. "Looks like it was the right decision, Duane. Thanks for speaking up for a change."

    Duane replied as he poked his head out of the door for a look around, "My pleasure, Sir. Just ask if you ever want my opinion."

    With the light gravity, we hopped the fifteen meters down to the cargo floor and landed with ease.

    I spoke. "Set your gravity compensator to 40 percent. That should give us a feel similar to what we are used to."

    Duane replied, "You know, Sir, I never learned how the compensator works. I've always been curious, but I forgot to ask when others were around."

    I replied, "Well, it’s your lucky day, my friend, because I just happen to know the answer to that. This suit can either add or take away resistance to your movements within it by, say, plus or minus 70 percent. You get on a light-gravity world, and it makes you work harder to make the same movement. On a heavy-gravity world, it assists you. At the highest level, it really is just as simple as that. You can tell that there is a distinct difference between real gravity and the simulated stuff of your suit, but it has a similar enough feel that your brain adapts to it quickly."

    Duane squatted and flexed his muscles. "Hmm, I can feel that now, Sir. Thanks for that info."

    The transport carried hundreds of containers of the refined ore in its hold. Our container had been the last one loaded on this particular ship before it had lifted off.

    As we walked towards the front of the cargo hold in search of a door, Duane read out the ore names on the containers. "Gunta, which we know is iron. Malius is aluminum. Here we have Fretta, which translates to manganese, and Paulia, which is... gold, Sir. I think we have just about everything we need here, Sir."

    I stopped and grabbed Duane by the arm. "Duane, are you saying what I think you are saying?"

    Duane replied, "I think I am, Sir. If we can take control of this ship, we have a whole cargo of materials that we are badly in need of to begin rebuilding our fleet. I think it is imperative that we take down this hauler, Sir."

    I replied, "I like the way you think, Duane... I like the way you think!"

    We soon found ourselves climbing up fifty-two flights of stairs. I advised Duane to adjust his gravity compensator to allow for an easy climb. Twelve minutes later we arrived at the top.

    I spoke. "Through that door and we find out who is driving this rig. If it’s Colossuns, I say we just start blasting away. If it ends up being some other species, we'll play it by ear."

    I opened the door to a long gray hallway. I never understood why any species would paint a habitat that they were going to be living in for possibly months or years at a time, gray. It was a depressing color on so many levels. The confinement of being in space made living in it hard enough.

    I spoke. "Check each door handle. I can't imagine any of them being locked on a barge like this. And if the Colossuns are that hard on crime, I can't imagine anyone taking the chance of stealing something in such a confined area."

    We checked each door, and each room beyond, as we made our way down the hall. As we stepped out of a room and back into the hall, a far door opened. Duane dropped to his knees and took aim. It was an alien species other than the Colossuns. It had entered the hallway and immediately turned away from our direction. The biped alien had a small tail that swigged back and forth as they walked. They soon disappeared around a far corner.

    Duane spoke. "That door is about midway down the hall. My guess would be, that is the bridge."

    I replied, "Let’s hit the rest of these rooms before we get there. I don’t want any surprises once we enter that bridge."

    The remaining rooms were quickly inspected; none were occupied. I had my left hand on the knob and my blaster down by my side.

    I spoke. "You ready for this?"

    Duane replied, "I am, Sir. Let’s get it going."

    I turned the knob and slowly opened the door. It opened into a broad room. Consoles lined the left wall, with three alien crewmen sitting before them. An ornate chair was centered in the room, which looked out over the foredeck through large windows. As I looked around to the right, there were two more crewmen sitting at consoles. I stepped up behind the alien seated in the ornate chair. Duane remained by the door.

    I held my blaster up to the temple of the yellow alien, his tail stuck through a hole in the back of his chair. "I presume you are the captain?"

    The alien froze. His hand began to slide forward on his chair arm. A quick blow from the butt of my blaster stopped his attempt to press a button on the front of the armrest.

    I spoke again. "Not a wise move, my friend."

    The alien replied with a line of unknown gibberish. My helmet translator showed a 5 percent confidence rating. I poked the captain and gestured with my hand for him to continue. After several more sentences, the words began to come through.

    The captain spoke. "I … … know … who are … … a Colossus vessel!"

    As the translator reached 85 percent, the captain’s rants became clear. "I demand to know who you are and what you are doing on my ship! We are under the protection of the Colossus Empire. You are interfering in their affairs and will be severely punished when caught. Turn yourselves in now and you may avoid execution!"

    I replied, "I don’t think so, Captain. Which one of these crewmen is your staff officer?"

    The captain replied, "Ensign Haluf has that duty station for this voyage."

    I again poked the captain with my blaster. "Which one is Haluf?"

    The captain pointed.

    I turned back to Duane and gestured. "Have him pull up the crew manifest. If he resists, blow a hole in his head."

    Duane replied as he moved towards the officer, "Yes, Sir! You heard him, crew manifest, show it!"

    The ensign looked at the captain, who nodded in approval. The ore transport had a crew of twelve, including one Colossun guard.

    Duane spoke. "Manifest shows these five are shift one and another five make up shift two. The captain there and a Colossun guard round out the total of twelve."

    I again poked the captain. "Where are the crew quarters in relation to here?"

    The captain replied, "Down the hall, around the corner, second door."

    I replied, "OK, Captain, we are going to play a little game of ‘I'm in charge now.’ I want you and your crew to sit in a circle over here with your backs to each other. There will be no talking unless Duane or I ask you a direct question. Understood?"

    The captain replied after a poke, "Understood."

    As I watched carefully, Duane frisked each of the alien crewmen for anything that could be used as a weapon or to alert the others. Once they had all been checked out, I pointed towards the door.

    I spoke. "You want to get the others, or you want to wait here?"

    Duane replied, "I'll get 'em, Sir."

    Several minutes passed before Duane returned with the crewmen of the second shift. Again, they were each frisked,  and then forced down on the floor to form a second circle.

    I spoke to the captain. "Where can we find the Colossun?"

    The captain replied, "I don't know. He should have been in the crew quarters with the others."

    Duane spoke. "He's lying to you, Sir. There were only five bunks in there, none of them three meters long."

    I stepped on the captain's spindly fingers with my boot. He let out a yelp.

    I spoke as I lifted my boot from his bruised hand. "You were saying, Captain?"

    The captain replied, "He is in the next cabin. The third door. I hope he makes you pay for your act of piracy!"

    I bent over and leaned in close to the captain. "Now, Captain, I recall hearing you say that you understood the rules. Unfortunately, you have not followed them. So, I am in need of an adequate punishment, a deterrent for the others, if you will."

    I stood for several seconds before dialing my blaster to its minimum setting. I took quick aim and fired an ion bolt into the captain's hand.

    The captain screamed. "Aiiiiieeeee!!! Arrrrghhh!"

    His hand immediately swelled to three times its normal size as the ion charge expanded. The captain would never have use of his hand again, short of getting a prosthetic replacement.

    As the captain rolled on the ground in pain, clutching his ruined hand, I spoke to the others. "I hope you are all fast learners. We aren't here to screw around. If you value your lives, and if you want to come out of this with all of your appendages intact and functioning, all you need to do is cooperate. Simple."

    I again pointed at the door. "You want the Colossun or should I?"

    Duane shook his head as he replied, "I got him, Sir. I'll be back in a minute."

    I spoke. "Oh, and if he offers any resistance, smoke him."

    Duane nodded as he turned towards the door. Before he could take a step, the doorknob turned and the door swung open. The Colossun fired first.

    Vrrrp!

    The gravity bolt from his pulser impacted Duane in the chest where he stood. As the gravity field expanded, Duane was thrown violently backwards into the bridge view-port glass. I raised my blaster and fired.

    The minimal ion bolt impacted the Colossun on his gun arm. He turned to fire at me and pulled the trigger before I could react. Nothing happened.

    I dropped to my knee, flipped up the dial on my blaster, and cut loose with a full ion charge.

    Pzzzt!

    The Colossun froze. A light smoke began to emanate from under his battle suit. I glanced in Duane's direction.

    I spoke. "Duane! You alive?"

    Several seconds passed before I received a weak and pained response. "Yes... Sir."

    The Colossun remained frozen and smoldering. I stepped over to Duane and offered a hand as I kept an eye on the rest of the crew.

    I spoke. "That was a full charge. I don't think whoever is under that suit survived."

    Duane rested with his blaster turned towards the captain and crew as I moved in to inspect the Colossun.

    I spoke. "Man, these guys are monsters. This one smells an awful lot like burnt electronics."

    I looked over his battle suit until I found a latch for the breastplate. I depressed the latch, and the plate slightly lifted on the Colossun's left side. Several seconds later, the right latch was clicked and the heavy breastplate fell to the floor. The Colossun was an android.

    Duane spoke. "Whoa, Sir. I would have picked them as live beings every time if asked."

    I turned back to the captain; although still nursing his hand, his focus was on the Colossun. It appeared the alien crew was as stunned by the discovery as we were.

    I spoke. "Captain, I take it by your expression that you thought the Colossuns were beings like you and me?"

    The captain was still in too much pain to respond.

    The first officer raised his hand and spoke. "We have only ever seen them in their gear. This would explain their heartless and ruthless behavior. It is their programming. They cannot be reasoned or negotiated with."

    I replied, "So, no one has ever fought one and figured this out?"

    Ensign Wallie Haluf replied, "When the Colossuns first came upon us, we were slaughtered by the millions. Our primitive weapons had little effect on their armor. Their weapons were terrifying to our people. Our planet fell to them within days of their arrival. We have been in their service ever since."
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    I poked around at the mechanisms of the failed android before talking to the ensign. "How long have you been slaves?"

    The ensign replied, "For seven centuries we have done their bidding. I am a fifteenth-generation first officer. I suppose I am now the first to break the tradition."

    I tilted my head slightly as I replied to the ensign, "Maybe I can offer you a continuance of employment. Would you be interested in piloting this transport for the Human race? Cooperation could go a long way in determining your fate, and the fate of this crew."

    The ensign looked at the captain before answering. "Captain, I feel we should accept this offer. We are at the mercy of this species. If the Colossuns recover this ship, we are likely to be executed. Perhaps this is a solution that will allow us to live."

    I spoke. "If you join with us now, I will personally guarantee your freedom when we have achieved what we need to achieve. Name a planet you would like to be released on, and I will make that happen. Or, if you wish to work in our employ as free men, we can make that happen too."

    The captain looked down at his damaged hand and then back at me with a scowl. "It is not as if we have a choice in the matter. Take my ship; take my crew. I am of no use in my condition. Wallie, the bridge is yours to command."

    I spoke. "Wallie, your first order of business is to get this ship turned in the right direction. Next, I want you to work with Duane to show him your communications system. If any attempt is made to broadcast a message to the Colossus Empire, you and your entire crew will be immediately executed. Play nice, and you will be rewarded."

    The ore hauler was soon turned in the direction of the Grid. Wallie passed Duane off to his comm officer. After several minutes at a console, Duane turned towards me.

    Duane spoke. "Sir, I think we have a problem."

    I replied, "Does that problem have anything to do with our speed?"

    Duane replied, "I would guess it does, Sir. Their comm system is RF; are their engines sub-light?"

    I replied, "Yes, they are. Our trip back to the Grid will take four months. I'm thinking we need a better solution."

    After several minutes of back and forth, Duane offered a possible fix for our dilemma. "It may be possible to patch our helmet comm into an amplifier of sorts. Something to boost the signal level. If it works, we could cut our comm turnaround down to less than a day."

    I replied, "I take it you might know how to do that? It's a bit out of my league."

    Duane removed his helmet and looked inside. "The power pack for the transmitter sits here. If Wallie has tools on this barge, I may be able to tap into the ship's power. I'll have to be careful, though. If I try to put too much power through there, I'll burn up that transmitter and lose the use of the comm in the helmet. Here, you better give me your helmet, Sir."

    I replied, "What? I'm not giving you my helmet! Use your own!"

    Duane chuckled.

    I spoke. "Now you are just trying to get on my good side, aren't you. I've got my eye on you, Duane. You are slowly coming out of your shell."

    I looked up, and the alien crewmen who surrounded us had confused looks on their faces.

    I spoke. "What are you looking at? Get back to work!"

    With the help of Wallie, Duane soon had his amplifier rigged. Our first attempt at reconnecting with the Grid was made over the faster-than-light comm system of our helmets. It would take hours for the comm to reach the Grid and hours for it to return.

    With possibly months of time on our hands, I took on the task of asking questions of Wallie about himself and his people. They called themselves the Tribuk. Their world was only four light-years’ distance from the Colossus home world, Colos. The entire Colossus Empire only encompassed nine star systems, with the most distant one being eleven light-years from Colos. It was hardly a large empire by any of the standards that we had known. But the Colossuns and their android army ruled it without tolerance for error.

    I spoke. "What is the name of your home planet?"

    Wallie replied, "Garrok. I have only been there once. Well, not really there, we were in orbit. My entire life has been spent on this ship and one other."

    I sat in a chair at the console beside him. "Yeah, we kind of know that feeling. We live on this giant space station we call the Grid. We don't know how we got there or where we are originally from, but we have called it home for about a thousand years now. I was working on a home planet for us, but we had to leave it behind. There are lots of hostile races out there beyond this space. Many are much more powerful than what we've seen of the Colossuns."

    Wallie replied, "I am sorry for the misplacement of your home, Don Grange. I'm sure that is a troubling situation. Our history only begins on Garrok six hundred years ago. We have no past either. From birth we are trained as ship crews, so that is what we do."

    I had a sudden chill as I realized I had not revealed my name to Wallie. I stood and stepped back with my blaster at the ready.

    I spoke with an angry expression. "OK, how did you know my name? Neither Duane nor I have spoken it since we got here!"

    Wallie cautiously pointed to my battle suit. "Is that not your name on your chest?"

    I looked down to see the embroidered stitching on the left chest of my battle suit. Duane shook his head and began to chuckle.

    I returned to my seat by Wallie and spoke. "Hmm. Yeah, I suppose that is my name. I didn't realize it was on there. OK, just disregard that threat back there."

    Wallie thought and then replied, "Was that an attempt at humor, Don Grange? My people do have an understanding of humor, although yours seems strange."

    One of the other aliens then spoke to the one seated next to him. "Just disregard that threat back there."

    His voice was an exact match for mine.

    Wallie spoke. "Gelford, please do not mimic the alien before he has an understanding of our cultural norms."

    I looked over at the alien and spoke with my most sarcastic-sounding tone. "Gelford? What kind of a name is that?"

    Gelford looked confused as the alien sitting next to him began to snicker with a wheezing giggle.

    Wallie spoke. "That is enough!"

    Duane placed his hand on my shoulder. "Looks like you are in for a fun ride, Mr. Grange."

    As it turned out, the Tribuk were not all that different from Humans in their intellect and reasoning. They showed cultural traits similar to our own, including fear, loathing, and humor. They also showed a level of curiosity that was as inquisitive as ours. They liked to be informed and had many questions for us regarding Humans.

    Once the questioning began to break down into normal conversation, the thought crossed my mind that we had an ore transport full of materials and I was unsure of what those were.

    Wallie pulled up the cargo manifest on a monitor for us to review. "We have iron, manganese, aluminum, tungsten, gold, silver, and copper, as well as sixteen other minerals."

    I pointed to a cargo hold that displayed in red. "What is in there?"

    Wallie replied, "We don’t know. The Colossuns load and unload that section in private. We are not allowed in there during transport."

    I turned my eyes from Wallie to the screen as I spoke. "I’m sure you are just as curious as I am. Let’s go have a look. Duane! The bridge is yours for a few minutes. We are going to go check out some of the cargo."

    Duane nodded in acceptance.

    As we walked along the corridors, Wallie gave me the guided tour. "The environmental scrubbers are in there, and the mech lab is there."

    I cut in, "The mech lab?"

    Wallie replied, "Yes, the mechanical room: tools, repair equipment, the normal gear required for maintenance on a ship this size."

    Wallie continued, "I noticed you eating something from your pack back there. Where do you get your food? Not really where, but what is your food? I ask that as we pass our sustenance lab. Our diet is high in shellfish and sea grasses."

    I replied, "We have some of that too, also, meats from herd animals, poultry from birds, fish, and a wide assortment of plants, nuts, berries, and such. Really just about anything we can put salt on."

    Wallie replied, "Yes, salt, the spice of life, we call it. I find our similarities quite interesting, Mr. Grange. Perhaps our peoples would get along well."

    We stopped when we came to the door to the Colossun cargo hold.

    I spoke. "We as a species can get along with just about anyone. But make no mistake; we still have those who pursue avenues of wealth and power. Those who will step on whoever they can to get what they want."

    Wallie replied, "Yes, unfortunately those seem to be universal traits."

    The door to the Colossun cargo hold was locked. We stepped away to a near corner. I set my blaster for an adequate power level, and the door was soon blown from its hinges. I turned to see Wallie curled up on the floor holding his ears.

    I spoke. "Aw, crap! Sorry about that. This suit and helmet take care of most of the noise and concussion from those blasts. I’ve gotten used to pulling the trigger and then storming in. I’ll give you a minute to recover."

    Wallie rose to his feet and motioned towards the door. "Please go in, Mr. Grange. I will be fine, but I may have trouble hearing you for a bit."

    We entered the hold and began to inspect the large red containers that it held. They were each almost eight meters in height, three meters wide, and twelve meters long. The hold held fifty-two such containers.

    I spoke. "It definitely opens on this end. This looks like an electronic lock. I can hit it with an ion bolt and see if it releases that handle."

    As I raised my blaster, Wallie replied, "Please let me move to a safe distance, Mr. Grange. My body cannot take another beating like the last."

    I replied, "Oh, sorry about that. I have the setting on minimal now. Just want to take out that lock. You are safe to stand right there."

    I took aim and pulled the trigger.

    Pzzzt!

    The electronic symbol on the lock display faded, and a faint click could be heard. I reached up and placed my hand on the handle and pulled. The handle slowly moved towards me as the hard lock slid free. A slight noise could be heard as the pressure inside the previously sealed container equalized with that of the hold.

    I flipped on my helmet lights as I looked inside. "Whoa. I think we have a small army of those Colossun androids. I count… ninety-six in this container. Add these up, and that is almost five thousand of these beasts."

    Wallie looked into the container, and his eyes grew wide. "They have power, Mr. Grange! They are active!"

    At that moment the first of the Colossun soldiers stepped forward. I jumped back while attempting to close the container door. My reaction time was too slow. As I pushed on the large door, the Colossun pushed hard back, sending me sprawling backwards onto the floor. In a moment of panic I dropped my blaster. The Colossun was quickly on me.

    As I stood, a back fist came sweeping across, striking me in the helmet and again sending me reeling. I slammed hard into the side of another container before regaining my composure. My blaster lay at the foot of the giant Colossun android.

    In an act of ultimate courage, something that I do not think I would have done, Wallie dove at the feet of the Colossun, slapping my blaster in my direction. I reached down, grabbing the blaster by the handgrip while flipping the energy setting to full. Before I could aim and fire, the Colossun had Wallie in his grip.

    A screaming Wallie was raised into the air by his right leg. As he squirmed and struggled for his freedom, the Colossun brought him over his head and then slung him hard back down into the floor.

    I raised my blaster in anger and fired a full charge into the torso of the Colossun. The monster came to a stop as his breastplate shot away from his body and his circuits sizzled and smoked. A second bolt was fired as a second Colossun emerged from the container, but the others kept coming.

    The androids sprinted around the container out of sight. I got a glimpse of one as he leapt upward onto one of the containers. It then occurred to me that I could adjust the simulated gravity setting of my battle suit. I turned and pushed hard with my legs in an attempt to get on top of the containers. My jump, while impressive by Human standards, was well short of the container top. As I fell back to the floor, three Colossuns rounded the corner and charged.

    Pzzzt! Pzzzt!

    Two stopped dead in their tracks, but the third rammed into me at a full run. I slammed hard into the container behind me. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the Colossun who had jumped onto the containers was joining the fight.

    Pzzzt!

    The third Colossun ceased to move. Before I could fire on the fourth, a balled fist came sweeping across, again knocking my blaster from my grip. I was soon raised over the Colossun’s head and slammed hard to the ground. Again, my hybrid battle suit offered protection, but there was still only so much the Human body could take.

    I reached out for my weapon, which lay on the floor only a meter away. The Colossun grabbed me by the leg and again had me raised over his head. I wasn’t sure if I could take another blow and remain conscious.

    Again I hit the deck hard. After a short bounce, I stretched my hand out one last time. My blaster was not to be had. The Colossun again lifted me high without effort.

    Pzzzt!

    Duane had joined the fight!

    I wiggled my way loose from the Colossun’s grip, grabbed my weapon, and blasted the next Colossun as he came out of the container. I struggled to run after the trauma of the repeated slams. When I reached the container door, I attempted to push it closed. I was thrown back as another Colossun emerged.

    Pzzzt!

    On a second attempt, the container was closed and the latch thrown. The Colossuns inside began to beat on the door, but the container would hold. Six other Colossun soldiers had escaped.

    Duane stepped up and fired upon an android as it came up behind me.

    Pzzzt!

    Duane spoke. "Sir, are you OK?"

    I replied with a pained voice, "I’ll make it. Get that hold door closed so they don’t get out into the ship!"

    Duane replied, "You blasted the door, Sir; it can’t be closed. We’ll have to take up position there and pick them off one by one."

    I turned back to a dying Wallie as he lay on the floor. "Man, what did you do? You just dove in there. You saved my life!"

    A weakening Wallie replied, "Until this day, I have been a slave for my entire life. I saw that action as possibly my only chance to die free, Mr. Grange. My body is broken beyond repair—I can feel that—but I will not die as a servant to these machines. Thank you for liberating us, Mr. Grange. I shall forever be gratefu…"

    Wallie was dead.

     After a short chase, the escaped Colossun androids were put out of commission. As I stood where the fight had begun, I looked down at Wallie’s crumpled body. Another free citizen had given his life for the cause. I shook my head as I wondered if it would ever end.

    News soon came from Grid command. One of our last transports was being sent out. A dozen crewmen were coming to assist the Tribuk. A shipping container of androids would be transferred to the transport for study back on the Grid. Duane and I would be home within a day.
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    The Colonel spoke. "It will take us three weeks to empty that ore hauler using that transport. I say we use that ore to build a Raider so we can take their ships out if needed."

    Admiral Zimmerman spoke next. "We need defensive ships. We don't know what firepower the Colossuns have available to them. That ore hauler out there may be ancient technology to them. From the sounds of it, the Tribuks just don't know."

    I stood. "Gentlemen. I would propose instead that we take that planet first. If it takes the Colossuns months to respond, we can have enough ore to build the ships we want for both of you. I am thinking we use this first load of ores to modify that transport for a larger carrying capacity. We send troops in with it and start hauling ore out after things are secure. Then we begin building our fleet."

    The discussion continued for another hour before a vote was taken. My idea won out. Modification to the transport Pendleford would begin immediately. Admiral Chaulk would command a landing force of Marines with the new hybrid battle suits and blasters. The Colonel and his men were itching for a fight, but the regular Grid Force would have the first crack at the Colossuns on Ponik.

    After the meeting broke up, I stayed back to talk with the Colonel. "I know you want to be right in the mix of this, Colonel, but I want to save you and the Ghouls for fleet combat. Let Chaulk handle the ground pounders and the hassle of securing the planet. And Zimmerman will command the fleet once it is built. The Gray Ghouls will be stationed on Raiders, with the job of boarding and taking over ships."

    The Colonel replied, "It's not that I disagree with any of that, Grange; it's just that the boys will be disappointed. Now that York has her prosthetic arms and legs under control, she is dying to get back out there."

    I replied, "I'm sure she will get her chance, Colonel. From what I understand, the Colossuns have a large army."

    The Colonel smacked my shoulder with his hand and held tight. "That's what I'm counting on, Grange. And if we are fighting on their turf instead of ours, all the better!"

    I spoke. "Do you think we will ever get a chance to rest from all the running and fighting, Colonel? This galaxy seems to have more Durians and Dakar than Grell or Tribuk. It seems like we are the ones who are always standing up for everyone's freedom."

    The Colonel replied, "Sheep need shepherds, Grange. Otherwise, they would all get eaten by the wolves."

    I spoke. "Sheep, Colonel? From the archives? I don't remember those. What do they look like?"

    The Colonel replied, "Well, they look like sheep, Grange! I don't know, like goats, only fluffier!"

    Ashley entered the room. "Good, just the two men I was looking for. I have something to show you down in the science lab with one of those Colossuns."

    As we walked, Ashley talked. "Don, make sure you thank Michael Felix for assigning me to oversee the android investigation. It has been fascinating work. The team he has assembled there is nothing short of brilliant!"

    I replied, "Great, I have to suck up to Felix."

    My attempt at humor drew nothing but silence.

    I continued, "What kind of headway have we made? It's only been a couple of days."

    Ashley replied as we walked into the room, "We have the core, Don."

    There in front of me stood a three-meter-tall Colossun android. It was intimidating. Only the black powerlessness of its eyes gave me comfort. Without power, it was of little danger.

    I turned to Ashley. "You said you have the core? The brains? Have we made any progress on tapping into it?"

    Ashley replied, "Yes, we have. It is a remarkable piece of AI, Don. Simplistic, and yet able to handle complex thought. We are only beginning to get into the programming. Dr. Jon Touchstone says the code structure, and its neural mappings and patterns, are like nothing he has ever seen. And best of all, he understands them."

    I replied, "So we have a good shot at controlling one of those things?"

    Before she had a chance to respond, the Colossun came to life. Its bright blue eyes seemed fixed on me for only an instant before it took a step in my direction. Without the protection of my battle suit, I fell backwards in an attempt to get away.

    The android stopped its movement and powered down. A scientist from Ashley's team then stepped out from behind the beast.

    The scientist spoke. "Oh, sorry, Mr. Grange. I was just testing out some of its motor functions. Didn't mean to scare you."

    I stood and brushed off my pants and elbows. "I wasn't scared. Just startled."

    The Colonel laughed. "From the look on your face, Grange, I would say the scientist had it right. Hahahahaha! And way to step in to protect your girl here!"

    Ashley put her hand out. "OK, Colonel. Let him be. It was a normal reaction."

    I spoke. "I would listen to her, Colonel. If you want to know fear, just get on her bad side!"

    The Colonel slapped me on the back as he smiled and winked at Ashley. "This little lady? She wouldn't hurt anyone. She is just a cream puff!"

    The lab team had made great strides, just as Ashley had said. I began to wonder what an army of androids who were fighting for the Grid would do to the Durians we had tangled with before our jump. An android with a hybrid battle suit and a blaster—it was a scary thought.

    Over the following two weeks, Admiral Chaulk's Marines were briefed and trained for their assault on Ponik. The Embry hub would be the first to feel their fury. Once it was secured, the Admiral's men would spread outward from Embry Central like a virus. As each mine fell and was secured, the operations would be geared towards acquiring the ores that we were most in need of.

    I would be going along in an attempt to establish relations with the resistance. If the Grell were on our side, the ore mining could be quickly redirected to fit our needs. I was eager to return to offer Feldew the position of liaison. Things would be changing quickly for the Grell. This time Ashley insisted on going along. The converted transport had been readied, and we sat in the cargo hold with the troops.

    I spoke. "Did you hear if the Tribuks got quarters?"

    Ashley replied, "I did; they have them in Beta section. They all received the translator implant, and the captain got a new prosthetic hand. He was quite pleased with it."

    I replied, "Yeah, I felt kind of bad about that afterward. I just wasn't sure at the time if he was fiercely loyal to the Colossuns or not. I think he was just a little too set in his ways."

    The flight to Ponik was a quick ride. The transponder had been removed from the ore hauler and placed on our transport. The hope was that when we arrived at Ponik, the bay doors on the spaceport would be opened for us as we approached. After that, it would be all-out fighting.

    As we began our descent, I turned to Ashley and spoke. "I want to say this is going to be a cakewalk, but a little voice in my head is saying ‘Watch out.’"

    Ashley replied, "That's just a natural reaction when you are going into the unknown, Don. We won't know until those doors open if there are five Colossuns or five hundred waiting for us."

    Ashley looked at the AK-47 that was slung over my shoulder. "I can't believe you brought that thing. How many rounds of ammo do you have for it? It can't be much."

    Before I could answer, the captain of the transport came over the comm. "Looks like we have been given clearance to land. The port doors are opening, and we should be on the ground in less than a minute. Good luck out there!"

    The transport came to a stop. The doors were soon open, and the battalion of Marines under the command of Colonel Rachel Calder streamed out in succession.

    After each of the company commanders reported in, Colonel Calder spoke. "Once we go through those air locks, I want every compartment, closet, and container checked over. We do a clean sweep as we go, and we'll have no surprises coming at our backs after. We are the First Battalion of the Ninth Marines, and they don't call us the Walking Dead for nothing. Now let’s go kick some ass, you ragged-ass zombies!"

    Grunting sounds could be heard across the comms as the Marines began their mission. As the first squads made their way into the air locks, the fighting began. Four heavy gravity pulsers came to life. The transport was taking heavy fire.

    The Colonel yelled into the comm, "Bravo, company! Focus on those pulse cannons! If they take out that transport, we may be stuck here for an eternity! Alpha, push through that main lock!"

    The blue sun of Ponik shone down with an eerie light. As we crouched against a wall, the transport began to lift out of the port bay. The pulse cannons were doing damage, but the transport was going to make it. As it rose just above the bay and began to move out of the line of sight of the pulse cannons, two ships appeared in the sky above it. In an instant, an intense beam of particles streamed out of each of the ships.

    Bzzzzzzzzzrp! Bzzzzzrrrrp!

    The beams ripped through the sides of the escaping transport, sending it crashing hard to the ground. The columns of smoke that followed told of the transport's demise.

    I pointed towards a smaller air lock door as I spoke. "Let’s try through there!"

    Ashley replied as we moved, "Those Colossun ships—why didn't we see them coming?"

    I pulled on the door handle. It was locked. "They have a metal alloy that our sensors have trouble with. It's why we couldn't see the tunnels or this port with the harvester. They must use it on their ships as well. And I'm beginning to think they were expecting us!"

    The pulse cannons were silenced by the Marines, but not without casualties. Twenty-six of our Marines had been taken out in a single blast as a cargo container they sought cover behind exploded. A pulse cannon shot had ignited its contents.

    The Marines pushed hard at the main lock. Their efforts were repulsed. Colonel Calder continued to bark out commands as the battlefield shifted. We were stuck in a spaceport with no ride out. It was either fight our way in or die!

    I spoke as I grabbed Ashley by the hand. "Come on!"

    She replied, "Where are we going?"

    I stopped at the small locked door. "We are going to try to get through here."

    I removed my satchel and fished around until I found a grenade. "If we get lucky, maybe we can knock this door open."

    Ashley looked around and then ran.

    I shouted over the comm, "Wait! Where are you going?"

    She held up her hand as she ran. Seconds later she was aboard a wheeled cargo hauler. The machine was started and spun around in my direction. The two large forks that were used for lifting were moved in close together as the hauler came barreling towards me. Ashley waved her arm at me in a gesture to move away.

    I sprinted to one side as the large machine crashed into the air lock door. The door and the surrounding metal buckled under the tonnage of hardened steel as the hauler made contact. A rapid outward rush of air followed. Ashley backed up the hauler and climbed out of the cab.

    Ashley spoke. "No need to waste a good grenade. Let's see what we've gotten ourselves into."

    I smiled as I followed her through the door. The rush of air made it difficult to move forward. Once we were around the corner from the main opening, the winds slowed.

    Ashley spoke over the comm. "Colonel, we have an open door over by that hauler to the left of the main door. We are just entering an interior hallway. If you could send a squad or two this way, I am sure we could use their assistance!"

    Calder replied, "Gallagher! Reeves! Take your squads through that breach to the left. Give the Granges whatever support they need!"

    As we reached the second corner, I was blown backwards onto my backside by a gravity pulse.

    Ashley spoke. "You OK?"

    I replied, "Yeah, those hits kind of feel like doing a belly flop back in the Grid pools. It's like a hard smack, but I'm fine."

    Ashley reached into my satchel as I stood up. "I'm commandeering one of your grenades."

    The pin was pulled and the grenade flung around the corner of the wall.

    Booom!

    Ashley dove out onto the floor and began to fire. Before I could react, three Marines from Sergeant Reeves’s squad had joined her. The Colossun that blocked our way was quickly eliminated.

    Ashley stood and spoke. "Let's move! If we can work our way towards the main air lock, maybe we can pry it open a little for the Colonel!"

    Again, before I could react, she was sprinting down the next hall. As I made my way around a corner, an air lock door at the end of the hall began to close. I ran towards it using every muscle in my legs. I did not want to be cut off from my wife. I dove and slid through as the air lock door clanged against the wall and sealed shut. Ashley, myself, and five members of Reeves's squad had made it through.

    The hallway opened into a large storage area with a high ceiling. Crates of various sizes lined the floor. Hallways exited in three directions from the room.

    I spoke. "Let's hit that hallway to the right. Keep working in that direction."

    As we began to move, three Colossun androids entered the room through the hall on the left. Sergeant Reeves was the first to fire, leaving himself exposed as we ran for the cover of a steel crate.

    Reeves's first two shots hit their marks, but the Colossuns were unaffected. A return gravity pulse caught Reeves as he turned towards us. I expected him to be knocked in the opposite direction from where the pulse was fired. What happened next was unnerving.

    The gravity pulse entered Reeves's battle suit at his upper left thigh. Instead of the suit hardening and distributing the effects over the outer surface, the pulse passed through. Reeves’s left leg violently expanded within the suit. As the suit hardened from the expanding pulse within, Reeves’s leg was pushed up through the suit and into his torso. It was an instant and crushing death from within.

    As Reeves fell to the storeroom floor, I spoke. "Crap! They dialed down that pulse velocity. These active suits are worthless if we take a direct hit. Colonel! The pulses from those Colossun guns are lethal! They come right through these hybrid suits!"

    Colonel Calder replied, "We've just been finding that out, Mr. Grange. We are trying to determine how to counter that. If you figure anything out, let us know!"

    I replied, "Likewise, Colonel! Just try to keep yourself alive in the meantime!"

    I turned back to Ashley and the four Marines with us. "Flip your blasters to negative and let's see if they have shielding for it, but keep yourselves out of direct line of fire; Reeves took it pretty hard."

    Corporal Daz Stephens was the first to get off a clean shot. The Colossun hesitated for only a moment before moving behind protection of its own.

    Ashley grabbed my shoulder and spoke. "Those Colossun suits are a hard resin. They will stop a blunt-force strike. I wonder what that AK of yours will do."

    I holstered my blaster and swung the AK around off of my shoulder. "Is there any spot that would be more susceptible to damage than another?"

    Ashley replied, "Shoot for the core! It's just above their right hip. Sits where your appendix is. It has metal framing surrounding it, but let's see just how protected it is."

    I popped a clip into the AK, pulled back on the charging handle, and released. I took a position between two containers and slowly rose until I could just see the top of a Colossun's head.

    I spoke. "I need a diversion, something to draw one of them out."

    Stephens took the initiative. He stood in plain view. "Hey! Over here! Come get some of this!"

    Two of the Colossuns stepped out into view. Stephens ducked as the first pulse came just over his head. I took my shot.

    Ak!

    The Colossun turned slightly to one side and then froze in place.

    Ashley spoke. "I can't believe that worked!"

    I replied, "Pass that info on to the Colonel. I don't know if she can make use of it, but the Marines I've worked with know how to improvise. Stephens! Draw another one out!"

    Stephens again stood. As he began to belt out a call, a pulse came in from a different direction, striking him squarely in the shoulder. In an instant he was dead as his expanding torso exploded inside his battle suit. Stephens's dead body dropped to the floor.

    Ashley spoke. "Corporal Cantrell! That puts you in charge! Don't make the same mistake!"

    Cantrell shook his head as he replied, "No, Ma’am, I won't."

    Cantrell aimed his blaster at a small crate by the right-hand hallway.

    Pzzzt! Booom!

    The crate exploded as the expanding ions did their damage. I rose just in time to catch a second Colossun in the open.

    Ak!

    I spoke. "Cantrell, draw the attention of that last one. I'm going to sprint for that other container."

    Cantrell lined up a second shot and dropped his hand just before pulling the trigger.

    Pzzzt! Booom!

    Another crate exploded. As I dove for my target cover, a pulse just missed my right heel. I pulled myself upright as Corporal Cantrell stepped into the open and began to fire, his blaster aimed at the crate behind which the Colossun android was taking cover. The Colossun stepped out and fired repeatedly at Cantrell as he rolled across the floor. I stood, aimed, and squeezed the trigger.

    Ak!

    The Colossun jerked violently for a moment and then stopped.

    I spoke. "Let's go! Down this hall. Nice job, Cantrell. Nuts, but nice!"

    As we came to the end of the hall, I stretched out my arm for the others to stop. Five Colossuns had a blockade in the middle of the main entryway. The noise from gravity pulses and ion bolts exploding would have been deafening if not for our helmets. Little damage was being done to either side. Other than an occasional jolt from the concussion waves being caused by each weapon, it was hard to tell a fight was taking place. With the Colossun barricade, our Marines had no way to pass by their position.

    I looked up at a catwalk that stretched across the entryway.

    I spoke. "Cantrell! See if you can find us a way up there. Take Mathers with you, but don't go far."

    I turned to Ashley. "I was expecting a much larger number of Colossuns to be holding the Marines off. There have to be more than five of them in this port facility."

    Ashley replied, "I was having the same thought. Those ships that took out our transport—they were waiting for us. My commander in SCore used to have a favorite saying: 'Things always happen for a reason. Find out what that reason is if you want to prevent it from happening again.' Those ships were waiting for a reason."

    Several minutes passed before Corporal Cantrell returned.

    Cantrell spoke. "Sir, we found a stairwell leading up to that catwalk."

    I began to stand as I turned and spoke. "Good work, Corporal; let's get up there and see what we can do."

    Corporal Cantrell held out his hand as he spoke. "Hold on, Sir, there's more. We found the elevators. They don't appear to be working, for some reason. There are four more Colossuns there yelling at a handful of Tribuks. Looks like there were a dozen Tribuks originally, but six are dead by hits from those pulsers. I think they are trying to force the others to fix whatever their issue is."

    Ashley spoke. "If those elevators aren't working, that could be the reason we only have a handful of Colossuns up here. We need to get Calder's men in here and keep them from repairing that elevator until we get a grasp on the overall situation."

    I replied, "I couldn't agree more. Cantrell, you and Mathers go back and keep an eye on those elevators. I want to know if they get them back online."

    Cantrell replied as he turned to leave, "Yes, Sir!"

    I turned back to Ashley. "Let's get up on that catwalk and see what we can do for the Colonel."

    The catwalk was part of a larger structure. It was a cargo crane that moved on rails back and forth over the length of the entryway. The Colossuns had used the crane to position the containers in the middle of the floor.

    I spoke. "I'm heading out to that crane. If I can grab one of those containers and move it, it might give the Colonel a chance to push forward."

    Ashley replied, "We'll cover in case you are spotted. And one more thing."

    Ashley grabbed both sides of my helmet and pulled it into hers. "Don't get yourself killed out there, Don Grange. I married a live hero for a reason."

    I nodded as I turned and began my sprint. The walkway shook from the concussions of the repeated explosions. As I reached the halfway point, a gravity pulse flew past my position.

    Ashley yelled, "I got him!"

    Pzzzt! Pzzzt! Pzzzt!

    The lone Colossun who had fired from the back of the entryway turned his attention in their direction. Several pulses impacted the walls around them. I grabbed the door to the crane cab, pulled it quickly open, and jumped inside. A startled Tribuk was sitting in the seat.

    I raised my AK and spoke. "Get this crane running. Pick up that front container and start moving it back."

    The Tribuk continued to stare.

    "You heard me! Now get that container moving, or I'm dropping you down there with the Colossuns!"

    The Tribuk turned to his console and began to press buttons. Several seconds later, an arm dropped down and latched onto a hoop pull on the top of the container. It was soon moving backwards. The Colossuns were unsure of what was happening.

    At the same moment, Ashley and the remaining Marine, Private Mathew Guthrie, opened fire on the Colossuns' position. Ashley added to the confusion by tossing a grenade she had garnered from my satchel.

    I watched on the crane camera as the container was lifted over the Colossuns.

    I spoke. "That red button—what does it do?"

    The Tribuk replied, "It is the emergency release."

    Almost before he could get the words out, I was slapping it with my hand. The twenty-nine-ton steel container fell free from the crane's grapple. Two of the five Colossuns below were crushed under its immense weight.

    I spoke. "Pick it up again and move it further back!"

    As the container began to lift, the Colonel and her Marines broke out from their position. The nearly continuous stream of negative ion bolts kept the Colossuns just off balance enough that the Colonel's men were able to overtake their position. A dozen Marines were killed in the charge, but the objective had been taken. Ashley took careful aim with my AK at the lone Colossun in the back of the entryway.

    Ak!

    The Colossun went silent.

    When the Colonel's battalion was through the entryway door, the massive main air lock was closed. A second air lock was then opened into the elevator bay. The Marines stormed in, and the two remaining Colossuns were permanently taken offline.

    When I arrived at the elevators, the Colonel had been questioning the Tribuk who remained.

    I spoke. "What do we know, Colonel?"

    Calder spoke. "There was some type of explosion below. All of the elevators were taken out of service. The Tribuk over there, Misiki Mahi, says he knows there is a Colossus garrison down below, but he has never been there. He did have something interesting to say about the Colossun ships that took out the transport. Dumb luck, Sir. They continuously circle the planet. They just happened to be in the right place at the right time."

    I replied, "Do we know how many of those androids are at the bottom of those elevators?"

    Calder spoke. "We can only guess there are several thousand. If there were a hundred, it would be too much. These blasters are almost useless against them."

    I replied, "Well, with these elevators out, it looks like we have some time to figure things out. Let's make sure the rest of this port is secure, and we will work it from there."

    Calder nodded. "Already on it, Sir. Should have status any minute."

  


  
    Chapter 7

    


    

    


    

    The port had been secured. Casualties were high, with fifty-six Marines dead and another forty-four severely wounded. And our transport and its crew were gone. The remaining eleven hundred Marines were spread throughout the port, with the majority stationed around the elevators. There had been no sign of the elevators coming back into service.

    I spoke with Colonel Calder. "We are going to have to fight our way down into that city below, Colonel. There isn’t going to be any rescue from the Grid anytime soon; we don’t have the ships to get past those Colossun cruisers out there."

    Calder replied, "I’ve already passed the word to conserve anything and everything. What I am more concerned with is not having any way to kill or control those androids. Our weapons are practically useless, and I think we both know any hand-to-hand combat is out of the question. These jarheads are in good shape, but those androids are monstrous."

    I replied, "Yeah, we have one AK with a very limited amount of ammo."

    Calder spoke. "We have three handguns and another eighty rounds for them. Three of our Marines brought them along as their personal items. Funny, I would have disallowed that in an instant had I known, but I’m wishing more of them had done the same."

    As we sat talking, a Marine lieutenant joined us. "Sir, Ma’am, I may have an idea that could help us."

    Calder replied, "Go ahead, Lieutenant. Mr. Grange, this is Lieutenant Carmen Rodgers."

    The lieutenant continued, "The Colossun comm is RF, Sir. I can modify one of our transmitters to act as a jammer for the frequencies they use. If it works, we should be able to limit the coordination of their forces. It may not be much, but it is something. Major Barnes also has a team attempting to crack their encryption. They aren’t making much headway, though."

    I stood and placed my hand on the lieutenant’s shoulder. "Awesome work, Lieutenant; with our current situation, everything helps."

    In our prior battle, a Colossun android had been physically disabled, but not destroyed. The remains had been dragged into an isolated room, where Lieutenant Rodgers was working on her jammer. The android was still in communication with its force, also allowing Major Barnes to conduct his decryption tests.

    After I sat back down to continue my talk with the Colonel, Ashley joined us.

    Ashley spoke. "The elevators are out, which buys us some time. I think we need to send a team to monitor those shafts. If the Colossuns are coming up them, we want to know. And if not, we need to know if we can get close enough to the bottom to gather intel on what is waiting for us down there."

    The Colonel replied, "I’m guessing that you want to lead that team?"

    Ashley replied, "Yes, I do. This is the type of work I was good at, Colonel: the information game."

    I spoke. "If she goes, I go."

    Calder replied, "I would expect nothing less, Mr. Grange. See Sergeant Hallard for a squad to take with you and for any gear that you think you might need."

    We were soon opening the maintenance doors on the large elevator. The shaft beyond was two kilometers deep. As a warning to us, several gravity pulses impacted the ceiling above our position. The Colossuns knew we were beginning to probe the shaft.

    I spoke. "It looks like the mechanism for moving that thing is those gear tracks on either wall. If you look about three-quarters of the way down the shaft, you can see the damage from whatever it was that happened. There is a large section of that track missing on the right, and a smaller section on the left. It looks like they have crews working on repairs."

    Ashley replied, "Maybe we can bring their progress to a stop with a few ion bolts."

    I replied, "Can’t do that. Those are Grell down there doing the work. If we kill them, they will just bring more, and we are currently trying to fight for them. We need something that will clear everyone out of that shaft."

    Several minutes later, we got word that Lieutenant Rodgers had a working jammer.

    I raised her on the comm. "Rodgers, tell me the good news!"

    Rodgers replied, "Well, Sir, I have a jammer working, but it is limited in its range. I can jam their signals with noise in our test room or even in the main bay, but it loses a lot of its punch if it has to go through any walls."

    I thought for a moment and then spoke. "Bring it over to the main elevator shaft. I want to give it a try on the Colossuns who are down at the bottom of it. That shaft is a couple kilometers in depth; will your jammer reach that far?"

    Rodgers replied, "Over the free air, we should be able to jam out to several kilometers, Sir. I will be there in a minute."

    When Rodgers arrived, she was wearing a helmet and carrying the jammer helmet in her arms. "Where’d you get the extra helmet?"

    Rodgers replied, "We have crates with spare equipment we brought on the transport. Thankfully they were unloaded before they took off. Although we do have an alternative with our casualties, Sir: if you have hit the end of the line, so to speak, your equipment goes back into the pool."

    I spoke. "Now, look down that shaft, but not for long, or they will take a shot at you. Those Colossuns down there—we want to drive them out of the shaft. Can we do that with this?"

    Rodgers shook her head and replied, "Sorry, Sir, this is just a jammer. We can disrupt their communications, but nothing more."

    Ashley replied, "If disruption is the best we can do, then we’ll take it. Get us set up, Lieutenant, and get that gear turned on."

    Lieutenant Rodgers tied a rope to the helmet and hung it over the ledge. A signal was then sent to the helmet from her own headset. We watched for the Colossuns' reaction.

    I spoke. "They are moving… that looks like confusion down there. And they are leaving one by one."

    Ashley replied, "Those are AI systems down there, Don. It’s possible that if they lose communications, they try to move to an area where they can reestablish a link."

    Two minutes later, the base of the elevator shaft was devoid of Colossuns.

    Ashley spoke. "Well, that’s half of them. What do we do with the Grell?"

    I replied, "You were in intelligence, dear; how about I go down there and bring one of those Grell back for questioning?"

    Ashley grabbed me by the arm. "I would like that very much, Don!"

    I called to the Colonel, and two dozen rappelling ropes and gear were brought to the shaft. The ropes were each a hundred meters in length, with a transition connection on each end, allowing them to be strung together. A pulley system was assembled and moved into place, and I was soon strapping on the gear that would bind me to the rope.

    I spoke. "Drop me down to their position, and I will attempt a grab of one of them. If I can get them up here in one piece, then send me down for another."

    As I readied for my descent, two Colossun soldiers stepped back into the shaft. They stood unmoving for nearly a minute before they turned and exited, unable to establish a comm link with the other androids only a few meters away.

    I gave the signal, and the Marines assigned to my squad started me down the shaft. The rappelling assembly the rope was attached to had a fan brake that prevented the gear from freewheeling on the way down. I dropped quickly, but the journey still took several minutes.

    When I came to a stop, four Grell workers were staring at me.

    I spoke. "I need a volunteer to come up to the surface. I am with the resistance. Today is the first day that we work for your freedom from the Colossus Empire!"

    The four workers remained stunned and silent. Fear shone in their eyes. A fifth worker, on a scaffolding just below, slowly raised his hand.

    The worker spoke. "I will go. This job is certain death."

    The Grell pointed to a pile of bodies on the not-too-distant elevator shaft floor.

    Before I could respond, two more Colossuns walked into the shaft. Again they stood motionless for nearly a minute before exiting.

    The Grell volunteer climbed up to my location. I was two meters out from their platform.

    I spoke. "Grab this short rope and pull me over. We will get you hooked up and then get you out of here."

    The Grell pulled, and I was soon cinching up his harness. I called back up to the others to pull us up. We quickly lifted off for the three-minute ride back to the top of the shaft.

    I spoke to the Grell. "How many Colossuns are down there? Give me your best guess."

    The Grell replied, "The garrison holds three thousand, but many of those are deployed to the mines. Before being assigned to repair the shaft, I saw several train cars arrive from one of the mines. I think they are bringing in every soldier they can spare."

    I continued, "Do you know what the cause of the damage was?"

    The Grell again replied, "We were not told, but I heard several explosions before the Colossuns came looking for me. It does not look like natural damage. Something was detonated there."

    I replied, "My name is Grange, by the way, Don Grange. What is yours?"

    The Grell spoke. "You are the one they call Grange? I have heard that one day you will deliver us to freedom!"

    I replied, "Well, I did say that. And we are here, but we will need the help of your people to do it."

    The Grell replied, "My name is Derpa Falla. I will help in any way I can."

    As we continued to ascend, a Colossun stepped into the shaft below. Again it stood silent for almost a minute. Then, the inevitable happened: the Colossuns figured out a way around our signal jammer.

    A cord was tossed out to the Colossun. The android picked up the cord and plugged it into a socket on its chest. Several seconds passed before the Colossun raised and lowered its right arm. The same feat was then conducted with its left. In a single move, the Colossun looked up and fired a single pulser shot in our direction. It missed.

    I called up to the Marines in the squad working the pulley. "Hey! Get us up and out of here; they have figured out a way around our jammer!"

    The pulses then came in rapid succession. Derpa began to cry out in fear. I reached back into my satchel and pulled a grenade. I flipped out the pin and threw it towards the shaft floor. The grenade exploded more than a hundred meters up before reaching its destination. The Colossun continued to fire.

    In a second attempt to stop the lethal bursts of gravity pulses, I swung my AK around and into my hands. I pulled back on the charge handle, released, aimed downward, and fired.

    Ak!

    The 7.62 mm round impacted the floor beside the Colossun. I fired four more rounds.

    Ak! Ak! Ak! Ak!

    The fourth round struck the target, entering the right shoulder of the android. Internal damage had been done, as its right arm lowered towards the ground. The android was quick to change its weapon to its other hand. The pulses continued.

    Again I fired a burst of four.

    Ak! Ak! Ak! Ak!

    Two rounds struck the floor in front of the Colossun, and two behind. Ion bolts from above then began to strike the floor after sizzling past my position. With each impact, the android’s systems were destabilized, if for only a moment. The pulses began to impact the walls of the shaft. The Colossun’s aim had lost much of its resolution.

    I screamed into my helmet, "Get us up, guys! Come on!"

    With less than a hundred meters to go, the pulley motor screeched to a halt. It had locked up due to overheating. As I hung in the air, still in full view of the Colossun, four more soldiers entered the shaft with cords tethered to their chest connectors. The pulses came in a furious barrage.

    I emptied my clip.

    Ak! Ak! Ak! Ak! Ak! Ak! Ak! Ak! Ak! Ak! Ak! Ak! Ak! Ak! Ak! Ak! Ak! Ak! Ak! Ak! Ak!

    One of the Colossuns stopped firing.

    An instant later, I felt a hard pull as the rope yanked us upwards. Ten Marines had taken ahold and were pulling us up manually. We moved as fast as they could run. When I reached the top, I was slung up and over the pulley and out onto the floor. Derpa stopped just short and was quickly pulled to safety by the others. The Colossuns below ceased firing.
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    For two weeks, we sat and watched as the Grell repaired the elevator tracks below. Many ideas of what we could do to stop the progress had been brought up for discussion. None of those ideas had potential outcomes that would make them worth doing.

    I spoke. "Colonel, we are going to hit the point of not having supplies. If we can’t feed or hydrate ourselves, we won’t be long for this world. Should we consider taking that elevator down to just above the repairs? We could easily rappel from that height."

    Colonel Calder replied, "Yes, we could, but where are we going to go from there? If there is a garrison of Colossuns just outside that shaft, we would have to fight our way through them. We don’t have the weapons required to be successful, and I won’t subject my men to a suicide run."

    I continued, "What if we drop in with the jammer going? I’m sure they aren’t all tethered to a comm link like the few in the shaft. If we catch them in that state of seeking a link, we could possibly take them out by hand."

    The Colonel replied, "You are scaring me, Grange! You are sounding like a gung-ho Marine, while I am trying to be the voice of reason. How did we switch roles?"

    I chuckled and replied, "I don’t know, Colonel. All I do know is that we need to take action of some sort."

    The Colonel pointed her finger in thought before speaking. "Bring up a surface map on your arm pad… OK, show me where you first landed the harvester… we are only about eight kilometers from that point."

    I replied, "What are you thinking, Colonel?"

    The Colonel replied, "I’m thinking we take a force, make the trek across those dunes out there, and see if that hole you drilled can be descended into. If so, we may be able to drop a company or two in that tunnel you fell into before."

    I thought for a moment before I replied, "I like where this is going, Colonel. If we can get in there and take control of one of those air locks, we might be able to seal off one of those mines. It would at least give us some breathing room."

    The lights in the port shut down. The silence also told of the air handlers going offline. The Colossuns had cut power to the port. Our time was limited.

    I spoke. "How long before the air in here runs out?"

    The Colonel replied, "It’s a big space, but we have eleven hundred Marines in here. I would give us only a couple days. After that, we are on our own air supplies, probably a week tops with our extractors. The air outside is too thin to sustain us. I would give us a month topside. Of course, we could open the air locks in here and get that same month without going out there. The clock is ticking either way."

    One of the Colonel’s aides then came in with a report. The water facilities had been shut down. Water in the pipes was draining downward.

    I spoke. "I say we send a team out to inspect that hole, Colonel. If it looks passable, we move out of here."

    Ashley stepped into the conversation. "I’ll take the team out, Colonel. You want intel, I’ll bring it. And yes, Don, you can go with."

    I pushed open the maintenance door to the outside. The heavy winds pushed back. The temperature on the surface of Ponik was cold. We were in the far northern hemisphere of the planet. The temperatures around the equator were moderate as compared to here, but remained cool by Human standards. The air was dry, and heavy winds pushed swirls of dust into vortexes that crossed the plain in front of us. Small sand dunes dotted the otherwise hard and frozen landscape. The Grell we had rescued came with us as an advisor.

    I spoke as we walked. "So, Derpa, I would guess there are parts of this planet where vegetation grows? Our initial scans didn’t show much."

    Derpa replied, "I do not know these things, Don Grange. My entire life I have lived in Embry Central. For twelve years, my primary job has been to maintain those elevators. Being in that shaft, doing those repairs, is the closest I have ever been to my planet’s surface."

    I replied, "Well, what do you think after your first look?"

    Derpa nodded. "It is indeed beautiful. Cold, but the light surrounds everything. The blue sun is like nothing I have ever seen. I wish all of my people could be here with us."

    I replied, "Well, we are going to work on that. We are in need of the natural resources of your planet, and we are willing to trade security from the Colossus Empire for it."

    Derpa looked up at the sky. "You have a great fleet of ships to drive them away? Where are they?"

    I replied, "We are working on it. At the moment, we need raw materials, and Ponik seems to be rich in them. You provide us with the materials we need, and we keep the Colossuns away at first and teach you how to do that on your own later."

    We soon arrived at the harvester’s drill hole. The rappelling ropes were strung together and lowered into the abyss. At three hundred meters into our one-and-a-half-kilometer descent, we switched on our helmet lights. The deeper into the hole we went, the more the temperature moderated. At every five-hundred-meter mark, the rope was spiked down to the rock wall as a precaution. Only twenty men were allowed on any section of rope at a time. The rappelling ropes were strong, but they had their limits.

    When we reached the bottom, I walked across the repaired surface.

    I spoke. "All we need is to cut through this tunnel lining. Keep in mind that the pressure inside is higher, so when that cut opens, we are going to get a rush of air through it."

    Ashley waved her arms at the first Marines to arrive. "Get those plasma ropes laid out over here. I want a fat circle cut through this so we can rappel into the tunnel below."

    I raised the Colonel on the comm. "Colonel, have your people stop coming down until we get a hole cut. If this doesn’t work, we will have to go back up."

     The Colonel replied, "Roger that."

    The plasma ropes were laid in a two-meter-diameter circle. We stepped back to the other side of the hole as the rope was set on fire. The plasma rope, as it was called, was constructed of materials that would burn white hot. With extreme temperature, it would melt through steel or other structural material, leaving a hole in the shape of the rope’s layout. We had used it many times to cut through the deck plating on ships when an assault was under way.

    As the white-hot plasma easily cut through the tunnel material, there was a problem. The plasma burned completely through, but the rush of air pushed it back away from its intended target. When the rope had burned out, a thin layer of material was still present around most of the intended cut.

    I spoke. "Hand me that rope, and you three hold on. I’m going to jump up and down to see if I can pop that plate the rest of the way through."

    The end of the rappelling rope was tied around my waist. On the third hop, the cutout gave way. It dropped the hundred meters’ distance to the tunnel floor below. I was left dangling from the rope, just below the ceiling.

    I spoke. "OK, well, that was fun. How about you people either haul me up or lower me down."

    The Colonel replied, "We are bringing you up. Rappelling lines will be up in a sec. This is Calder; you can proceed down the harvester hole. Madison and Hoffitz, when you hit the bottom, put your men in defensive positions along those walls. We are vulnerable until we get the last man down."

    After rappelling, I stood beside the Colonel. "Colonel, should we have left a squad or something at the port to keep it sealed shut? We don’t want the Colossuns to be resupplying themselves from there."

    The Colonel replied, "I left Fourth Company. Their mission is to make sure those giant bay doors don’t open and that the elevator does not make it to the top. They have supplies that will last them for two months."

    I replied, "Glad you are covering the bases, Colonel. I tend to charge ahead sometimes without thinking things through. It’s good to have a planner who can cover my mistakes."

    With the air leak detected, the massive tunnel air lock doors closed and sealed shut. I took a squad towards the air lock that had previously been manned by Feldew Hoffis. The Colonel and her Marines headed for the mine at the other end.

    After a short walk, we reached the air lock control room. As I looked in through the glass, I was disappointed that Feldew was not the Grell on duty.

    I stepped through the doorway with my blaster raised and spoke. "My name is Don Grange. I was hoping Feldew was here. How long is your shift, and when would you expect him back?"

    The startled Grell stuttered as he stepped backwards, "I, I, uh, who are you?"

    I replied, "We are here to liberate your planet from the Colossuns. Where is Feldew Hoffis?"

    The Grell sat down before he spoke. "When I arrived, two soldiers had traveled with me. Feldew was executed on the spot for high crimes and his body dragged away. I wish you had not come here. I will now receive the same fate as Feldew… my family will have no provider."

    I spoke. "Well, if you help us to keep that door closed, we will see to it that you stay alive. Think of this as the beginning of the revolution. Your children will be the first in centuries to grow up free."

    Gont Beagis moved slowly at first, unsure of our true intentions and of the fate that would either kill him or set him free. After several minutes of quiet contemplation, he turned to his console and began to type.

    Gont spoke. "I am setting the door into maintenance mode, Mr. Grange. It can only be reset from this room. So long as you remain in control here, the air lock will remain closed."

    I replied as I placed my hand on his shoulder, "Thank you for trusting us, Gont. I know this is all sudden, but we need this door to remain closed just as much as you do."

    Gont replied, "If that door opens, I am dead, Mr. Grange. You left me with little choice."

    After several minutes of instruction, we left the squad of Marines to guard the air lock heading to Embry Central. There were sure to be visitors on the other side in a short period of time, but we had Gont’s reassurance that the door would not be opened.

    I talked with Ashley as we walked along. "It’s probably a one- or two-hour walk. We never went in that direction when we were here before."

    Ashley replied as she jumped two meters into the air beside me, "Is your suit adjusted for this gravity?"

    I checked and spoke. "No. What did you have in mind?"

    Ashley replied, "Set your suit for a 10 percent assist, and we can run that distance in fifteen minutes. Raise your oxygen level by an additional 2 percent, and we should hardly be winded by the time we arrive."

    I replied, "I don’t know why I hadn’t thought of that myself. OK, let’s see how fast we can go!"

    We were soon bounding along, covering ten meters with each step. I had forgotten how running at those speeds gave you a superhuman feeling. I was soon reminded of what it was like as I planted my foot in a divot that I was not expecting. I was sent head forward until I eventually crashed into the ground, flipped, and rolled repeatedly over. When I had finally come to a stop, my wife was standing over me.

    Ashley spoke. "Are you done screwing around? I would like to catch up with the others."

    With that, Ashley turned and sprinted off down the tunnel. I was up and after her in an instant. Her stride was a thing of beauty as she effortlessly stepped and sprang to the next foot-plant. I was having a difficult time keeping up.

    When we had finally caught up to the others, we slowed to a walk. I placed my hands on my hips as I attempted to catch my breath.

    Ashley spoke. "You didn’t listen to me, I see. I’m not going to have to carry you, am I?"

    I replied with heavy breath, "You… don’t have to worry… about me. I prefer to do things my way."

    Ashley replied, "You forgot to dial up the oxygen, didn’t you?"

    I spoke as I took a long, deep breath. "I prefer to think of it as overlooked."

    The Colonel stepped up beside us. "I just spoke with the team at the port. The Colossuns attempted to move the elevator. We successfully blocked that from happening. The Colossun ships have returned and are probing, attempting to find access into the port. Major Dennison thinks they have things sewn up tight. I’m a little worried that we may be unprepared there. Do you have any idea of how big the mine is or of how many Colossuns we can expect?"

    I replied, "I’m hoping that they sent most of those androids to Embry Central. I have no idea of just how large the mines are. From the size of that ore train that passed me the last time I was here, I would say the mines are substantial."

    A voice came over the comm. "This is Evans with Zulu Squad. We have reached the air lock and have secured the control room. Looks like we are about two kilometers ahead of your position."

    Calder acknowledged, "Hold that position, Evans. We are only a few minutes out."

    The Colonel switched channels. "Listen up! We are moving to a slow run over the next two kilometers. Make your adjustments and move out."

    It was fascinating to see how quickly the Marines reacted to the order. We were left behind as they bounded effortlessly away from our position. Ashley began to run, and I was right alongside her.

    Ashley spoke. "Don… dear."

    I replied, "Yes… dear?"

    Ashley shook her head as she looked over at me. "Did you adjust your oxygen level?"

    I replied, "No. Nobody said to!"

    She smiled sarcastically as she spoke. "Am I going to have to hold your hand through this?"

    The Colonel and her aide both chuckled.

    I replied, "You really know how to kick a guy in the gut, don’t you."

    Ashley spoke. "You make it too easy, hon. I’m just trying to mentally toughen you up before we meet up with any Colossuns."

    I replied, "Well, at least the Colossuns aren’t so condescending. I’m starting to think they might be my preferred adversary."

    Ashley smiled as she replied, "I’m only following my vows, dear: to love, honor, and chastise, ’til death do us part."

    I spoke. "I believe that was cherish!"

    Ashley again smiled. "Yours said cherish; mine said chastise."

    As I turned to give her another sarcastic smile, I again lost my footing. We had reached the air lock. Instead of coming to a standing stop, I flopped over, spun, flipped, and slammed directly into the air lock door. Nearly a thousand Marines were staring at my folly.

    I stood, brushed myself off, and walked over to Ashley, who was standing by the Colonel.

    Colonel Calder spoke. "I see why you latched onto this one, Mrs. Grange. He’s a keeper!"

    I spoke. "Har, har. Let’s all laugh at the clod."

    After the girls had finished with their demeaning conversation, I made an effort to question the Grell worker who controlled the air lock.

    I spoke. "How secure is that door?"

    Montif Aerudell replied, "It can only be opened from this side."

    I replied, "Any idea of how many Colossuns are on the other side?"

    Montif replied, "There are only a dozen. The rest moved out several hours ago."

    I turned to the Colonel. "Can we set up that comm interference device we were using? If it works, this may be over and done with really quick. A dozen Colossuns in a state of confusion... I like the odds!"

    The Colonel barked out commands to ready the troops. The comm jammer was brought to the front, and the signal was given to open the air lock. As the door opened, the higher-pressure air rushed out, blowing over the Marine who carried the jammer, taking it inactive. All twelve of the Colossuns rushed through the opening and began to make use of their pulsers. It was chaos as the Marines scattered.

    Ashley grabbed the AK from my shoulder and rushed out to meet them.

    Ak!

    Ak! Ak!

    Two Colossuns fell as the AK rounds hit their targets. A third Colossun turned towards Ashley. I reacted on nothing but pure instinct. I took two steps and dove towards the woman who was the love of my life. The Colossun fired.

    Time seemed to stand still as I flew through the air. Ashley leaned hard to the left in an attempt to jump away. Just before my right hand reached her shoulder, the gravity pulse from the Colossun's weapon clipped her right foot, spinning her around violently and out of my grasp. She came to a stop when she impacted the side of the air lock door. She slumped to the ground.

    I rolled out of my jump and dove towards the AK that Ashley had dropped. Before the Colossun could get off a second shot, the comm jammer was brought back online. My wife had been spared a certain death. The ten remaining Colossuns all turned at the same time and proceeded to walk back through the doorway in search of a comm signal.

    Calder's Marines wasted no time in their reactions. The Marines stormed the retreating androids and began the process of removing their breastplates one by one. As the breastplates fell away, a hand was reached in and quickly deactivated the core that drove their systems. The ten Colossuns were soon disabled.

    I rushed over to Ashley. She was conscious, but in pain. A medic came to assist. Her right foot had been crushed below the ankle. She had narrowly avoided death. She would survive, but her days of traveling were over until a prosthetic replacement could be surgically attached just below the knee. I stayed by her side as the Colonel's men secured the mine. Embry 12 was ours.
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    After we checked the area for opposing forces, it was brought to our attention that there were numerous monitoring devices spread around the mine. We had marched all of the Grell out while our sweep for monitors took place. We asked many questions of the Grell, but they were done in private so as to not implicate any of the miners should the Colossuns regain control.

    As I sat with Ashley, the Colonel came up and spoke. "Grange, it looks like we have all the sensor connections to the mine disabled. We swept for signals and for hard wires. The Colossuns are effectively in the dark."

    I replied, "I was talking with one of the Grell miners. Those buildings over there are grow houses for their food. These mines are set up to be self-sustaining for months on end should there be a cave-in or tunnel collapse. They have their own power and water systems too."

    The Colonel spoke. "We are twenty-five kilometers from the port. The surface maps showed a small rise between here and there. If we can get up to the surface, we might be able to get a transport landed just out of sight."

    I replied, "They would have to get past those Colossun ships out there first. If I had my ship, I could own this whole system. Unfortunately, it's still about five years away."

    The Colonel sat down and continued, "We are short of a lot right now. This mine has the resources we need, but we are short of a way to get those resources to the Grid."

    I replied, "The Grell said we need to seal that hole in the tunnel we came through. The atmosphere generators they have can cover the air leaking through that hole, unless one of the three main ones breaks down. We should close up either the hole or that air lock over there."

    The Colonel spoke. "We still have a squad down at the other lock. I think it best we shut that hole. I will see if the Grell can manage that, since they did it before."

    The Colonel left to check with our new allies. I turned to Ashley, placing my arm around her shoulder.

    I spoke. "So, how are you holding up?"

    Ashley replied, "These pain meds are great! But they make you loopy. It leaves me a little on edge thinking about it. What if we have to fight? I would be more of a hindrance than a help. I feel a bit useless right now."

    I stood and turned to face her. "I think I have something that is right up your alley. I am sending a group of the Grell miners over here. I want you to dig out every bit of info you can about this place, about them, and about the Colossuns. That in itself should keep you busy for days!"

    Ashley replied, "I could do that. Send them over whenever you are ready. Maybe they will have something that will help us out of this mess."

    We had food, water, and air to sustain us, but we were little more than prisoners on an alien planet, free to play within the box in which we were confined. We were in need of a ship. A ship with ion cannons and a Yacabucci web generator. We were also in need of a comm link to the Grid.

    I walked over to the Colonel, who was busy handing out new daily tasks for her men. "Colonel, should we go back to the surface and attempt to contact the Grid? Don't you have comm equipment that will reach out that far?"

    The Colonel replied, "We have one comm array that can reach back to the Grid. My concern is that if we assemble it up there, the Colossuns are going to see it. It breaks down for easy transport, but once assembled, it's about fifteen meters in diameter."

    I spoke. "What if we poke a hole straight up from this mine and set it up on the surface? It would be behind that rise. Can't we camouflage it somehow?"

    The Colonel sighed in response. "That rise is only good for staying out of line of sight of the port. Those ships buzzing around up there won't have any issue with seeing it."

    I replied, "What if we keep it in a shallow pit with some netting over it?"

    The Colonel shook her head. "Won't work, Grange. We can't have anything in between the comm gear and straight up, as that cuts down the transmit and receive signals substantially. If we were using radio frequencies for comm, it wouldn't be an issue, but we wouldn't be calling home anytime soon either."

    I replied, "So, we can't call home and we can't fly home. Guess that narrows things down to what are we going to do here. Got any thoughts on that, Colonel?"

    The Colonel thought for a moment and then spoke. "We need weapons that will take down those androids. Sergeant Marshall! Check the ore manifests for anything that can be made into volatile materials. Maybe we can make a few bombs or something."

    Marshall replied before turning away, "Yes, Sir, Colonel."

    As the sergeant left the area, I asked the Colonel a question. "I noticed sometimes you get called ‘Sir’ and sometimes ‘Ma’am.’ Is there any reason for that?"

    The Colonel replied, "We gave up on that generations ago, Grange. It's up to the CO now. I don't particularly care one way or the other. There are a few sticklers about it, though. Doesn't seem like a good way to gain the respect of your troops, to get bent out of shape over something like that. I'm fine with either one because I know my men respect and trust my orders. I have bigger concerns than gender hangups. You just have to watch who you say it to, that's all. My husband is the only one I take issue with on it, and he better not be calling me by either one!"

    For the better part of a week, we batted around ideas with the goal of changing our situation. Nothing stuck. An urgent comm message then came in from our squad positioned at the first air lock.

    The squad commander spoke. "This is Sergeant Paris at lock one. There are a large number of Colossuns massing just on the other side. This door is big, but it looks like they brought a number of Grell workmen and cutting equipment. I would expect a breach soon, Sir; what are our orders?"

    Colonel Calder replied, "If you feel a breach is imminent within minutes, then fall back to this position. And bring the Grell with you. He’s otherwise dead. Keep us informed, Sergeant."

    The Colossuns were coming. Our weapons would not stop them. Sergeant Paris passed along a report that most of the two thousand android soldiers that had gathered on the other side of the air lock were tethered together. Our jammer would have little effect at the time it was most needed.

    Ashley grabbed my arm and pointed. "You told me before that those trains nearly match the tunnel in size. If the Colossuns breach that air lock, why not make use of that ore train?"

    I replied as I looked at the massive engine that normally pulled refined ore to Embry Central, "Are you saying we just run them over in the tunnel?"

    Ashley smiled and spoke. "That is exactly what I am saying. Those androids are tough, but not that tough. Take one of those jammers, mount it on the front of the train, and run them over. Have the Colonel’s men follow behind to clean up any that remain functional."

    I nodded in reply. "I like that, Ashley. Colonel! I think we might have a solution!"

    Two Grell engineers volunteered to operate the train engine. Two full ore cars were connected to add significant weight to our newest weapon. A transport car was added that would carry two companies of the Colonel’s men.

    The Colonel got on the comm with Sergeant Paris. "Have Gont set the air lock to open in twenty minutes. As soon as you have that timer running, I want you to clear out. Get back here at your fastest pace. We have a little surprise waiting for them, but we need you here first."

    Paris replied, "Roger that, Colonel. We will be on our way within the minute."

    Paris and his squad were soon in the tunnel, sprinting in our direction. The Grell who accompanied them, Gont, was surprisingly fast and easily kept pace with the Marines.

    Paris turned to comment. "Wow. You guys can fly!"

    Gont replied, "At one time this planet was covered by predatory animals. My people had to run to survive. Our history has records of fossilized remains of the predators who stalked us. Our speed was what allowed us to continue our existence."

    Paris replied, "Still, for someone who sits at a console all day, your speed is impressive."

    Gont smiled and ran faster. He quickly moved away from the squad of Marines. After he slowed his pace, the Marines soon caught up.

    Gont spoke. "We practice isometrics while we sit. It is a cultural thing. We are a paranoid species and feel the need to be physically ready should an emergency arise. We have no equipment to make use of, so we work our muscles by using what is available: ourselves."

    Paris replied, "We use that for a fair amount of our training too. When you are stuck on a warship for months on end, you have to make do. Anyway, your speed is still impressive."

    When the Marines arrived, the air lock at the other end of the tunnel was opened. The Colossun troops stationed at Embry Central were on their way. A video link from the far air lock showed the Colossuns moving through at a slow run. They stood shoulder to shoulder, twenty abreast, as they moved through the doorway.

    The Colonel spoke from the engine cab. "Let’s get this train moving!"

    The large ore-hauling engine came to life as power was applied to its wheels. In less than a minute, we were barreling along at fifty kilometers per hour. Our speed would double before we reached our target.

    I spoke. "Colonel, I’m guessing that your men would be ready to mop up any stragglers should we come to a stop?"

    The Colonel replied, "They are ready. What I am more interested in right now is how this engine will hold up to those pulsers when we get to the Colossuns. Can we be derailed?"

    One of the Grell engineers responded, "These trains are equipped with anti-derail technology. Sensors will adjust the wheels to stay on the track. Unless there is separation in the track, we will stay on the rails."

    I replied, "I guess we’ll know in another thirty seconds or so. Can that front-facing light be turned off?"

    The Grell reached out to his console and flipped a switch. In an instant, we were rumbling along at a hundred kilometers per hour in pitch black. I flipped my helmet display to infrared.

    As we came around a bend, the horde of approaching Colossuns came into view. The rush of air being pushed in front of the train had given them warning, but they had nowhere to run. The androids who were tethered were followed by a maintenance car that was pulling a cable behind it. The cable ran back to Embry Central and was providing comm instructions to the two-thirds of the Colossuns who were connected. The maintenance car was a circumstance that we had failed to plan for.

    I yelled out, "Brace for impact!"

    With our jammer running, the third of the Colossuns who were untethered stopped and turned away just as the train engine began to strike them. Parts were flying in every direction as the androids were ripped apart by their collision with the much larger mass. The tethered Colossuns immediately began to line the walls in an attempt to evade the onrushing train. Again, there was no escape.

    As each Colossun who was protruding from the wall was struck, its fragmented parts then worked to knock the other Colossuns from the wall. As the engine passed, intense grinding and scraping noises could be heard. A bulk of Colossuns then began to pile up in front of the charging engine. The impact with the maintenance car was the next event to happen.

    I was slammed hard into the forward part of the cab as the nearly two thousand Colossuns in front of us were pinned between the sides of our engine and the tunnel walls, or the front of our engine and the maintenance car. The massive ore cars then rammed the back of the engine, pushing the maintenance car backwards as it began to break apart.

    I looked up for the Grell engineer to throw the all-stop for the train. What was left of the two that had joined us were the squashed remains against the back wall. Countless Colossun body parts had come through the front windows, killing our new Grell friends.

    The train continued to barrel forward, through the tunnel and into Embry Central. I reached out and slammed the all-stop button with my fist. The train of chaos slowed and then stopped before we reached the station. The Colonel lay facedown and unconscious in the corner.

    I reached over and shook her shoulder. There was no reaction. I then noticed the pool of blood forming on the floor. As I rolled her over, the nature of her injuries was revealed. A hand from a destroyed Colossun android had come through the window with the other body parts. It had impacted the Colonel’s face shield dead on, shattering its protective materials and entering her skull. The Colonel was dead long before she hit the floor.

    I called out on the comm, "Anyone out there?"

    There was no response. I stumbled over to the cab door and pushed hard before the twisted metal that made up its frame broke free. Debris from the two thousand Colossuns and the maintenance car was spread across the track in front of us as well as all down along the sides. I climbed down and headed for the transport car.

    As I got close, I could see that the windows of the car had all been knocked out. Mangled Colossun parts lined the outer steps and protruded from the window openings.

    I looked inside. What I saw was nearly complete devastation. Only a handful of Marines were left alive. They struggled to move under the mass of Colossun parts that had flown through the windows, nearly burying them in debris.

    I stepped in to assist a corporal by pulling him free. As the dozen surviving Marines gathered just outside, it occurred to me that there might be other Colossun soldiers heading our way. All that had entered the tunnel had perished.

    I waved my arm. "Corporal Getz! The rest of you! Pull it together. We may have Colossuns coming for us."

    The corporal replied, "We might have others in there who are injured, Mr. Grange."

    I pointed towards the front of the train. "We can’t help them if there are androids still out there. Pick two men to assist you, Getz. The rest of you come with me!"

    We moved around the front of the train and followed the tracks for another kilometer into the station. There were four Colossun soldiers standing motionless on the platform. Our jamming equipment was still active.

    We moved quickly to open and disable the androids before beginning our search for others. An hour later we returned to the train. There were no other Colossuns in Embry Central.

    I spoke. "What's the casualty count, Corporal?"

    Corporal Getz replied, "We pulled nineteen men from the car. Nine have minor injuries, seven are banged up pretty good, and three are critical. Two medics are on their way on foot."

    I sat down on the torso of a disabled Colossun. "How many did we lose today?"

    The corporal replied, "One hundred twenty-six, including the Colonel and the Grell engineers."

    I spoke. "That puts Major Martin in charge, doesn't it?"

    Corporal Getz sat down. "Yes, Sir."

    I switched channels on my comm. "Major Martin. This is Don Grange. The Colonel didn't make it. Leave a squad there to assist the Grell in any way you can, and bring everyone else to Embry Central. I would bet there are a dozen Colossuns waiting for us at each of the other mines. If we can purge those mines, we will own Embry outright."
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    The Grell population was cooperative from the beginning. The elevators going up to the port were fixed within a day. Other repairs that had been long overdue were being done in record time. It was like a dragon that had lain dormant for centuries had come back to life. There was a constant parade of citizens making trips up in the elevators to have their first glimpse of the blue sun in their system.

    The massive port doors remained closed, but a smaller maintenance hangar was opened. For all, it was a view of their world, a world that they had never seen. The winds topside were harsh and cold. The Grell wept openly at the sight of the largely featureless landscape and the blowing dunes of sand. No other planet could have been more beautiful to their eyes.

    I had a list of materials the Grid was badly in need of for ship production. The Grell wasted no time changing over the mines to meet our needs. I stood topside in the port bay with a number of their brightest minds. Huff Gervel was among them and was the leader of the resistance.

    Huff spoke. "Mr. Grange, those Colossun ships that circle up above—you are in need of weapons to fight them?"

    I replied, "We have blasters, but they won’t do any good against those ships. We have the technology, the know-how, to build ships with weapons that we believe could easily defeat them, but we need the materials you have here to be taken back to our factories. We can’t do much without the manufacturing."

    Huff replied, "We are capable of building mechanical things, Mr. Grange. Tell us what to build, and we will make it happen."

    I tapped Huff on the shoulder with my hand. "I wish it was that easy, Huff. I don’t think we can manufacture the power systems and drives that are needed. They require special tools and processes that we don’t have access to. No offense, I’m sure you could build one of those trains like nobody else; only problem is, we need it to fly."

    Huff thought for a moment. "You have a downed ship on the surface. Damaged beyond repair, I am not certain, but it may have many salvageable parts that we can make use of."

    I replied, "Are you suggesting we try to haul what’s left inside? And we use that to try to build a new ship?"

    Huff nodded in response. "It would seem that we have time, Mr. Grange. That time, however, is limited. The Colossuns will send a fleet here as a response to your attack. I cannot say when they will arrive, but I would be expecting them."

    I looked up at the massive port doors. "Well, if we do go after those parts, we will still have the problem of those ships circling up there. How would we get the salvage back in here? They are going to just sit up there and watch as we try to move that stuff around."

    Huff replied with a smile, "You leave that to us, Mr. Grange. We will have the remains of your ship sitting in this bay in short order. We can be very industrious when needed, Mr. Grange. And I cannot think of a stronger need than what we have at present."

    Huff Gervel strode off with a mission on his mind. The remains of our downed transport were to be brought into Embry port. It stood to reason that if even one of the engines on the transport could be salvaged, we might have a chance to build another ship. If the salvage operation could be done, I was certain we could put whatever we found to good use.

    Over the following week, the Grell worked tirelessly to construct a tunnel going out the three kilometers to the site of the wreckage. Under the cover of night, a makeshift dome was assembled over the largest part of the transport that remained, and sand was then piled on top of it. The outlying pieces were quickly gathered and taken underground. When the blue sun again rose in the Ponik morning sky, there was no sign of the downed ship remaining on the surface.

    I spoke with Huff. "I’m surprised those two engines survived. The particle beams from those ships cut through the bridge and the center of the ship. We even have one ion generator that will work. It’s not enough to power one of those engines, but it’s a start."

    Huff replied, "I find your ion technology fascinating, Mr. Grange. My people could make great use of this. Their efficiencies are two orders of magnitude above our best generators. I see now how you could build ships and weapons to defeat the Colossuns."

    I chuckled as I replied, "We is relative, Huff. Back on the Grid, we have the means. Here, that is a stretch of the truth. Even if we can piece together a ship to fly, we still do not have weapons to arm it with."

    Huff pointed across the port bay. "Could you make use of the port pulsers? Perhaps apply more power using your ion generators?"

    I looked over at a pulser as it sat idle, and switched on my comm. "Major Martin. Could you round up a handful of your best techs and bring them over to where I am?"

    Martin replied, "Will do, Sir."

    Several minutes later, the major approached with four Marine technicians.

    I spoke. "Gentlemen. I would like you to evaluate those pulse cannons that line this bay. Figure out how they work. If we can get a good understanding of their function, I would like to see if we can ramp up the power delivery they can put out. We need to start looking at any and all options that we might be able to leverage as weapons against those Colossun ships."

    The techs moved off to look over the bay guns. I turned and sat down in a chair at a table I had set up as a makeshift command center. There were better accommodations, but I wanted to be out where the action was going on.

    Parts from our downed transport were laid out across the bay floor. Huff Gervel picked through the wreckage with a handful of Grell engineers, attempting to identify parts that might be of use. As I settled back in my chair, Ashley offered me a beverage.

    Ashley spoke. "Try this. It's a Grell mix; has a little bite to it, but it's not bad."

    I took a sip. "Wow, ‘a little bite’ is right. You know, I find it interesting that just about every species we have come across has their own form of alcohol. And some of it's not half bad. I could use a red Brivad ale about now, but I don't see us making it back to Malcon anytime soon. What do they call this stuff?"

    Ashley replied, "It's funny, actually. A rough translation of the name is ‘who-dat.’ It has a little more than just alcohol in it, and if you drink too much, you will sometimes have mild hallucinations."

    I nodded my head in approval. "Who-dat, I like it. Does it come with any other side effects?"

    As I took another sip, Ashley replied with a smile, "They say it makes your hair fall out."

    I nearly choked as I looked for a place to spit out my latest mouthful.

    Ashley laughed. "I'm only kidding! It has a day-after effect of itchy skin, but it is supposedly mild."

    I replied after swallowing, "Well, that doesn't sound that good either. But there is something I kind of like about it; kind of grows on you after that initial shock."

    Ashley replied, "Just watch yourself with it. It doesn't take all that much to knock you off your game."

    I sat the half-empty cup down on the table. "I don't think I will be the one with the issue. Those Marines out there like to get tanked for just about any reason. We will have to mention it to the major."

    Ashley replied, "Major Martin is fully aware of it, Don. He was the one that handed me the bottle. He has already laid down the law with his Marines. Anyone getting out of hand with it gets it cut off for everyone else. Cutting off the booze is not something you want to be responsible for with that group. Most of them are reasonable people, but there are always some that are hard core."

    The major came over to the table and sat down. "I see you've met Mr. Who-dat. All I can say is, be careful with that one."

    I replied, "I can usually control myself, Major. I will admit to the occasional slipup, but most of the time it's not a problem. How goes our scavenging of the wreckage?"

    The major spoke. "Well, we have the one engine and the small generator. It's a shame about the bridge taking a direct hit. We could have made use of the comm gear from there, but there isn't much left of it now. We have an intact enviro-recycler and loads of ion conduit. I believe that if we can build a larger generator, we might be able to assemble a ship that we could fly out of here. Our bigger problem is still those two ships up there."

    Ashley spoke. "I was talking to Lieutenant Drake earlier. He did a search of the landscape data we acquired coming in. He identified three areas where we might be able to set up our comm antenna. One appeared to be either a sinkhole or a mine cave-in, and the other two were just depressions. He is analyzing the ship movements to see if any of them were workable."

    I replied, "So, we might be able to fly out or possibly call out, but we can't do either until we get rid of those ships. Major, can we put more men on those pulse cannons? And, is it possible to convert that engine into an ion cannon? I know the engines are slow burn while the cannons are burst, but maybe we can convert one to the other?"

    The major stood. "I trained as a ship's gunner before joining the Officer Corps. We had a good handle on the inner workings of ion cannon technology. I'll see if there is anything we can do with it."

    The major strode off with a new mission. If a conversion could be made, he wanted to be a part of it. I took another swig of my beverage and turned back to Ashley.

    I spoke and smiled. "Who-dat!"

    Ashley shook her head. "What have I created!"

    I reached over and gave her a kiss on the forehead. "How is the foot feeling?"

    Ashley winced and replied, "Tim Furman thinks it has to come off. The damage is severe, and there isn't enough blood flow to keep most of the tissue alive. I would just as soon have him whack it off now as wait until we are into something while I'm immobile."

    I replied, "That's your call. If it was me, I would want it done already too. Give me a peg to walk around on once it heals. That makeshift wheelchair just wouldn't cut it."

    Ashley sighed. "I'll have him prep for this afternoon. He was a little unsure of doing it before, but the Grell have facilities that will make it a sterile operation. Their equipment is not very advanced, but we have what we need in our supplies."

    Later that afternoon, Ashley went under the knife of the corpsman. Her right leg was taken from just below the knee. Back on the Grid, the surgery would have been followed immediately with the attachment of a prosthetic. Her new calf, ankle, and foot would have had to be trained to interpret the signals sent down through her nervous system, but she would have been only weeks away from a normal walk. On Ponik, the surgery left her with a stump.

    As Ashley rested, I stood in the hangar with the major. Lieutenant Drake approached us. He had news.

    Drake spoke. "Sorry to interrupt, Sir, but I think we have found a place where we can set up the comm gear. It’s a small depression forty kilometers’ distance from here. One side has a steep bank. At that distance, the angle from those ships up above should keep the gear hidden from their view. I’ve analyzed their movements, and they have been in the same pattern for days."

    The major replied, "So, how do we get the gear out there and set up without being seen?"

    Drake smiled. "We are in luck in that regard, Sir. The Grell have volunteered to dig us a tunnel."

    I spoke. "How long will it take to dig forty kilometers? That’s a long distance for a tunnel."

    Drake replied, "According to the Grell I have spoken with, a tunnel that length, with a large enough diameter to get our gear hauled through, would take them three days. If they were doing it for the Colossuns… six months."

    The lieutenant was given his orders and the comm operation was begun. I walked with the major over to a pulse cannon that his men had torn apart.

    The major spoke. "Sergeant, how goes the investigation?"

    Sergeant Hicks replied, "Well, Sir, we have it broken down into four categories. Over here we have all the mechanics, drives, motors, base mount, and such. Over here we have the power supply. This box here, about which we don’t have a clue yet as to how it works, generates the gravity pulse that gets fed to the barrel. This gear here is the control circuitry; governs the timings of when everything happens and the aim of the cannon. And lastly, we have the gun barrel itself. A generated gravity pulse enters here, and these rails guide it out to its destination."

    The sergeant continued, "We believe we can tie directly into this pulse box with our generator. We will have to experiment with how much power it can handle. The mechanics and the controller gear won’t need to change. And again, we will have to test the barrel to see what kind of power it can take. If we are successful in our testing this afternoon, we may have a working cannon again tomorrow. Couldn’t say how effective it will be, though. Too many variables still."

    I thanked the sergeant and walked over to a group who was looking at parts from our transport. Lieutenant Donnelly was leading up an effort to possibly build a new ship.

    I spoke. "Lieutenant, how’s our progress coming along?"

    Donnelly replied, "Well, Sir, we have an engine, we have the circuitry to control it, we have a charge well to store the energy for it, we have an environmental system, so we can travel in it for more than a few hours, and I believe we have most if not all of the sensors needed for a nav system. We lack a sizable generator, a system computer, a Human interface to that system, and of course the superstructure for it all to ride in. I’m certain we can build the superstructure, but the other items are in need of a solution."

    I replied, "Thanks, Donnelly. Keep us posted."

    The remainder of the day was spent with Huff Gervel talking about the Grell. They were busy at work altering their mining setup to best supply our needs, should we be able to transport ore sometime in the future. They had also organized into a militia with every intention of fighting the Colossuns should they return.

    It was almost as if I had awoken a sleeping giant. Their weapons were primitive, but they were prepared to use what they had. More than one of the family blades, like what I had seen with Feldew, were being proudly carried about. I felt for the Grell as I wondered if I was just leading them to their destruction. Only time would tell.

    I spent my last waking hours with Ashley in the recovery room. The corpsman had been having a terrible time with keeping her in bed.

    I spoke. "Why do you feel the need to get in that wheelchair? Stay in this bed and rest; let that wound heal."

    Ashley replied, "I tried, but I know there are things that need doing, and I want to help."

    I shook my head. "You can be helpful by not tying up all of the corpsman’s time with having to keep an eye on you."

    Ashley looked down slightly and spoke. "Have you ever been injured when it felt like there was more work that needed to be done than could be done? We have so much to do, and I am not doing anything."

    I sat on the edge of the bed and caressed her hair. "I know exactly what you are feeling. I have a nice scar on my back and another one on my forearm to prove it. Both happened right in the middle of the most critical of times. And… come to think of it, I was a pain to those who were caring for me at the time as well. Just do us both a favor and let that heal, at least for a couple days."

    Ashley reluctantly nodded in agreement. I gave the corpsman a hand sign showing her capitulation, and he hurried off to tend to other patients.

    I leaned back on her bed pillows. "Not to make light of your amputation, but today was a good day for us. We have a possible way to set up a comm link. We will possibly have an enhanced pulse cannon to fire tomorrow, and we may not be far away from constructing a ship capable of flying off of this planet. It kind of has me worried."

    Ashley replied, "It sounds like things are coming together. Why does that have you worried?"

    I spoke as I looked up at the ceiling. "I don’t know. When I get a string of positive news like this, it is usually followed up by a big negative. Those Colossun ships are still circling out there. I just hope we don’t see troop transports landing all around us before we can finish any of these things."

    Ashley replied, "Don, you have been doing everything possible to change our situation. Sometimes you just have to let those unknowns go. Plan for them, but otherwise put them out of your mind. They can otherwise be all-consuming of your thoughts."

    I smiled and kissed her on the forehead. "So says the woman who won’t stay in bed."
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    By midafternoon of the following Ponik day, the Grell had carved a tunnel almost twelve kilometers long. Teams worked through the night. I had high hopes that our comm link back to the Grid would soon be operational.

    The Marines working on the pulser cannon had it reassembled and ready for a test firing. Their current dilemma was where to aim it. Targeting something inside the port bay with a weapon of unknown power was not a good option. I sat at the command table talking with Major Martin.

    The major spoke. "Why don’t we just build a platform that we can raise up? Crack open those bay doors, move it up, and fire out at the surface."

    I replied, "I’m not comfortable with opening those bay doors. We have all our equipment and parts from that transport laid out here, and one blast from one of those ships would wreck this place. Let's move it to the maintenance hangar. Those doors are meant for a small shuttle-craft type ship. It also has air locks to separate it from here."

    Before the major gave the order to start moving the pulse cannon, a sergeant who had been watching the monitors and sensors that surrounded the port came to the table.

    Sergeant Birks spoke. "Sir, sorry to interrupt, but we have a problem. The sensors are showing a force of Colossuns approaching from the south. Most are on foot, but there are several vehicles."

    I followed the major and sergeant back to the port consoles. The southern-facing sensors showed a column of Colossuns coming our way. At fourteen kilometers’ distance, they would arrive at the port within the hour. The major moved immediately to secure all possible entry points. Several Grell went scrambling off to inform their leaders of the new development.

    I caught up to the crew that was moving the pulse cannon to the maintenance bay. The bay had a lift that would allow us to move the cannon topside once the doors to the outside were open. Several minutes later, we were on the lift and powering up the generator.

    I spoke. "Well, Hicks. This is where we separate the winners and losers. What do you say we just take aim at one of those ships up there and see what happens. Do you think you can target one of those well enough to get a hit?"

    Hicks replied, "The gun has a targeting module built into the console. I couldn't say whether or not it is accurate."

    I placed my hand on the barrel of the cannon as I looked it over. "Do you think you can activate it? The targeting module, I mean."

    Hicks nodded his head. "If it is like everything else around here, it will be a cinch. Just about everything we have come across has been well designed. I wish we could get some of those engineers back on the Grid for a bit."

    Hicks looked over at a corporal standing at the door controls. "Give us a sec to close up, then open those doors!"

    Hicks motioned for me to close up my helmet. The air outside was breathable, but the oxygen levels were not high enough to sustain Human life for any length of time.

    Several loud clangs could be heard as the safety locks on the maintenance doors released. Vacuum pumps could then be heard as the air pressure inside and out was equalized. The maintenance doors then rumbled as they opened.

    I spoke. "Bring the targeting module online."

    Hicks replied several seconds later, "Targeting is online, Sir. Take your pick of the two and we will give it a go."

    I checked over the console display. "Hit that one on the right side. It’s over in the direction we want to put up that comm array."

    The right ship was selected and the generator power switched online. The barrel of the pulse cannon glowed red.

    Hicks spoke. "Ready when you are, Sir."

    I replied, "Take the shot. Corporal Bellows! Be prepared to shut that door on my command!"

    Sergeant Jefferson Hicks flipped a switch enabling the handgrip. He squeezed the trigger.

    Fwuump!

    The pulse cannon sent out a compressed gravity pulse at just below light speed. The targeting module worked as designed. The pulse impacted the right-hand ship.

    The port video sensors showed the damage the enhanced pulse cannon had delivered. A twenty-meter depression formed on an otherwise flat surface area of the ship.

    Hicks spoke as the ship began to descend towards the ground. "Sir, it doesn't look bad from the outside, but there has to be a tremendous amount of internal damage to leave that kind of depression on an external skin. She is coming in hot, Sir. Impact looks to be about two kilometers west of here."

    I replied, "What about the other ship?"

    Hicks switched console scales as he attempted to follow the second Colossun ship. "She's heading to high orbit, Sir."

    I switched comm channels. "Major! Assemble a team and head for that downed ship. We place it about two kilometers west of here. It came in hot, but we didn't get any type of explosion. They may have managed a hard landing. I want to know if we can get on board before those Colossun troops make it there or before they can make repairs!"

    The major concurred, and four squads were quickly assembled.

    I turned back to the sergeant. "We were talking about putting this thing up on a raised platform. How quick can you do that?"

    Sergeant Hicks replied, "We have most of the parts to build a simple scissor lift. Give me about forty minutes and we can raise her up if needed. You want to take another shot at that downed ship?"

    I paced for a moment as I thought. "That might be a good idea, Sergeant. What I was thinking was that we turn this cannon on those Colossun troops if they begin to head this way. Out in that open tundra, they won't have any defense against it."

    Hicks smiled. "I have another idea for you, Sir. We have three more of these cannons out there in the main bay. I think we should begin conversion of those immediately. If we can round up enough ion cable from the wreckage of our transport, we should be able to power all four with this generator. We only ran that last shot at 18 percent peak power."

    Sergeant Hicks sent word to several other squads. They would begin work on transforming the remaining pulse cannons to run off our generator. While the other teams scrambled, the sergeant took several shots at the remaining Colossun ship. The targeting module of the pulse cannon did not have the resolution necessary for an accurate shot at that distance. The Vulture, as it had been named after its continuous circling, was safe for the time being.

    Being the action junkie that I was had me itching to go out to the downed Colossun ship. I slung my AK over my shoulder and loaded my satchel with supplies. Before I could make the move to join the squads heading out to the ship, I was confronted by Ashley.

    Ashley spoke. "And where do you think you are going?"

    I replied, "I'm going out to check that ship. I'm hoping I can come with a different viewpoint than what the Marines are taking out there."

    Ashley shook her head. "A different viewpoint? Really?"

    I replied, "Hey, aren't you supposed to be resting? I thought we agreed you would stay off of that until it had time to heal."

    Ashley leaned her crutches against the table and sat down in a chair. The Grell who had been assisting her had crafted a crude prosthetic that allowed her put a slight pressure on the damaged leg without aggravating the wound. She used it as a reason to come topside.

    Ashley spoke. "I can't just sit down there any longer, Don. I guess I just don't have the patience for healing. And if you are worried about me asking you to not go out there, all I can say is, please at least let me tap into your comm. I can watch your helmet-cam. And I promise to not interfere. I just want to see what is happening."

    I replied, "I wish I could take you along. This is the sort of thing your mil-intelligence background is made for. I'll open up the channel. And if you see anything that I may be missing, just speak up. We are all on the same team here."

    Ashley smiled and waved me over for a kiss. After several seconds of reward, I turned and sprinted to catch up with the others. I hurried through an air lock and up through a door onto the surface.

    Inside the insulation of the combat suit, I could not feel the bitter cold outside, or the biting wind that accompanied it. The cold, however, was evident as the joints in my suit slightly stiffened. I quickly caught up to the first of four squads being led by Lieutenant Harmon Baxter.

    Baxter spoke. "Mr. Grange. I hope you don't mind, but the major asked me to keep an eye on you. If you catch me sneaking a look from time to time, don't get yourself worried. I don't have any special feelin's for ya."

    Baxter grinned and turned away before I had a chance to respond. He was stout for an officer. Most members of the officers corps were tall and thin, while the ground pounders and ship stormers had a build similar to Baxter. His sausage-like fingers and thick forearms told me that he wasn't to be messed with. I took no issue with his assignment to look after me.

    As we jogged along, I had a sudden realization. Each of the Marines was carrying a Colossun pulser rifle.

    I reopened the comm channel to Lieutenant Baxter. "Are those Colossun pulsers?"

    Baxter replied, "Yes, Sir, we found their armory and helped ourselves to what they had. There were only twenty of these rifles in there. The major told us to take them. I just hope they are effective against those androids, or we are going to be running for our lives."

    Word came over the comm as we jogged out to the downed Vulture. "This is Sergeant Hull. The major told me to pass along the latest on the Colossun troops to the south. They stopped their march at about twelve kilometers and have been taking up a formation. They count about eight hundred now, with more arriving in the column behind them."

    I replied, "Tell the major thanks for the updates. I will let him know as soon as we arrive at the ship. If anything new develops on that end, please pass it along. We are about as exposed as you could be out here."

    Hull replied, "Roger that, Sir; will inform the major."

    The two kilometers was a short jog with the slightly lower gravity of Ponik. We stopped just short of the ship using a low dune as cover.

    Baxter spoke. "Grimes, take your squad about a hundred meters left, and Verona, take yours to the right. And keep out of sight. If we choose to go in there, I want it to be a surprise."

    The squads moved into position as we peeked over the dune. Two Colossun soldiers stood at the ready while two alien occupants of the ship looked over the damage from the exterior.

    The aliens were a short, squatty species with arms that made their hands almost drag on the ground. As one looked over the damage and radioed information back to those inside, the other appeared to shiver from the extreme cold.

    I spoke. "Baxter, are you catching that one frisking his arms? Looks like he is cold. If so, those suits they are wearing aren't space worthy."

    Baxter replied, "I wouldn't call those battle ready either. Those are just heavy uniforms."

    I nodded in reply. "Are you feeling the urge to just charge in there? If they only have two soldiers with them, it shouldn't be much of a fight."

    Baxter turned towards me and replied, "Give us a few minutes. The guys are working on their comm right now. We cracked the encryption on those androids. These little guys are using something different. Techs think they can crack it, though, so we'll give them a few extra minutes."

    Baxter's gaze returned to the new alien species. As he had predicted, the techs soon cracked the new Colossun code.

    The alien words soon came through. "We can't fly without the port dampener! The gravity forces would crush us if we attempted any strong maneuvers. We can't risk taking to the air with that cannon they have. We will just have to wait for the others. When we have that port, repairs can be made."

    Baxter again turned my way. "Sir, if others are coming, I think we should go ahead and make our move."

    I replied, "Give the order. And from here on, I'm following you."

    Baxter set his plan in motion. A member of the left squad stood and fired a pulse into the air. He then disappeared behind the dune he had risen from. As the Colossuns turned to investigate, the right squad sprinted from their position.

    The soldiers were the first to be targeted as Baxter gave the command for the remaining two squads. I soon found myself running, covering twenty meters with each stride. The Colossun soldiers returned two pulse blasts before the lieutenant's men overtook their position. Their own rifles were highly effective when used against them.

    As we arrived beside the ship, the two aliens had gone back on board. Small compartment doors then began to open on the front and back of the ship. Pulse cannons began to fire. Grimes's squad was caught in the open.

    As they turned back towards the cover of the dunes, gravity pulses began to impact the ground around them. Frozen chunks of dirt flew in every direction. Their battle suits performed as they were designed to do, but the physical forces were too much for the Marines as they were tossed about like bags of sand. Grimes dove on the ground and fired back at the ship, striking one of the cannons and stopping its train of pulses, but the other cannons soon took their toll.

    Half of Verona's squad made it back to cover, minus their squad leader. Our own fate had been determined by our approach to the damaged section of the ship.

    I spoke. "We have to take out those cannons, or this quickly becomes a stalemate. Did anyone see how the two aliens got back aboard?"

    A private responded, "Yes, Sir. They went through a hatch just under here. They sure moved quick for being little butterballs!"

    I asked the others to stand back. "Let's see if their shielding can handle these pulsers. Lieutenant, hit that door!"

    Four pulses were fired. No damage could be seen as a result.

    Lieutenant Baxter spoke. "Everyone take a couple steps back. Put everything you have into that damaged section. Maybe there is a breach in whatever they use as shielding."

    The eight members of our squad stepped back and began to fire.

    Fwump! Fwump! Fwump! Fwump! Fwump!

    Baxter again spoke out. "Everyone focus on that plate to the left!"

    Fwump! Fwump! Fwump! Fwump! Fwump!

    The armored plate began to peel back from the inner skin of the ship. We soon had the breach that we were looking for. But the aliens inside were not giving up. The engines of the small warcraft sprang to life. Without thinking, I switched to my ion blaster and sent a flurry of blue bolts directly into an activated thruster nozzle.

    Pzzzt! Pzzzt! Pzzzt! Pzzzt!

    The engine hissed and went silent. A second and a third nozzle then shut down. The alien craft was not leaving.

    Our weapons were focused back on the breach, and a hole soon began to open to the interior of the ship. I opened a comm channel to the frequency they had been using.

    "This is to the ship's captain. Give up now and you will not be harmed. Shut down your weapons and come out peacefully!"

    Several seconds passed before I received a response. "How do we know we can trust you?"

    I replied, "You really don't have much of a choice. You either stay inside there and die once that hole becomes large enough for us to enter, or you surrender and live. Seems like an easy choice to me!"

    Several seconds passed before the alien responded. "We are coming out. Weapons are offline."

    Baxter held up his hand, and our assault on the alien vessel ceased. The hatch on the bottom of the ship opened, and two oversized Tribuks dropped out onto the ground.

    I spoke. "I've met other Tribuk before; they were skinny. Why are you two so... robust?"

    One of the Tribuks spoke. "They were of a lower class. You must be referring to the missing ore hauler. We are a fighting ship. Our meals are of a higher quality."

    The second Tribuk spoke. "And quantity! We eat like..."

    The first Tribuk put his hand in front of the other. "Shut up, Riffus. I will do the talking. The quantity is also generous."

    I turned to Baxter. "Check them out and have two of your men stay here. Get any injured back to the port, and get these two back for interrogation."

    Baxter spoke over his comm. "Sharky, you stay with me. Randall, take any in need of attention back to the port immediately. We will be along after we check out this ship."

    I spoke. "On second thought, you, Mr. Quantity, you stay here, and your friend there, the bossy one, is going back with them."

    The first Tribuk began to speak, and I quickly held up my hand. "Woap! You aren't in charge here. It would be better for you if you remained silent right now."

    The Tribuk closed his mouth and gave a slight bow in acceptance of my statement. Corporal Randall soon had the others on their way.

    I turned back to the now-shivering Tribuk. "I take it that heavy uniform is not made for hanging around out here. Let's go inside and you can show us around."

    The Tribuk nodded enthusiastically and turned for the hatch. I grabbed his shivering arm and pulled him back a step.

    I spoke. "Mr. Baxter, would you care to go first?"

    Baxter replied, "I believe I would, Mr. Grange. Thank you for the courtesy."

    I gestured, and Lieutenant Baxter moved up into the hatch to the interior of the ship beyond. The Tribuk went second, followed by myself and Private Sharky. The temperature inside was warm and comfortable.

    I spoke to Riffus. "The other guy—I guess that is your captain?"

    Riffus replied, "Yes. He is the captain of the Yorm."

    I continued. "There are only the two ships here on Ponik?"

    Riffus again replied, "Yes."

    I sat back in the captain’s chair, which was surprisingly comfortable given its small size. "How close is the nearest base or colony? When can we expect more Colossun ships to arrive?"

    Riffus hesitated. "I… I cannot be certain. I was not told of such details."

    I replied, "Was this something the captain would know?"

    Riffus sniffled and coughed as the remains of the cold outside air lingered. "The captain would know. He has been there, but he will not speak of it to me."

    Word then came over the comm of a second column of Colossun soldiers coming from the east.

    Lieutenant Baxter spoke. "I think it’s time we head back to the port, Sir. We don’t want to be caught out here by ourselves. I say we send out a team of Grell to see what they can do about moving this ship back there also."

    I replied, "All good points, Lieutenant. Let’s get started back."

    I looked at the still-shivering Tribuk. "Do you have any gear that will let you travel out there? The walk isn’t long, but there is no reason for you to freeze if you do not have to."

    Riffus replied, "Yes, yes, thank you, Sir. I could use the captain’s dress coat. It is made of Felupe hide. I could return it to him when we arrive. He will not be pleased, but I will be warm."

    I shook my head. "You get that coat, and we will tell the captain that I insisted. Grab it and let’s go."

    As we stepped out of the lower hatch, a bright green beam shone down a few hundred meters from our position. It was followed by a thunderous explosion of sand and frozen dirt. The Colossun ship in orbit had begun targeting its downed partner.

    I raised the major over the comm. "See if you can force that ship to stop firing! I want to drag this thing back to the port if we can. Maybe we can make a few mods and get it flying!"

    Several minutes passed before the particle beam blasts came to an end. The pulse cannon in the maintenance bay had been used to send a stream of pulses in the orbiting ship’s direction. It had been forced to cease firing and to pull back even farther. We made it safely back to the port ten minutes later.
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    The Grell were industrious and soon had a force of two thousand workers in and around the downed Colossun gunship. Any number of tracked maintenance vehicles had been taken from the port in an attempt to move the ship from its vulnerable desert position into the safety and security of the main port bay.

    I joined Ashley as she was giving Chimuk Peel, the downed ship’s captain, a good working over. Once the reality of his captivity had set in, he was eager to cooperate in any way he could.

    Ashley spoke. "This Colossun base you visited—how long does it take a ship to reach here from there? And, is that the closest Colossun vessel besides the one in orbit up above?"

    Chimuk replied, "The Gurt system is only an outpost, but there is normally a Colossun destroyer stationed somewhere nearby. It is a six-month journey from Gurt Station to here. Six months beyond that is Helgus-4. The Colossuns maintain a moderate-sized fleet there of several hundred ships. The nearest other mining colony is Merga. Merga is an eighteen-month journey and stretches to the edge of the populated worlds. The Colossuns have not passed beyond the boundary."

    Ashley replied, "The boundary? What is the boundary?"

    Chimuk cleared his throat. "Do you think I might have a beverage of some sort? My throat is getting dry."

    Ashley nodded to a private who was standing at the ready. He turned to find something for the Tribuk captain to drink. When he turned back, he had a grin on his face as he filled a glass with who-dat.

    Ashley continued, "Tell me about the boundary."

    Chimuk sipped, shivered, and then spoke. "The boundary is the edge of explored space. On this side of the Colossun home world, a gap lies between the stars. A gap of at least seventy light-years’ distance separates us from other potential worlds. With the time it takes to travel amongst the stars, the boundary makes exploration beyond these worlds impractical. No ship, in our history, has ever come from there. Are you travelers from beyond the boundary?"

    Ashley replied, "We are asking the questions, Chimuk. If you sent a message to the Colossuns at Gurt Station, how long would it take before they received it?"

    Chimuk thought. "It is five months as light travels. They would receive it in five months. Unless…"

    Ashley pressed for completion of Chimuk’s answer. "Unless what?"

    Chimuk continued, "Unless there were ships already on their way here. It is a rare occurrence. The Colossuns have not had any other ships in this system for about five years. The last was a maintenance ship with supplies for their soldiers."

    Ashley spoke. "What can you tell us about the Colossuns?"

    Chimuk replied, "They are a strange breed. They never make conversation and seem to only eat in private. At least I think they eat in private. I have never personally seen them eat, or sleep, for that matter."

    Chimuk continued to provide us with a view of the Colossus Empire from his perspective. The Tribuk were unaware of the fact that the Colossuns, as they knew them, were only androids. The Tribuk were used to crew ships. They were one of the few species in the sector who had the temperament to live in a confined space for extended periods of time. Other than landing in a port, Chimuk had not set foot on the ground for fourteen years. He was not allowed off his ship when in port. Only when changing duty stations had he managed a short stay on Gurt Station. It was not an existence to be longed for, but all things were relative when your species was enslaved.

    Our interrogation was suddenly interrupted by Major Martin. "Grange, the Colossuns are on the move on both fronts, from the east and from the south. I’m raising the pulse cannons up on the platforms we constructed. We have all four fully functioning. We won’t know how effective they are until we start using them. That should be when they reach about one kilometer out. We have plans to raise the platforms by fifteen meters, taking us out another kilometer or so for coverage, but they are only in the initial design phase."

    I replied as we walked, "Do we have a count of how many are out there?"

    The major looked as his arm pad and spoke. "We count twenty-two hundred to the south and thirty-four hundred to the east. We can move along at about 55 kmh if we hustle. I would expect them to be able to equal that, if not do better. That puts them possibly ten to twelve minutes out."

    I headed for the cannon in the maintenance bay while the major climbed onto the platform of the gun aimed in the eastern direction. I climbed up the platform where Sergeant Hicks was working over the console.

    I spoke. "What do we have, Hicks?"

    Hicks replied, "One moment, Mr. Grange; let me send this intel to the major. This port’s array of sensors includes a radar that detects motion. When the Colossuns began to move, it looked like one giant wall coming our way. I’ve just tuned the frequency to bring out more detail. Tell me what you see, Mr. Grange."

    I replied, "They are tethered together… great, we just lost our jammers. Tell me some more good news."

    Hicks flipped to another view. "It looks like they are tethered in groups of twenty, Sir. Each twenty are tied to a tracked vehicle that is following them. I would guess that would be their comm brain. And those tracked vehicles appear to have one of these cannons on top. We can blast away and do severe damage, but we have little defense against their return fire. These guns are not heavily shielded, Sir."

    I replied, "So, what you are saying is that those Colossuns are probably going to take out our guns and then march right up here. I’m not liking where this is going, Hicks."

    Hicks replied as he continued to monitor the advance, "Me either, Sir. Trouble is heading our way. And you may want to notify the Grell out at that downed ship, Sir. Several hundred of the Colossuns from the south are heading in their direction."

    I climbed down off the platform and headed towards the command table. Huff Gervel was nowhere to be found. I then had the sudden realization that there were no Grell anywhere in the main bay, or in the surrounding areas of the port. I ran to the gun platform the major stood atop of.

    I spoke. "Major Martin. You may want to come down here. I think the Grell may have cut and run on us. If they are just heading below until this is over, that is one thing; I just don’t want them to come charging at us from behind if they have changed their minds!"

    The major replied as he climbed down, "Just what we needed. Sergeant Carlson! Take a squad and watch those elevators! If they start to move up with anyone on board, try to hold them off until we can get you some help!"

    The sergeant turned and sprinted for the elevators while calling out to his squad.

    After a short discussion, the major pointed back towards the air locks. "Here comes your wife, Grange. And she’s packing."

    I turned as Ashley stopped behind me. "Thought you might want your AK. And I had Huff get a couple of his mechanical techs to make you more ammo. They had the chemicals readily available; had to hand make the casings. They found the AK and how it was used fascinating. I’m sure they will attempt to manufacture a few of their own. Anyway, Huff dropped off several cases of ammo yesterday. Where are they all, by the way?"

    I replied, "They all went below as soon as the Colossuns began to move. We aren’t sure if they were just scared or if they have something planned that we don’t know about. We have a squad watching the elevators."

    Ashley spoke. "Well, don’t we have anyone below who can tell us what is going on?"

    I replied, "The major and I were discussing that blunder just before you came over. We have a handful of men in the hospital down there, but they aren’t in contact, as they don’t have comms on. We will keep an eye on the elevators in the meantime."

    The major’s aide then spoke. "Sir, it looks like the Grell out at the downed ship are moving away. They are not coming back here, but are instead heading west."

    I replied, "It’s just as well; they aren’t armed anyway. What’s the status on those androids?"

    The aide punched the keys on his arm pad. "They are now at ten kilometers and closing. They are in a line formation. The estimate is that the lines from the two groups will join to make one continuous line at about three kilometers. They are moving at a fast jog. We have approximately twenty-seven minutes before they arrive."

    I turned to the major. "How many of those pulse rifles do we have?"

    The major replied, "We have thirty-eight. We lost five of the originals from the arsenal when you took that ship, but we were able to piece together twenty-three from that train wreck down below. I have orders out to everyone else to make every attempt to break those tethers that allow the Colossuns to communicate. We have every sniper positioned where they should have clean shots. The shielding those androids have may protect their electronics; we are hoping that doesn’t extend to those tethers."

    I spoke. "So, I guess we now just wait and see what happens. I wish we had an edge, Major, something that would instill confidence."

    The major replied, "We are alive and kicking, Mr. Grange. That is all the edge we need!"

    I put my arm around Ashley’s shoulder and spoke. "When you married me, is this the life you had dreamed of?"

    Ashley smiled. "And then some. Now get me up on that platform. I don’t want to miss out on all the fun!"

    After helping Ashley up onto the platform, we had time to think. I asked myself the same question I had just asked her: was this the life I had always dreamed of?

    My thoughts were that it was. On one hand, I was terrified of the approaching army. On the other, I was giddy with excitement. Action was coming my way. A fight, a struggle, with near-impossible odds, was heading across the plains towards me, and here I was, on this platform on an alien world, with my wife ready to fight beside me. The only way to improve upon that dream was to have a positive outcome to the coming battle. For that, we would have to wait and see.

    The blue Ponik sun was beginning to set. The temperature was dropping. We were in for a night of bitter cold. Other than slowed mechanical response, the temperature would have no effect—unless you were unlucky enough to have the secure environment of your battle suit violated. A significant breach in the suit could mean death within minutes.

    Corporal Jeffords was assigned the task of keeping everyone informed over the comm. "Four kilometers now. They should be joining ranks any minute. The count is 5,612 soldiers and 144 vehicles. Of the vehicles, 122 have pulser weapons mounted on them. The orbiting ship has changed position. We should expect a strike once the hostilities have begun. The pulse cannons will need to keep an eye out for that on their consoles."

    At three kilometers, the Colossuns joined into one continuous semicircular assault line. At two, they began to slow their pace forward. At one kilometer, just beyond the sight range of our cannons, they came to a stop.

    Corporal Jeffords spoke. "The orbital ship is moving. Heading southwest. It will be over the horizon in three… two… one, mark. Over the horizon; motion radar has the ship nearing the surface. It is turning this way. ETA twenty-four seconds."

    When the count reached fifteen, we began to fire the pulse cannons in the direction the ship was approaching from. It was flying low, hugging the ground at a high rate of speed.

    The major barked out a command. "Blast that ground just in its path! Maybe we can make it a little harder on them by obscuring their view!"

    Dust clouds soon rose from the ground as the gravity pulses lifted debris into the air. The ship came rocketing through the cloud with its particle beam aiming down and active, knocking up a dust cloud of its own.

    The beam weapon cut a path across the ground as it approached and caught the edge of the massive port door, crippling the mechanism that would allow that side to close. The pulse cannons swung around and continued to fire as the ship roared past, and then turned back towards the sky. A final shot clipped a section of the tail, causing the rightmost engine to shut down. The ship had been damaged, but not destroyed.

    Our focus returned to the incoming Colossun soldiers. As each pulse round impacted the approaching line of androids, small groups would be thrown into the air, thereby breaking their tethered comm connections. Those that were not destroyed stood in silence, as the comm jammer kept them from receiving new commands.

    The assault soon slowed to a halt as the Colossun casualties mounted. At just over half of a kilometer, the Colossuns opened up with their pulse rifles. Our men were well shielded by the edge of the port bay, but casualties were soon beginning to rise.

    The major yelled out a command. "Wells! Grab the rifles of those men who are down and pass them to someone who can manage them. We need those pulsers producing kills!"

    As with most of the ground assaults I had previously been involved with, it was nothing more than controlled chaos. That random good shot could change your fortune in an instant. For many, it did.

    At the moment when I felt we were gaining an upper hand, two new vehicles appeared behind the others. Mortar rounds were soon heading in our direction. I cringed at the thought of getting blown off the platform as Ashley lay beside me firing. When the round reached two hundred meters above our position, it exploded. Millions of tiny pieces of aluminum chaff began to slowly drift down towards us.

    Ashley spoke. "Aw, crap. That’s going to put an end to our jamming."

    I replied, "What? Why?"

    Ashley fired another shot and replied, "Our jammers are broadcasting a signal out that interferes with their comm frequencies. That aluminum chaff is going to dampen our signal. Look, those androids that were just standing around are now rejoining the fight."

    Before I could respond, a cannon round struck the mount of the cannon in front of us. I was blown into the air and was only able to grab the edge of the platform before falling back to the floor. Ashley reached over her hand to pull me back up. Our cannon was out of commission. Sergeant Hicks was dead. The Colossuns continued their new advance.

    As the fighting intensified, the second of our pulse cannons was taken offline, followed by the third. We were losing men right and left as the distance between our positions closed.

    I spoke. "We are about to get overrun. There are too many of them."

    I switched channels to the major. "Martin! Have that last cannon target those mortar launchers. We need those jammers!"

    Several seconds passed before the first of the mortar cars imploded and then exploded as a gravity pulse found its mark. The cannon was swung around and the second launcher quickly taken down. As the soldiers reached fifty meters, the jammers once again became effective. Hundreds of Colossuns immediately went idle. But the others continued forward.

    At forty meters, the major took a hit and was knocked from his command perch on the remaining pulse cannon platform.

    I handed my pulse rifle to Ashley and pulled out my AK. "This is going to be nothing but messy. Shoot at their groins if you want the best chance of shutting them down. It seems to have the biggest impact on the core area."

    Ashley quipped as she grinned and fired, "Ah, so they are males."

    I marveled at her calm.

    At thirty meters, I yelled over the comm, "If we go hand to hand, remember, pop that breastplate and pull that core!"

    At twenty meters, I reached over and pulled Ashley behind the cannon base.

    I spoke. "If they breach that short wall, we are in for a world of hurt."

    Ashley moved back into the open. "Well, then we have to stop them. And don’t pull me back, as I can’t get off a clean shot!"

    As the first of the Colossun soldiers reached the wall, they halted their progress and turned away. We continued to fire.

    Ashley spoke. "What happened? Why are they turning back?"

    I stood as I looked at my arm pad and popped off two more rounds from my AK. "They are turning back because we have help! Stand up!"

    As Ashley stood, she could see the reason why the Colossuns had stopped their advance. A black line of bodies could be seen running in our direction. Their numbers were in the tens of thousands, if not more than a hundred thousand strong. It was every able-bodied Grell from the Embry Mines.

    As the Ponik moon rose into the night sky, the occasional shimmer of an antique Grell family sword shone through the darkening light. The Grell charged forward as pulser rifles tore into their ranks. Bodies were ripped apart and slung in every direction, but the Grell continued to come.

    I again shouted out a command. "Make every shot count! Those are friendlies out there!"

    The Grell quickly descended on the Colossun soldiers. Their casualties were high. Their strategy was strong. The family blades were used to slice through the tethers, rendering the Colossuns inert. The battle was short, as the overwhelming numbers brought about a quick end. The remaining Colossun ship swooped in for a last pass at the horde of Grell. Our remaining pulse cannon fired a perfect shot, hitting the view-ports of the bridge and collapsing the cabin in on itself. The ship crashed hard less than a kilometer away.

    As I stood on the platform looking out on the dark sea of Grell, I raised the shield on my helmet. The air was bitter cold and thin. A slight wind blew around me from behind. A damaged but still-functioning light illuminated my torso. The Grell turned in my direction. All was silent.

    I held my AK over my head and yelled out at the top of my lungs. "Aaaaiiiiiiiyyyeeaaahhh!!!"

    Several seconds passed before the Grell began to raise their weapons in the air and returned my call. The roar was deafening. Embry mines had been liberated and the main Colossun forces on Ponik defeated.

    Ashley stood by my side with her rifle over her head and yelled out with her face shield open, "Wow! The Colonel was right!"

    I glanced at her and yelled a reply over the nearly deafening cheers. "What are you talking about?"

    Ashley continued, "Colonel Harper said you were possibly the luckiest man alive. If we ever got into battle, I should stick close to you, as you somehow always come out on top. He was right!"
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    When our casualty count was complete, we had lost another 126 Marines, and another 78 were no longer capable of fighting. The Grell had paid a tremendous price for their freedom. More than eight thousand lay dead on the battlefield, and another twelve thousand with moderate to critical injuries. But they were free for the first time in centuries, and it was a freedom they had earned.

    In the following weeks, we attacked and liberated another eighteen mining hubs on Ponik. Each garrison fell as our tactics were refined and strategies realigned. The jammers worked wonders against the otherwise difficult enemy. At each location, thousands of microtransmitters made up the network that the Colossun androids received their communications over. After a thorough analysis, a single, yet powerful, computer system was found to be responsible for the decision making. Once the location of the system was found, the jammers were only used for initial contact. The systems were taken down, making the androids useless as soldiers.

    As hubs were taken, more Grell were armed with pulsers from the defeated Colossuns. Complete control of the planet was only weeks away. Our efforts had been turned towards a comm exchange with the Grid. Our remaining harvester and two small transports were on their way, their bays gutted to hold the precious ore that we so badly needed. Ship production had begun, and the first destroyer was expected within weeks.

    Huff Gervel was appointed as the first president of the new Grell Republic. The mines were reorganized, and the ores we needed for shipbuilding were mined and highly refined for transport to the Grid. In return, we shipped equipment to Ponik that would further increase their output as well as solve any self-sustainability issues that would arise. The Grell worked hard and were thriving under their new system.

    Ashley and a number of our wounded caught a ride on the first transport to return to the Grid. She would be receiving a prosthetic foot. I remained on Ponik to oversee the establishment of a potential defense. The Colossuns would be coming. The only question was, when would they arrive?

    The massive port door had been repaired, and the main bay was once again heated and pressurized. I sat at the command table with a bottle of Grell wine. It was overly sweet, but settled well and countered the otherwise bitter food of our hosts. Major Martin had served well, but with his injuries he had been sent home. Lieutenant Harmon Baxter was the new commanding officer, receiving a field promotion to the rank of major.

    Baxter spoke. "Hitting the bottle again, are we?"

    I replied, "Well, the wife is away, so the hubby’s gotta play… scratch that, I just need it to down this food. This place could use some salt!"

    Baxter replied, "The men have been grumbling about that too. The next transport should include a resupply of our food stores, and they are sending along several cooks. You know, usually when we are camped out at a remote location, we are still on a ship. Hanging out in here is unusual. As Marines, we tend to like our routines when we aren’t fighting. They help us to recharge."

    I sipped my wine and spoke. "I think we are all creatures of habit, Major. It’s all part of being Human."

    Two weeks later, the first destroyer floated out of the shipyard on the Grid. The normal six-month build process had been shortened dramatically by the removal of all things political from the process. Michael Felix was finding his stride as a politician for the people. The shipbuilding companies themselves were in turmoil, as were the union workers who assembled the ships. But the fast turnaround was also a source of pride, and with the right words spoken by Felix, patriotism had overtaken the status quo.

    On Ponik, we had taken the remains of our transport and combined them with the downed Colossun ship to create a transport. It was sub-light, but worked well to get around the planet and up to the destroyer when it arrived. I was eager to take a tour of our newest fleet vessel, titled Granger.

    As I stepped onto the bridge, the captain greeted me. "Mr. Grange, glad to have you aboard, Sir. I’m Captain Yvette Mills."

    I replied, "Nice to meet you, Captain. Who picked out the name?"

    Captain Mills replied, "That would be President Felix. There were a few grumbles about you still being alive, as ships generally do not get named after people who are living. So, it was changed to Granger."

    As I looked around the bridge at the shiny new equipment, Mills continued, "Did you bring your gear up with you?"

    I replied, "I thought I was just coming up for a tour. Do you know something I don’t?"

    The Captain shook her head. "I was told you received the communique about the tour."

    I replied, "I did. When do we start?"

    The Captain again shook her head. "I’m afraid you misread it, Sir. ‘Tour’ as in ‘tour of duty.’ We are heading from here towards Gurt Station. If the Colossuns are heading this way, it will be our job to either stop them or, at a minimum, evaluate their strength."

    The Captain turned away. "Ensign, call down and see to it that Mr. Grange’s gear is packaged up for transport up here. Have it ready at the port when the shuttle gets back down there."

    The Captain turned back towards me and spoke. "We’ll get it straightened out, Mr. Grange. In the meantime, how about I take you on a tour of our latest fighting vessel? I think you will like some of the improvements."

    The start of the tour was on the bridge. It had the latest technologies applied to workstations for the various bridge personnel. There were also redundant stations in case part of the bridge fell to damage. The entire ship could be piloted from the bridge, engineering, or the medical facilities. One of the stations had a label across the front that read "Yacabucci."

    The Captain spoke. "We have both front- and rear-facing Yacabuccis. And over here, we have our weapons station. There are four ion cannons forward and three aft, along with five down each side. They are the most powerful cannons we have ever produced for a ship. All combined, we have about one-sixteenth the power of one of those cannons on the Grid. And I will have to say, Sir, I am eager to see what they will do."

    I was shown the comm and nav stations and then taken down to engineering. I immediately recognized the ion recombiners as those that the Durians had sold us and Frig had modified.

    I spoke. "What is her top speed, Captain?"

    The Captain replied, "We have an improvement over the original design. These engines are capable of being switched between positive and negative mode instantaneously. The system is tied into our field sensors on the front of the ship. We make use of the polarity of ion fields that we may be passing through. On our trip out, she managed 346 SOL on average. Without running through a nebula, our top speed hit 376 SOL."

    The Captain continued, "Our scientists and engineers determined that the Durians used that same technology for their drives. It is the reason their ships were able to travel faster than ours. Oh, and did I mention that we fly with a complete complement of conventional weapons? We have quite the armory on here."

    I spoke. "Do you know if they are evaluating the pulse cannons? It might not be a bad addition, depending on who we are fighting. It would be interesting to know how they fare against Tantric armor."

    The Captain replied, "I will make a note to ask that question."

    The Captain rounded out the tour by showing me to my quarters. The interior of my cabin consisted of a bunk, which was happily long enough for my frame, a desk and chair, and a small private bath. The Captain gestured for me to have a seat.

    The Captain spoke. "Now for your assignment: you will accompany me on the bridge as an advisor. We will be heading towards Gurt Station. It would be naïve of me to think there wasn’t going to be a fight. If the Colossun ships are anything like those fighters you shot down with their technology, they are going to have a bad day going up against this ship."

    I replied, "What do we have on here as far as troops? Are we planning to board any ships?"

    The Captain leaned back against the desk. "I was told you would be interested in that. We have four hundred Marines, including four squads that Colonel Harper handpicked for you. He knew that if there was any boarding of other ships, you would find your way on there. He said he wanted these people off the Grid anyways, as they were driving him nuts. I would guess you know some of them."

    I shook my head. "I could take a good guess at a few of the names. Either way, I am happy to have them. Some of them may be a little crazy at times, but I fit right in."

    With the tour over, I walked with the Captain back to the bridge. Supplies were transferred to our Marines on the surface, and my gear was sent up to the Granger. Several hours later we left orbit, making our way towards Gurt Station.

    I sat in a chair on the bridge and talked with Captain Mills. "A six-month journey from Gurt should only be a couple days for us, right? And if the Colossuns are already on the way, we might be running into them tomorrow. The ship is new; how much training has your crew had?"

    The Captain replied, "The majority of the crew are combat vets. Most came over from Zimmerman's command. I was first officer on a cruiser in the forty-second Milgari war. This crew is as ready as any crew could be, Mr. Grange. For the new weapons and capabilities, we have simulators. They have been training on those, first on the Grid, and now here on the Granger, for several months. Admiral Chaulk has always been a stickler when it comes to training. We are prepared."

    I sat back and nodded. "OK, was just curious. Glad to have vets with us. What's the plan if and when we spot them?"

    The Captain typed on her console, and an image of the space in front of the ship popped up on the large view-screen to our left. "The blue line is our approximate sensor reach. If anything shows this side of it, we will come to a stop and evaluate. We will have plenty of time to decide what we want to do, as our image will not reach them for some time yet. One of the nice things about faster-than-light travel."

    I replied, "Sorry, Captain. That wasn't what I was asking. Do you have scenarios planned for an assault? We could sit, cloaked, and then surprise them."

    The Captain smiled. "You really are eager to board a Colossun ship, aren't you, Mr. Grange. We have practiced a variety of simulations, but you can never be sure of what to expect until you see exactly what's there. Come to think of it, I think you might benefit from a simulation or two. It will give you familiarity with our systems and should help focus your mind for any coming battle. Ensign Renaldi! Set Mr. Grange up with a few simulations. And see to it that they make full use of the ship's abilities. Maybe the Hetch offensive would be a good scenario for him to start with."

    I was soon immersed in a conflict that had me scrambling to learn each of the major duty stations on the ship. I had to train my simulated crew to implement the orders as I would call them. The training AI was a remarkable application. I had used it before when playing Bollox on some of my longer Messenger runs. It had a nasty habit of misinterpreting commands at random, sometimes at the most inopportune moments. With a ship the size of a destroyer to command, I knew it was going to be a struggle. Eight hours later I found myself crashing in my bunk. Fifteen scenarios without a victory had me grumbling as I dozed off.

    The following morning I was awakened by an ensign. "Good morning, Sir. The Captain requests your presence on the bridge. The enemy fleet is now within sensor range."

    I slowly rolled out of bed and splashed my face with cold water. I then turned and took the three steps to my wardrobe. As I looked over my shoulder, the ensign was still standing there.

    I spoke. "Is there something else you need, Ensign?"

    The ensign replied, "Sorry, Sir. The Captain said..."

    Before the ensign could finish her sentence, I pointed my finger at the door. "The Captain can wait the extra few seconds for me to dress. I'll meet you in the hallway."

    As I entered the bridge, the Captain had her staff around her. "We have six that we categorize as destroyers, twelve frigates, and four support ships. What we don't know yet is what this behemoth over here is. Is that a transport or a mega-battleship?"

    The weapons officer replied, "We don't have the resolution to determine that yet, Captain."

    The navigation officer spoke. "We should have a firm image in about six minutes."

    I stepped into the conversation. "What do you want to bet it's loaded with about a half million of those androids? Those ships won't do a lot to put down an uprising without destroying the place first. If you wanted your mines back somewhat intact, you would send in your troops."

    The Captain spoke. "This brings a question to mind. If you have all these androids that are easy for you to control through commands, why have all these slaves? I would think it would be easier to put the droids to work doing the mining so you wouldn't have to deal with the natives."

    I replied, "I had a long discussion with Ashley, my wife, about this very subject. I put forth the idea that maybe they kept them around for doing work that requires individual thought. Like the Tribuks we have encountered. Why have them if your androids could fly the ship? It's probably because their AI isn't advanced enough to do it on its own."

    I continued, "My wife has a different theory. What good is an empire if you don't have others to serve you? Except for the Milgari, who were drugged, every hostile species we have encountered is most interested in control. They will completely wipe out a species here or there, but at some point it all comes down to controlling others. We have had plenty of Humans that behaved that way; just look at McKinzey if you want an example."

    The weapons station second then spoke from his console. "We have a solid image. Bringing it up on the view-screen now."

    The Captain spoke. "Hmm, looks like you win, Grange. These definitely look like shuttles lining each side. Tommy! You have the container sizes from that ore hauler we captured. Give me an estimate of how many of those containers that ship would hold!"

    Second Lieutenant Thomas "Tommy" Gunther typed away at his console. "Calculations say 780,000 or so. Not bad, Mr. Grange."

    I nodded towards the lieutenant. "Captain, I have an idea. I think we leave the transport alone and focus on those warships."

    The Captain replied, "Go on. Tell us what you are planning, Mr. Grange."

    I spoke. "As the nation of Defiant, we made a good living of taking ore haulers from the Milgari. I say we look at that transport the same way. To me, that is 780,000 android soldiers that can be captured and converted to do some of our dirty work. We can use the jammers to control them until they can be deactivated. After that, it would be up to Dr. Touchstone to reprogram them. I say we look at them as a commodity, Captain!"

    The Captain thought and then spoke. "Dr. Touchstone—is he the same Touchstone that our simulator AIs use?"

    I replied, "Same guy. A little strange, but very smart. I met him briefly before coming back out here."

    The Captain turned to her officers. "I want profiles worked up within the hour for possible strategies. We have eighteen warships out there to either disable or kill. I want in-lanes, target slants, and a mapping of their weapon ports."

    The Captain turned back towards me. "If that Yacabucci generator works, we may have a small fleet for Dr. Touchstone and his kind to play with, Mr. Grange. Gurt Station may not be much of a challenge then either."

    I replied, "Let's hope you are right, Yvette. I do like charging into a fight, but I also like a fight where the other side isn't shooting at me too. That takes a little of the fun out of it, but that's fun I can live without."

    The plans were put forth to lie in wait for the Colossun ships to come to our position. Our image projectors would be used to hide our existence until the fleet was upon us. The Yacabucci would then be brought online. If all went well, the battle would be won without a shot being fired.

     The Captain spoke. "Mr. Gunther, when the fleet is within range, bring the generator online. And you can flip on the battle light. Let everyone know it's time for action."

    A series of red lights flashed three times in every hallway and room on every deck, followed by a solid red color for several minutes. The pattern would repeat so long as our guns were at the ready to fire.

    Several minutes later, Tommy Gunther spoke. "Yacabucci is up. Waves are being generated, Captain. As soon as that field overtakes that first frigate, we should know if it's effective or not. In three... two... one..."

    The negative ion field reached the first of the Colossun ships. As was hoped, the ship's systems shut down and its engines dropped offline. As the second and third ships did the same, the crew on the bridge began to show their excitement through increased chatter.

    The Captain spoke. "Pipe down and mind your posts. There will be time to celebrate when that last ship goes dark. Mr. Gunther, what is our progress?"

    Gunther replied, "Happening quick now, Sir. Fourteen, now fifteen ships are in the web. The others are changing course... gotcha! We have the fleet, Captain. Sensors show all major systems are offline. We are holding at a nominal 26 percent power usage, Sir. We have an indefinite hold."

    The Captain turned towards me and smiled. "Officers! Check your stations. And if you wish, mild celebrations would no longer be unwarranted!"

    A shuttle was sent to each of the ships with a boarding party and a jammer. Without the threat or aid of the Colossun androids, the Tribuk crews were quick to surrender. After six hours of disabling androids and thorough ship inspections, the Colossun fleet was awaiting our instructions. If sent to the Grid, they would not reach it for another seven months; their sub-light drives were now a hindrance.
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    The Colossun fleet was under our complete control.

    I spoke. "Captain, that was too easy. I feel like we somehow cheated."

    The Captain replied, "I say we count our blessings, Mr. Grange. An outcome like that is unheard of. If Gurt Station turns out to be the same, we may end up dominating this empire in a few months’ time."

     I sat back in my chair. "That would be a change I could live with. This would be the first time we stopped and owned the systems around us. It would be good if we could fill those hydrogen tanks on the Grid in record time. Maybe even think about jumping further on before the Durians or anyone else who decided to follow us arrives. We might even be able to set up the Grell to run the empire and give them the means to defend themselves against the Durians."

    The Captain laughed. "I think you are getting a little ahead of things, Mr. Grange. It’s a nice idea, but I wouldn’t put much faith in another species looking out for our interests. The Durians are dealmakers. All they would have to do would be to show the Grell how it is in their best interest to cooperate. We know that would be a bad move in the end, but there are always those individuals in power who will fall for it."

    I replied, "Yeah, I know. I think we have learned that lesson a few too many times. As you say, though, there is always a new generation of individuals who come along and fall for it all over again."

    As our conversation continued, I had a nagging feeling that was pulling at my subconscious. Something was wrong with how easily we had taken the Colossun fleet. Our technology was advanced for this sector, from what we had seen, but the whole encounter had gone too smoothly for my mind to accept.

    I spoke. "Captain, I want to change the orders for that captured fleet. Send them to Ponik and have them park there. Let our men know to go through that transport and disable every one of those androids. Other than that, just have them hold there until we are certain of what is going on."

    The Captain replied, "I don’t know, Captain. I would think the Grid could make use of those ship structures to get us a few more warships out here. What has you so worried?"

    I stood and began to pace. "Well, they were right where we expected them to be, and we took the whole fleet without firing a shot. I would rather the Colossuns not know where the Grid is until we are sure we can defend it. I just think it would be in our best interest to park them at Ponik. At least for a while."

    The Captain again replied, "You do realize that is a call you can make, don’t you? You are not an officer of the fleet, but I have been given orders to follow your commands should you have any. If you want the ships at Ponik, just say the word and it will happen."

    I replied, "Make it Ponik, Captain. It will be months before they get there anyway. How long to Gurt Station?"

    The Captain sent out the orders for the captured fleet before responding. "We will be at Gurt Station tomorrow evening. We are in the process of downloading data from that fleet to get any intel we can. I would imagine they would have docking codes or layout diagrams on board."

    The Captain continued, "And Grange, you might want to start going over any of that with your teams. I would assume you will be going aboard once we arrive and take out any remaining ships."

    I made my way back to quarters, where the four squads of Gray Ghouls were sitting in wait. I took over the cafeteria for an hour and had a quick briefing. As the squads came in, I was greeted with a few familiar faces.

    I spoke with a fake scowl on my face. "Oh, great. I asked for warriors, and they sent me gropers and fondlers."

    Sergeant Frost replied, "Well, it's nice to see you too, Sir. When you went missing with that harvester, I thought maybe you had run off without me!"

    I shook my head. "You'd have probably tracked me down; anyway, glad to have you on the team. And I see you have York and Rodriguez with you. Hello, ladies. Wait... Rodriguez? What are you doing with these deck stompers? I would have thought that as a pilot, you would be looking for something more along that line of work."

    Rodriguez replied, "Sorry, Sir; after hanging out with these two, I decided I liked the hard action better. Why keep all this beauty cooped up in a ship when there is a whole galaxy out there to share it with!"

    I spoke. "Miss York, I see you have arms and legs with you today."

    Sergeant Diane York responded, "And they have been tuned. They move when I tell them to and how I tell them to. Wish I had done this years ago. And check them out, Sir; no varicose veins!"

    I replied, "Uh, yeah. I'm sure the guys prefer those steel rods, balled joints, and hydraulics to some old, fleshy legs. Anyway, I am happy to have you all on the team. It gives me confidence that we can overcome almost anything that gets in our way. Have any of you had a chance to look over the station diagrams? We will be going on there possibly as soon as tomorrow evening."

    Rodriguez raised her hand. "I have, Sir. Have you seen the diagrams yet, Sir?"

    I replied, "No, I haven't. I wanted to go over them with you today."

    Rodriguez turned and made use of a monitor screen in the cafeteria. An image of Gurt Station was soon up on the display.

    Rodriguez spoke. "It rotates, which tells me it doesn't have a gravity system. The large disk up top is the living space. I can only guess the long tube coming down is to give space between that living space and the ship docks. The docks have eight moderate-sized internal bays and one large, open bay. There are any number of smaller shuttle bays spread around the dock section."

    I nodded and spoke. "How long has this information been out?"

    Rodriguez replied, "About fifteen minutes, Sir. I kind of cheated on the way over here and took a peek on my arm pad."

    The seating in the cafeteria was organized with benches around tables. As we sat looking at the diagrams, Frost slid over beside me and reached her arm around my shoulder.

    I turned to look at her. "You do know I'm a married man now, Frost."

    Frost smiled and replied as she slid her hand down my back, "Oh, I'm sorry, Sir, but I know space can be a lonely place."

    My expression turned to one that sent her a convincing message. Her offending hand was soon balled up and sitting on the table in front of us.

    I spoke. "So, I'm looking for opinions here. Should we board at the docks and work our way up? Or do we let Chaulk's boys handle that, and we go straight for the living quarters? We will be coordinating with them either way, but we get to choose how we do so."

    Frost spoke. "They are probably most heavily defended at the docking bays, as that would be the normal mode of attack, but we could breach just about anywhere. Our biggest problem is we only have one ship. I would assume that Chaulk's crew will be assaulting the bays, which means the ship is going to be at the bays. I think we just go in there and go straight for that transfer tube."

    York spoke. "That tube will be heavily defended. Any thoughts on working our way around externally? There have to be maintenance hatches all over that thing. I'm sure we could cut our way in."

    I replied, "Let's take some time to look over those diagrams. If anything stands out, we will take it under consideration. Meet me back here tomorrow morning, and we'll nail down what we want to do."

    As we stood to leave, Diane York stopped and held out her hand. "Sir, just wanted to say that I'm happy to be serving with you again. And I hope I can continue to contribute."

    I replied, "You have no complaints from me, Sergeant. You are here as a volunteer just like me and the others in our squads. There's no better warrior than one who would do it for free. Self-determination is the best motivator."

    I grinned. "Besides, if we are going into battle, there is no one I want standing in front of me more than you!"

    York sighed and nodded. "I get that a lot, Sir. Everyone wants fodder for the enemy's blasters."

    After an evening of study, I again connected with my squads. We would follow Chaulk's men into one of the midsize bays and then work our way towards the transfer tube. With luck, we would be in the living area within twenty minutes.

    As we approached the station, the Captain was surprised that there were no other ships in the vicinity. "I wouldn't think they would send their entire fleet out and leave this place undefended."

    The weapons officer spoke. "Sir, scans are showing the weapons on her to be inactive. I'm not picking up any signs that the pulsers on her are preparing to fire."

    The Captain replied, "Mr. Sherbert, take her into bay six as planned. Ensign, signal the Marines that they are on deck. We will be unloading in eight minutes."

    The Captain turned towards me. "Mr. Grange. I would suggest you join your squads if you are going to participate. Coming into a bay means we will be unloading in a hurry. I would expect to have all boots on that station in under a minute."

    I thanked the Captain as I turned towards the assault doors on the destroyer. The doors were four to a side and twelve meters wide. When the Marines stormed out, there was almost a rush of air coming in to fill the void left behind. I stood ready at the back with my squad.

    I spoke. "York, you and Rodriguez take the right side, and Keith, you and Frost take the left. We will be heading straight to the door marked as number five on your displays."

    The battle light in the assault bay flashed yellow three times before going red. The assault doors opened, and the Marines began to pour out onto the deck of bay number seven.

    As we ran towards our target, Frost spoke. "Sir, I don't like the fact that we are not seeing any resistance. They should be hitting us with everything they've got."

    I replied, "Just keep heading for that door, Frost. Once we are inside we can reevaluate. I don't want us to get caught out here in the open."

    We reached and made our way through the bay door we had marked as number five. The hallway beyond was empty. We moved at a slow run up through several levels before reaching the tube that connected the docks to the main station.

    Frost spoke. "I don't like this, Sir. This place is abandoned. They would not have sent everything they had to put down the Grell."

    I replied, "I agree. When we get to the other end of this tube, we are going to have thirty-six decks to explore. That may take some time. I'll check in with the Captain and see if she has any observations."

    I switched comm channels. "Captain, this is Grange. We haven't encountered any resistance."

    The Captain replied, "I have the same report from Major Hamby. The docking bays are void of any activity, including the androids."

    I called for my team to come to a halt. "Captain, send word to the major to finish his sweep of those docks and then to get back on the ship. I want you out of here and cloaked in the next ten minutes. As we finish up checking the living spaces, I'll give you a call for a pickup."

    The Captain replied, "Roger that, Mr. Grange. I will make preps for that on our end. Let us know if and when you need help."

    I gave the nod for my squads to continue. We soon found ourselves moving through an air lock and into the main disk-shaped area of Gurt Station. As we made our way through the first-level hallways, all we found were warehouses, only a third of which were stocked.

    Seven minutes had passed before the Captain signaled that they were pulling out. They would hold a position at five hundred thousand kilometers with the image projectors masking their position.

    When we had reached the fifth floor, I called for a few minutes’ rest to further evaluate the situation.

    I spoke. "This place is empty. And I have not seen evidence that it became that way in a hurry. Lights are off, maintenance accesses are powered down. It all looks to have been done just recently, just not in a hurried manner."

    Rodriguez replied, "When we have this section clear, we might want to turn loose a science-and-tech team to see if there is anything here worth knowing. Just about every species we have ever encountered has something that they do better than us. While we are here, we might as well see if that something exists."

    As we continued climbing floors, the layout of the station showed a typical design. There were storage levels followed by working areas followed again by low-level housing. Only when reaching levels thirty through thirty-six did we begin to encounter the makeup of rooms that signaled a government or ruling class, with the deck of opulence being deck thirty-six.

    As we entered a room that appeared to be a small auditorium, I spoke. "I think we have seen just about all that we are going to see on this station. I think it is time to signal the Captain to pick us up. Look at this place. I feel like I am back at school and there should be a teacher standing in front of that large screen. Other than being plush for a classroom, it looks like teaching of some sort went on here."

    As we turned for the door, the screen behind us came to life. The video showed the back of an opulent chair, similar to the ones in the room we were in. The back of the head of an alien species sat facing away from us. White tendrils protruding from its scalp occasionally wiggled as the screen captured our full attention. Several seconds later, the chair turned to reveal its inhabitant.

    The alien spoke. "Welcome to Gurt Station! I hope you have enjoyed your complimentary stay. Let me begin by introducing myself. I am Duke Ferdete."

    The Duke held out his arms as he continued. "This station is under my jurisdiction. Please, help yourself to anything you would like."

    I replied, "Duke Ferdete, we are Humans. We are new to this sector of the galaxy. I apologize if we have caused you any trouble. We came upon this station and saw that it was abandoned, so we came aboard to check it out."

    The Duke spoke. "Do you have a name, good Sir? I believe, at a minimum, an introduction is in order."

    I replied, "Don Grange. Again, I apologize; it wasn't my intention to be..."

    The Duke leaned into the camera. His nostrils flared as he began to show anger.

    The Duke spoke. "Mr. Grange. You are a poor liar. We have been watching your invasion of Ponik and know your language. It is the reason we can converse here today. I find it quite annoying that you Humans have so easily fallen under the spell of the Grell. I was hoping to have a polite dialogue with you to discuss the terms of your surrender, but I don't know that you can be trusted. If you call back your ship, perhaps we can discuss this peacefully, like civilized species."

    I replied, "Our ship has gone. They were called away. We don't know when they will return."

    The Duke's nostrils once again flared. "Lies! Your ship is powered by ion generators. They leave a nasty trail that is difficult to follow, but very telling evidence that a large amount of power has been used to propel a ship away. We have detected no such signal."

    I attempted to once again twist the truth. "Our systems do not leave the residual signature that you speak of. We learned to eliminate that flaw centuries ago."

    The Duke rolled his eyes. "Always the lies with you, Mr. Grange. First your actions and now your words have placed your people on a war footing with the Colossus Empire. It is a shame that we could not have first attempted the more peaceful approaches of trade and diplomacy. Instead, you send ships to steal from us and to cause rebellion. I'm afraid you will have to experience the harshness of being at war, Mr. Grange. It will be a most unpleasant experience for you and your people."

    In an instant, twenty large battleships fell from light speed and began orbit around the station. After a full circle, six mega-ships followed and took up position near the docking port. The largest of the ships dwarfed Gurt Station.

    Frost spoke as she looked over the images on her arm pad. "Sir. Those ships are not anything like that puny fleet they were sending out. They are sleek. And I don't know that I have seen that many gun ports lining the side of a ship. It looks like they have a mix of gravity pulsers and ion cannons, Sir. And they look to be significantly bigger than ours."

    I raised the Captain on a private channel. "Captain, I don't think they know you are there. Hold your position and see what you can gather from their sensors. If they make a move towards you, be prepared to run. And do everything you can from that point on to not lead them back to the station or to let that ship fall into their hands."

    The Captain replied, "Roger that, Sir. Give us a call if you can use us."

    We watched on our arm pads as a large shuttle made its way into the docking bays. The Captain's staff had tapped into the cameras on the station and were feeding the images to us over a comm channel. Two hundred Colossun soldiers stepped out onto the deck. They were not as large as the ones we had previously encountered, but their exoskeletons were a sleek blue, offering a more foreboding appearance. Their weapons looked to be equally troubling.

    York spoke. "Those are pulsers, Sir. I would guess they are updated versions of what we have seen before. I don't think we have much of a choice other than to surrender. But I will tell you now, Mr. Grange, surrender is something no York has ever done. You say the word and I will give it everything I have, Sir."

    I replied, "Usually I am right there with you, Sergeant. But, something tells me I want to talk to the Duke. He seems pretty confident in the Colossus Empire. I would like to find out if he really is as civilized as he was in that exchange we just had. Something tells me not to fight this one, at least not yet."

    I set down my blaster and took a seat in the auditorium. "Go ahead and stack your weapons over here and have a seat. I don't see an immediate need for us dying today. Let me try to work my magic on the Duke. If it falls apart and he becomes unreasonable, then do what you can to take him out first. Frost, give me a chance to talk my way out of this before you try to snap his neck. Agreed?"

    Frost added her weapon to the pile. "I hope you know what you are doing, Sir. Those androids don't have the same stiff look as the other ones. And the chest plates don't line up the same way. Our tricks for dealing with them might be useless."

    I replied, "Just have a seat, Frost. If it helps, you can put your arm around me."

    Frost smiled. "I don't think that will help any, Sir. But I never pass up an opportunity for a good grope!"
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    The auditorium was soon flooded with Colossun soldiers. Only when the station was deemed secure did the Duke make his way into the room we occupied. His gold lamé suit and jeweled belt told of his wealth and prestige.

    The Duke spoke as he pointed to the pile of weapons. "Mr. Grange. I am glad to see that you took the initiative to not be hostile. It would have gone quite badly for you if you had. Perhaps your species has enough intelligence to eventually be added to the Colossus Empire."

    I replied, "If the treatment of the Grell is any indication of what we could expect, I'm afraid the other Humans will not be so cooperative."

    The Duke scowled. "The Grell, hmmph. What a petty race. We should have eliminated them long ago. I would suppose they have informed you of why they are slaves to the Colossus? Or were you easily deceived by their lies? Which would make you nothing more than fools!"

    I replied, "The Grell said you attacked and enslaved their world centuries ago."

    The Duke responded angrily, "What! That cursed species has been nothing but trouble. I will tell you the truth about the Grell, Mr. Grange. We, the Colossus, established a small mining facility on Ponik, well before the Grell first arrived."

    I spoke. "If the Grell are the original inhabitants of Ponik, how exactly would that be possible?"

    The Duke looked agitated. "More lies, Mr. Grange. As I was saying, we had a mining colony on Ponik, an unclaimed and uninhabited world before our arrival. The Grell, coming from somewhere across the boundary, attacked and wiped out nearly fifty thousand citizens of the Empire. Naturally, we returned with a larger and more powerful force. The Grell were not equipped to do battle with our sentinels; their army of androids was inferior to ours. The sentinels are the mainstay of our powerful armadas, and the Grell were easily crushed.

    "When our forces landed, we slaughtered them by the thousands before their leaders gave up in a complete surrender. Unlike the Grell, Mr. Grange, we showed mercy, mercy even though they had butchered our citizens. In return for their acceptance as slaves, we would spare their lives. Their androids were reprogrammed to become their overseers. They were allowed to live their lives on the world they had come to conquer. Their penalty for their deeds was one thousand years in captivity."

    I replied, "So, the Grell were the invaders, you countered, and they accepted life as slaves. That story contradicts what we have been told, Mr.... Duke. It leaves me with no choice but to hold both accounts at a distance until the truth emerges."

    The Duke again scowled. "You are making this quite difficult on me, Mr. Grange. Perhaps you need a change of perspective. You are now my prisoner. You attacked a world under my care. You destroyed valuable equipment and, I can only guess, looted the cargo of one of our ore haulers. You attacked our ships and then invaded this station. If I were you, Mr. Grange, I would be pleading for my life, asking how I might change my fortune, asking about how I could become an asset to the Empire instead of a hindrance and an outlaw!"

    I sat forward in my chair. "I will say this, Duke: if what you say is true, then perhaps there is hope for a peaceful coexistence between our species. We would be happy to move on from your territory, but we are in need of a few raw materials first. Maybe we could work out a few technology trades. You win, we win."

    The Duke shook his head. "I'm afraid there is little that you could offer us, Mr. Grange. We are not an empire in need. We are not threatened by any other species. And, except for the occasional misguided interlopers like yourselves, we live in relative peace and harmony. You see, Mr. Grange, it appears that it is you who need us. We hold all the cards, so to speak; you hold out an empty hand, while the hand behind your back holds stolen property. As I said before, you are in need of a change of perspective."

    I replied, "We saw your fleet out there, very impressive. It is obvious those other ships were used as a misdirection of sorts. And why was that one transport full of those androids?"

    The Duke huffed. "Those are the remains of the Grell fleet from centuries ago. As part of our benevolent agreement, when their time of penance was complete, their ships would be returned so that they could leave our space. We were sending them to quash the rebellion. It is a pity for the Grell that you arrived, Mr. Grange. In a few hundred years they would have been released. Now, they will be wiped from existence and replaced with android miners with whom we will never have issue."

    I replied, "That story actually makes sense. But why is this station empty? And why are your colonies hidden?"

    The Duke spoke. "This station also belongs to the Grell. It is how they were able to travel across the boundary expanse with sub-light drive technology. It would also be their way home. As for our colonies being hidden, we try not to emanate signals from our remote colonies, Mr. Grange. Even the Colossus is prone to the occasional pirate activity. We feel it better to just let passersby pass by."

    I replied, "If the station belongs to the Grell, then why were Tribuk pilots visiting here with your ships?"

    The Duke waved his hand to brush aside my question. "Mr. Grange, we are in deep space. Those docking bays are sometimes of use for transferring crews and cargos, nothing more."

    I thought for a moment and offered a response in a different tone. "What if I told you that we were running from a species far more powerful than ourselves? A species that could bring havoc and destruction on the Colossus, a species that cannot be reasoned with because their sole purpose of existence is to dominate the galaxy. Would you have interest in that knowledge?"

    The Duke rubbed his chin. "Please continue, Mr. Grange, as I am always interested in threats to the Empire, but if this is another untruth, it will mean the immediate end for both you and your colleagues."

    I replied, "There is a species, called the Durians, who have decided that they want us dead. We were able to outrun them for a short period of time, but they will inevitably catch up. One of their spies, a saboteur, is the reason we came to be in your space. Our venture on Ponik was to gather resources so that we could keep moving. Had there been any evidence of colonies there, we would have first asked for assistance through trade, as I indicated earlier. We are not a hostile species, Duke; we just fell into a situation without having knowledge of what that situation actually was."

    I continued, "How fast is your fastest ship?"

    The Duke shook his head and chuckled. "Mr. Grange, do you take me for such a fool that I would divulge such sensitive information to you?"

    I replied, "I only wanted to make a point, Duke. I am your captive. I don't live unless you decide I live. Any knowledge you allow will die with me if you so choose."

    The Duke pursed his lips in thought. "I will give you this piece of information, Mr. Grange, out of curiosity as to why you would ask. Our ships are capable of speeds in excess of 180 times the speed of light."

    I replied, "If that is true, then you should listen to what I have to say. The Durian ships can travel at double that speed at least. They have shielding that makes them extremely difficult to kill, including their soldiers, and they have a variety of weapons to use against you. And, the most troubling piece of information I can offer to you is that they are on their way here. We can help, if you let us, and if you deal with us in a civilized manner, as you have indicated that you like to do. Humans could be an ally, an asset to the Colossus, if you choose to allow it."

    The Duke replied, "Before any talk of cooperation begins, we will have to establish at least a minimum level of trust. To date, you have stolen from me, attacked me, and lied to me. Building that bridge for us to meet in the middle has become difficult. But, I am a patient man, Mr. Grange. You will need to convince me that your true intentions on this matter are also to the benefit of the Empire."

    I spoke. "We are Humans. Are your people known as Colossuns?"

    The Duke replied, "As a species, we are called the Vesha. We are one of twenty species that make up the Colossus Empire. In addition, there are another four species who are currently enslaved to us for crimes against the Empire. The Tribuks are one such species. The Grell were another."

    I replied, "What did the Tribuks do?"

    The Duke spoke. "The Tribuks were a well-to-do species in the Empire, but their leaders became greedy and began to appropriate things from others through the use of force and politics. Their rebellion was, of course, put down, and they now serve out a sentence of fifteen hundred years. But, enough about the Colossus Empire; tell me why I should trust Humans."

    I leaned on my armrest as I thought of the long tale I was about to tell. "We live on a great space station that we call the Grid. We aren’t sure where we came from originally, so we are in search of our home, or at least a place we can call home. Up until just over a year ago, we were being pursued by a species called the Milgari…"

    I continued to talk for nearly an hour. The Duke was fascinated at first, but began to tire of the endless tale of the Humans and their plight. I ended with our final move from the Mensa sector.

    I spoke. "… and there you have it, Duke. The condensed history of the Humans as we know it."

    The Duke replied, "That is quite the interesting tale, Mr. Grange. I would very much like to see this Grid of yours."

    I tapped into the station’s video feed and sent an image of the Grid to the view-screen in the auditorium.

    I spoke. "There you have it, Duke. That is our home, the Grid."

    The Duke stood looking at the screen and then back at me. "Where did you get this image? Who are you working for? What treachery are you attempting to unleash on us? I warned you, Mr. Grange. With this lie, you have gone too far!"

    I attempted to stand, but was quickly forced back in my seat by a sentinel who stood next to me. "This is our home! At least it has been for the last thousand years. Before that, we have no history. I assure you, Duke, this is not a lie!"

    The Duke took control of the view-screen and removed the image of the Grid. He hurriedly punched away on a handheld device. The screen flickered as a new image came into view.

    I stood slowly as the Duke and I both looked at the screen. "That’s… that is almost identical to ours! Where did you get this? Were any other Humans still alive on it when you found it?"

    The Duke replied, "Found it? This is our station. It is where we began our history more than five thousand years ago. If what you are saying is true, Mr. Grange, our paths, our histories, or the lack thereof, are inexplicably tied together."

    The Duke sat down while still staring at the screen. "Our beginnings have been a mystery also, Mr. Grange. Our people found ourselves on nine of these stations. We made peace with the developing species from our core worlds and have been slowly expanding the Empire ever since. There have been many hostile species along the way who have tried to pull us asunder. Those ships, those great stations—we call them Verna—they have been our rock, our foundation. The protection they have provided to us has allowed us to thrive."

    I shook my head. "Do you realize what this means? This means that your species, as well as mine, have been put here by someone else, by some other species. When our ancestors first found themselves on the Grids, they worked hard to record everything they could remember. There were events, cities, animals, and technologies that they wrote down in our great archives. But the memories of where we were from, memories of how we had come to be on the Grids, had been forgotten."

    The Duke stood. "Mr. Grange. I think we will take a journey to the heart of Colossus. It is from the nine Verna that we govern the two hundred five worlds of the Colossus. You may tell your ship that is in hiding that you are now our guest. They may leave now or stay until we are gone, if they like. It matters little."

    The Duke touched a spot on his neck. "Prepare for a journey to the Verna. The Humans will be our guests. Allow their ship to leave if it so desires."

    The Duke stepped past me and then gestured towards the door. "Come, Mr. Grange. We have much to discuss. I wish to hear the story of your Grid in more detail. In turn, I will give you a history of the Vesha and the Colossus. Your existence and how you came to be here are the first clues we have had relating to our own beginnings. I am interested in how our fifty centuries in this galaxy compares to yours."

    We followed the Duke down through the tube to the docks and were soon on his royal shuttle. After docking with the crown ship of his fleet, we were soon speeding along our way towards the center of the Colossus Empire.

    I spoke. "Two hundred five worlds. That is an impressive size. The Tribuks we have interacted with said there were only nine."

    The Duke replied with a chuckle, "The Tribuks are only allowed to see or hear what we allow them to see or hear. Garrok is in this section of the Empire, so they do their penance here. When they have repaid their debt to the Empire, they will be allowed to either rejoin her or take journey elsewhere, if they have the means."

    The Duke continued with his story of the Colossus Empire. Their entire known history had been spent in the current sector. They had lucked out in their location, as the other, minor species that surrounded them were not powerful enough to offer a real threat to the giant Verna they called home. After several centuries of skirmishes, the species surrounding them came to join in their efforts to establish and grow the Colossus. The capital planet was named Colos, and from that the Colossus Empire was born.

    The Vesha had undertaken a similar archive of their knowledge when they first arrived. They had prospered, while we were forced to continuously flee. I was beginning to like the Duke, but he was a politician, and politicians had a way of telling you one thing while doing another. Trust had to be earned. The Duke was on the right path.
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    We rode towards Colos and the nine Verna on the Duke’s flagship, named the Durgen after one of his ancestors. My quarters were on a grand scale. The walls were covered in fine cloth meant for royal guests. I was wishing that Ashley had been along for the ride. My squads were each given individual quarters that were better than some of the top hotels I had been in on Omrin. The Vesha enjoyed a well-balanced diet that was similar in taste and texture to what we ate as Humans.

    As we sat at a large table, the Duke spoke. "Mr. Grange, the stories some of your soldiers have been telling are quite entertaining. Such dire conflicts, some with tragic results, and yet you maintain a sense of humor about them."

    I replied, "Oh, please don’t call them soldiers. They are Marines; soldiers are in an army. I don’t see the difference, but then again, I am not a Marine. But yes, we try to keep our sense of humor even in bad times. It helps to keep one’s perspective. Our Marines prefer to celebrate how one lived rather than the fact that one has died. We also mourn the loss, but we try to do that in private, if needed. I think it helps to keep morale up when we’ve been through a particularly tough battle."

    The Duke raised his glass to the others. "Let us drink in celebration of those who have gone before us! May we remember their sacrifices as we enjoy our freedoms!"

    The Duke was a drinker. After a handful of toasts, I was feeling woozy and cut myself off. I was no lightweight when it came to the bottle, but I struggled to keep pace with the Marines in my charge and the Duke. I stood and excused myself from the table. The Duke called for two female escorts to see me safely back to my room.

    The Veshan women were not unattractive. Their snow-white, seemingly unblemished skin and their large green eyes had their appeal. But each look at the wiggling tendrils on their scalps sent any desires I might have had screaming in the other direction. Besides, I had a wife that I was committed to back on the Grid, a wife that I missed every night as I lay down in bed.

    After a late-morning sleep, I was awakened by a knock on my door. Before I could roll out of bed, a servant answered the knock. I was invited to speak to a group of admirals and other high-ranking officers in the Duke's Colossun fleet. I cleaned myself up, dressed in a suit provided for visiting diplomats, and was then escorted to the command deck of the Durgen.

    As I walked onto the bridge, the Duke was there to greet me. "Ah, Mr. Grange, welcome to my bridge. I’m sure the captain would think differently, but I like to call it my own. Hmm, you are looking a bit green this morning, Mr. Grange. Perhaps a lighter share of Lumian wine would serve you well in the future?"

    I replied, "I’m OK, just a slow starter sometimes. And thank you for this courtesy, Duke. Your willingness to allow me up here is a sign of trust. I hope I can return the favor someday by offering you a tour of my ship, the Swift."

    The Duke nodded. "That would be delightful, Mr. Grange. I am certain I would be impressed!"

    A quick tour of the bridge was given before we were shuffled into a conference room. The admirals began with their line of questions, wanting to know everything about the Durians and their technology. I offered what detail I could.

    I spoke. "Yes, Admiral, they have a battle suit that will likely defend against any kinetic weapons. What we found to be effective was something with enough force to knock them around. The suit absorbs a good impact, but if the impact is large enough, you can shake them up enough inside to kill them."

    An admiral replied, "This is one of the reasons why we developed androids millennia ago. Unless you tear them apart, they continue to fight. I would like to have one of these suits for my engineers to study, Mr. Grange. An army of our sentinels with this technology would be nearly unstoppable."

    As the admiral continued to talk about the virtues of the android soldier, I couldn’t help but think of my own battle suit sitting back in my room. Were the Colossuns studying it as we spoke? Was it a secret I was willing to give up so early in our relationship?

    I stood up from my chair. "I am sorry, but I’m afraid I am not feeling well from last night’s drinking. I wonder if we could pick up this conversation again later?"

    The admiral gestured towards my chair. "Please, Mr. Grange! This discussion is of the utmost importance to the security of the Colossus. I would ask that you tough this out if possible."

    The admiral clapped his hands, and a servant was immediately by his side. "Please get Mr. Grange one of our morning beverages. It will quell any nausea and boost your energy, Mr. Grange!"

    I waved my hand and feigned throwing up. The Duke stood from the table as I stepped back. I was nervous. I had to wonder if the admiral was trying to keep me there while they explored the secrets of my battle suit.

    The Duke spoke. "Admiral! Let this gentleman go! This is not behavior fitting of one in command. Mr. Grange will be available if needed in a few hours, I am sure. Mr. Grange, please excuse yourself. Bachmin will escort you back to your stateroom."

    The servant followed me closely as I walked quickly back to the room. When I entered, I went immediately to the closet that held my battle suit. It was on the hanger where I had left it. I excused the servant and closed the door. My panic attack slowly subsided.

    The clothing provided by the Duke was ultracomfortable, but I feared the loss of our suit technology to a species I did not yet fully trust. I changed back into the battle suit and attempted to raise the others on the comm. There was no answer.

    I opened the door to my room to find Bachmin still standing by to attend to my needs.

    I spoke. "Do you think you could take me to where the others of my group are, Bachmin? I would like to discuss a few things with them."

    Bachmin replied, "Yes, Sir, please follow me. Your associates are three decks below in the general guest quarters. I take it you are enjoying your stay? Has the service met your needs?"

    I replied, "The service has been excellent, Bachmin; thank you for making it so. So far everyone has been pleasant."

    When we arrived at the guest quarters, I released Bachmin from his escort duty and knocked on Frost’s door. She answered wearing a slinky outfit. Two Veshan males were relaxing on a set of large pillows that were arranged for seating on the floor.

    I looked at Frost. "Really? In every port, I see."

    Frost replied, "A girl’s gotta let go when she can, Mr. Grange. When you spend months on end in space, these are some of the moments you live for. Come on in and join us!"

    I replied, "I don’t think so, Frost. I need to speak with all of you. I would ask that you put your battle suit back on and meet me out here in the hallway."

    I proceeded to knock on the others’ doors, and my four squads were soon out in the hallway, grumbling about my interrupting their leisure time.

    I spoke. "OK, we need to tighten up our presence here. I want each of you in your suits at all times. Let’s not forget that this is some of our most prized technology right now, and while the Veshans are being extremely nice and polite, we don’t fully know them. Guard our secrets with your life, if need be. Another thing I would like to add, and I am guilty of this, we are telling them too much too soon. If they are asking prying questions, give them useless information. You can tell them how you gained ten pounds, or that when you brush your teeth you go from left to right and not up and down. I get the feeling we are being worked here."

    Frost raised her hand. "Sir, does that mean I have to give up my two friends in there? I’ve kind of grown fond of them."

    I replied, "Frost, you can keep ’em if you want. Just watch what you say to them and keep that suit safe, and please, whatever you do, don’t ever tell me what’s going on in there, because I don’t want to know!"

    I turned to the rest of the Marines. "I want those suits on so we can stay in constant communication with one another. If anyone asks why you are back in the suits… tell them you need the gravity compensators to keep you from becoming nauseous. I used the nausea trick to leave a meeting earlier, and they seemed to buy it. And if you have anything to say to each other that you think we may want to keep private, please use your arm pad to send a message. I’m fairly certain they can’t tap into our comm at this time."

    York spoke. "Is there anything in particular that makes you suspect them, Mr. Grange?"

    I thought for a moment. "I can’t put my finger on it, York. Maybe this is all legit. Or, maybe we are being catered to for a reason. I haven’t figured that out yet. Either way, I would rather us not give much up if we don't have to. When things come too easy, it makes me nervous."

    The following few days were peaceful and pleasant as we barreled along through space towards the Colossun capital. As I sat in a lounge area with one of my Marines, Corporal Everett Keith, he brought something to my attention. "Sir, I don’t know if you noticed, but this fleet has quadrupled in size over the past few days. The sensors in our arm pads can pick up anomalies in the surrounding space, and I have mine tuned to identify individual ships. This fleet now has almost a hundred ships in it, Sir, and they are all big."

    I decided to take a stroll to the bridge to find the Duke. He was seated in his royal chair.

    The Duke spoke as I came into the room. "Ah, Mr. Grange. I was just about to send for you. Please come and have a seat. We are entering the space around Colos and will be dropping sub-light any moment. I would like for you to see our capital planet in all its glory!"

    I replied, "Thank you, Duke. I would very much like that."

    As I sat down, the command was given and a tiny dot appeared on the view-screen. As the dot quickly grew into a planet, the Duke waved his hand in a swirl. "I present to you, Mr. Grange, Colos, our source of strength. From that planet to the nine Verna and out to the stars beyond go our laws, practices, and beliefs!"

    The planet quickly came into full view on the screen as the Durgen decelerated from light speed. It was a planet covered in buildings that were mostly white in color. There was no visible green of vegetation or blue of water, only structures.

    The Duke spoke. "Take note of the blue spire, Mr. Grange. That is my great-uncle Rasmuth’s palace. It is like no other structure in the entire Empire."

    I replied, "Are we heading there?"

    The Duke spoke. "I am afraid not, Mr. Grange. I must stop and give a report, after which we will proceed to the Verna, as I had stated earlier."

    As the Duke left to care for his duties, I was joined on the bridge by Corporal Keith. "Wow, this is some control room. I do like the resolution of that screen, Sir."

    I replied, "That is a giant window, Corporal. We are looking at Colos, their capital planet."

    The Corporal held up his arm pad. "Hmm. I hate to burst your bubble, Sir, but that is a screen. See, here on my arm pad, it has a 150 Hz refresh rate. I'm a bit of a tech junkie, Sir. Anything techy gets me all worked up."

    The Corporal looked around. "Looks like all of their console monitors are 150 Hz. I can force a flicker if I zoom in with my camera on those consoles. Here, that one says... huh."

    I looked at the Corporal. "Is there something wrong, Mr. Keith?"

    Corporal Keith replied, "That nav console over there, Sir. It says we are traveling at 180 SOL. And I don't know why it didn't occur to me before, but my sensors are not showing a planet out there. Just those other hundred or so ships."

    I placed my hand on the Corporal's shoulder. "I was afraid of something like this. Just keep smiling and nodding as I talk. The Duke is taking us somewhere, and he wants information out of us before he gets there. That little talk I had with everyone earlier—it looks like my suspicions are correct. Send out a text for everyone to continue to act as they have been, but to be wary of our so-called friends."

    The Corporal spoke as he poked the keypad on his arm pad. "You know, Sir, when the Duke first showed us one of his Grids, I snapped an image of it. I was a little overwhelmed by the thought of another Grid being out there, but a little voice in my head kept telling me something wasn't right. Look at this image, Sir; what do you see?"

    I looked and replied, "I see an identical Grid, only it's goldish in color."

    The Corporal zoomed in on a section of the image. "And tell me what you see now, Sir."

    I looked for several seconds before the Corporal’s discovery jumped out at me. "No way!"

    The Corporal replied, "Yes, Sir. That is nothing more than a colored image of our Grid. That little gash right there was from the eighteenth Milgari, Sir, when they rammed that ship past the guns and collided with us as we were starting to jump."

    I shook my head. "That means they know exactly where the Grid is."

    I looked back at the nav console that was thirty meters across the room. "Can you zoom in on any of those consoles? Maybe you can get a heading."

    The Corporal replied, "Hang on, Sir. I have an image, but I will have to correlate that to our star charts to know where we are going."

    I looked at the Corporal. "You weren't kidding about loving the tech, were you?"

    The Corporal grinned. "It comes in handy occasionally, Sir, when it’s not driving off the ladies. Hold on, I have the data... we are heading towards the Grid. I would estimate we will be there sometime tomorrow."

    I gestured to the Corporal to follow and slowly walked off the bridge. As we entered the hall, I flipped on my comm.

    I spoke. "Frost. Are you there?"

    Several seconds passed. "Yes, Sir?"

    I continued, "I'm sending you a text."

    See if your two friends can take you on a tour of the docking bays. I want to know the layouts and what ships they have sitting in there. Let your friends think it is a big turn-on or something. Take your time, as we may want to be looking for a way off this boat. When you think you have something to talk about, send me a message back.

    After Frost replied, I switched comms to Sergeant York. "Miss York. Meet us out in the hall for a stroll, if you would. We will be there in a moment."

    York replied, "I'll be waiting, Sir."

     The elevator quickly dropped the three levels to the guest-quarters area. Diane York was standing in the hallway by her door.

    York spoke. "What's so urgent, Sir?"

    I winked and gestured for her to not ask questions. "Oh, we just saw the capital planet of the Colossuns. I thought you might want to hear about it."

    As we walked and talked, the Corporal was sending out his warning message to the others. I prattled on and on about what a wonderful place Colos looked to be.

    When we had reached the end of the hall, I received a text from the Corporal.

    Sir, I am picking up a large object, Sir, something that is planet size. I'm also picking up one of our signals. We are in orbit around Ponik, Sir. I'm certain of it.

    I'm letting our guys down there know the situation as much as I can, Sir. I've told them they can talk to us if they like, but we will only be responding with text. I'll have them forward the info on to the Grid also, Sir.

    I spoke. "How would everyone like a tour of the ship? I know we have seen some of it. But I would like to see all of it. Seeing the architecture alone will be worth the effort. Let's head back to the bridge and see if the Duke can arrange it for us."

    As we walked the hall towards the bridge, two sentinel guards stepped in front of us.

    I spoke. "Excuse us, please; we would like to see the Duke."

    One of the sentinels spoke. "I am sorry, Sir. The bridge is temporarily off limits for guests. The Duke has left word for you to please return to your quarters. He will join you when he is able. You are all invited to a banquet dinner this evening. The Duke has planned a celebration."

    I nodded as we turned to walk back towards my stateroom.

    I sent a text to the others.

    I bet they are going to be celebrating the liberation of Ponik and the elimination of the Grell. Corporal, send word to our men down there. They should expect a fight.

    As we stepped into my room, York grabbed my arm and spoke quietly. "Sir. I think I can take down those two guards at the bridge."

    I quietly replied, "And just what exactly are you going to do with two guns, York? There are probably five thousand of those sentinels on this ship. You can't possibly fight them all!"

    York spoke. "Sir, if those sentinel weapons are pulsers, these hybrid suits should keep us relatively safe. We may get knocked around a bit, but I have a plan."

    I replied, "Well, I'm sure you are going to tell me even if I don't want to hear it, so go ahead."

    York cleared her throat. "OK, I think we can take a heavy hit from those pulsers if we dial up the gravity resistance on our suits. When you first arrived back at the Grid from Ponik, I decided I’d better school myself on pulsers if we were going to have to fight against them. What I came up with was a theory that the grav settings on these suits could really be an asset when fighting against them, Sir. I did a few experiments in the weapons lab, and a 50 percent increase in gravity actually takes down their effectiveness by about 80 percent. Those are hits we should be able to live with."

    I replied, "That level of gravity is going to take a physical toll on us, York; we would be worn out in no time."

    York nodded. "You are right, Sir. So, I went a little further and programmed the sensors on my suit to react to an incoming pulse. Just before the pulse hits, the gravity setting goes up, and just after impact, it drops back down. I can forward it on to the others if you like, Sir."

    I shook my head. "Well, York, I don't think I fully buy into the Colonel's theory that I am the luckiest man alive anymore."

    York replied, "Why is that, Sir?"

    I slapped her gently on the back. "I'm only lucky in that I seem to have the right people around me at the right time. Of course, I'm saying that while we are sitting on a hostile ship that is about to attack our brethren. I'm not feeling lucky right now."

    York replied, "Sir, just signal Frost and Rodriguez to get up here. Between the three of us, we will gut this ship from the inside out. And when we get to the Duke, I am going to take off my helmet and pull out every one of those squiggly white tendrils on his head with my bare teeth."

    I looked at York. "I have no doubt you will, York. But, if we can get to the Duke, we will want to keep him alive. This stateroom is big enough for all of us to hang out. I think we ask everyone in here and start to plan for whatever action it is that we are going to decide to take."

    York replied, "I like the way you think, Sir."
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    The entire afternoon was spent on idle chatter mixed in with extensive texting. If the Colossuns were watching or listening, they would have a difficult time determining exactly what we were doing. Rodriguez had come up with the idea for us to make it seem as though we were playing a trivia game to pass the time. Instead, we had planned out a strategy to take the Duke at his supposed celebratory dinner. I just hoped our Marines on Ponik could last that long. We had not heard from them for hours, as our comm was somehow being disrupted.

    That evening there was a knock on the door. It was Bachmin. "Sir, guests, you are invited to the Grand Ballroom for pre-dinner drinks, and then to a feast in celebration of an upcoming announcement by the Duke. If you would follow me when you are ready, I will take your party... to the party."

    I replied, "We will be out in a moment, Bachmin, and thank you!"

    I turned back to the others. "When you hear the term 'red velvet,' you all know what to do. Let's go have a little party with the Duke. And Marines, let's watch that drinking, shall we? I want you all sharp out there!"

    The Corporal replied as we stood to walk towards the door, "Get a few drinks in 'em, Sir, and you will see them at their sharpest!"

    The ballroom was filled with large white columns lining the outer walls, with oval paintings of the Duke situated between each pair. There was a large amount of plant fare, flowers, ornamental shrubs, and water features. My favorite was a large aquarium underneath the transparent floor. The sea creatures it held, however, were not ones that you would want to swim with. The entire ballroom spoke of the privileged life the Duke led.

    The Duke entered the room. "Welcome, all, to the grand celebration of our triumph! The planet Ponik is once again under our control, and the mines will again be producing ore for the Empire. Let us be thankful to the King for his wise decisions regarding this issue."

    The Duke then turned and came to us. "Mr. Grange, I hope our blocking of comm channels to your people on the planet has not been too unsettling for you. We had sensitive business to attend to and could not risk outside interference in these most crucial of matters."

    I replied, "When can I talk to my people again, Duke? You haven't left us much room to trust you or your intentions."

    The Duke smiled and replied, "My apologies, Mr. Grange, but I'm sure you understand that the priorities of the Empire come first, especially given the fact that we are in Empire space. It is we who do not have much room for trust, Mr. Grange. You, after all, are the invaders."

    I could hear Frost whispering behind me. "Just say it, Sir, and I will punch a hole in his face that you could drive a ship through."

    I held my hand out with the palm facing Sergeant Frost. "Well, Duke, can we talk to our people?"

    The Duke smiled a pursed smile. "Indeed you can, Mr. Grange."

    The Duke pressed a button on the bracelet on his right arm. "Please restore the Human's communications."

    In an instant I could hear a tone telling me the comm channels were clear. I asked the Duke to excuse me for a moment while I brought the Marines on Ponik up on my comm.

    I spoke. "This is Don Grange; how are we doing down there?"

    Several seconds of silence passed before a response came. Screaming and wailing could be heard in the background.

    A voice replied, "This is Major Evverds, Mr. Grange. Everything is good down here. It seems the Grell have been given word that they are going home. It's all kind of confusing, but they seem pretty happy about it, Sir."

    I looked up to a smiling Duke. "I see by your expression that you have news from your Marines. I also see a reflection of confusion in your eyes. Allow me to explain. The King, in his infinite wisdom, decided the Grell had served out their sentence to a degree that he found acceptable. They have been given their freedom, Mr. Grange. When their fleet arrives at Ponik, including Gurt Station, they will be allowed to board with enough provisions to make their journey back across the expanse. Perhaps in some distant future they can become a voluntary member of the Empire."

    The Duke had outmaneuvered us. We had come to his party expecting a war and were instead greeted with a gesture of goodwill. I wasn't sure if I was happy for the Grell or disturbed that the Colossuns could jam our unjammable comms. I thanked the Duke and sent him on his way to boast to his cohorts about their accomplishment.

    I turned back to Frost and the others. "This has me a little off game. We know the Duke has not been honest with us, but his actions leave me not knowing what to think."

    I switched comm channels to Major Evverds. "Major, when the fleet arrives, see if you can sneak a comm device on one of their ships and get it wired into the power mains. Find Huff Gervel and tell him you want to monitor their departure. Once they are in free space, away from the Colossuns, tell him he can remove it or turn it off. If the Colossuns want to pull something with the Grell, we want to know about it. Tell Huff the comm channel will be linked straight to me."

    Evverds replied, "Roger that, Sir. I will get on that immediately."

    The remainder of the dinner and the aftershow were spectacular. The foods were delicious by any standard, and the entertainment rivaled any professionally performed act I had seen on the Grid. The Duke knew how to celebrate.

    As we walked back to our rooms, I spoke. "I want you all to stay on your toes. The one thing tonight that I found odd was that the Duke didn't make any attempt to offer us passage down to the surface of Ponik. Not that I think it is any safer than here, mind you, but I found it strange that he never broached the subject."

    York replied, "He may be waiting for you to ask, Sir, kind of a courtesy thing."

    I nodded as I spoke. "I thought about that earlier, York. I gave him multiple opportunities to bring it up, and he seemed to almost avoid going where I was attempting to steer him. I think he has plans for us; I just don't know what they are."

    The following morning I woke and made my way up to the bridge. The Duke was seated in his chair and smiling as I walked in.

    The Duke spoke. "So, Mr. Grange, what did you think of my celebration? Did I not tell you it would be worth coming to?"

    I replied, "You do know how to throw a party, Duke; I will give you that. I just wish you had been a little less secretive with your plans. That was not the best method of building trust with your newfound friends."

    The Duke stood and paced as he talked. "Mr. Grange, would your government have acted any differently given the circumstance? We were involved in sometimes-heated negotiations with the Grell right up until I announced the celebration. They actually took convincing that we were sending them on their way. We brought with us an army to free our planet from their criminal acts; they were in a position of weakness. We offered nothing but kindness and generosity."

    I replied, "You played the game well, Duke. I do have to ask you one question, though. Why did you not offer to fly us down to the planet? We have other troops there, and our people know where to come find us. I think you have something else in mind. Am I right?"

    The Duke stopped and turned. "You are, Mr. Grange—right, that is. I promised you a ride to the Verna, did I not? What kind of host would I be if I did not follow through with that? I am very interested in fostering a friendly relation with Humans, Mr. Grange. It is, after all, the King’s will that I should do so."

    The Duke continued, "Once we have shown you the Verna, it will be my pleasure to drop you wherever you and your friends like."

    I replied, "Well then, let's get this show on the road, Duke. I'm sure you have other, more pressing duties that you would like to attend to besides carting us around."

    The Duke returned to his opulent chair. He sat and began to tap his fingers on the bejeweled armrest.

    The Duke spoke. "I have yet to figure you out, Mr. Grange. There is something that has been bothering me. I take my orders directly from the King. Who do you take orders from, Mr. Grange? I have yet to see any indication that there is an authority that you answer to. Why is that, Mr. Grange? What is it that I have missed?"

    I replied, "You are correct, Duke. I don't answer to anyone, except of course to my wife. But as far as a chain of command, I do not have one that I follow. Let’s just say that I am a bit of a freelancer, Duke. My goals are largely aligned with that of my government, but I am not in the employ of my government. I guess you would call me a volunteer."

    The Duke placed his hand under his chin. "I find that interesting, Mr. Grange. I am left feeling as though I do not have a complete picture of who you really are. Mysteries fascinate me, Mr. Grange. I take them as a challenge."

    I thought for a moment before I replied, "I don't know, Duke, why I volunteer. Maybe I think I can get the job done better or faster than others. Maybe I don't always trust government. It's a trait that many Humans share, the volunteer thing. Maybe it's what makes us Human. I do know that I like to survive, and that I like to live free, and if it means putting myself out there and taking it on the chin every once in a while, then so be it. Nobody lives forever."

    The Duke replied, "Indeed they don't, Mr. Grange, indeed they don't. At one time, my father had a chance to engage in hand-to-hand combat with his brother, my uncle, the King. He was a superior warrior, my father was. The King would not have survived the ordeal. But my father, instead of having a life where others would do battle for him, chose a life where he remained the warrior, placing his life in the service of my uncle, his twin brother."

    I spoke. "So, your father would have been king, which would have made you a prince and not a duke. You don't seem like the prince type to me, Duke. You have an edge to you, something that a warrior would have instead of a politician."

    The Duke replied, "I'm curious, Mr. Grange: how would you define the two, a warrior and a politician?"

    I again thought for a moment. "A politician does everything he can to win the battle he is in, regardless. A warrior fights not for the battle but for the war. His future is more important than his day. We have many days in our life, Duke, but we only have one future."

    The Duke paused. "Hmm. You are indeed a complex species, Mr. Grange. While one side of me longs to have you by my side as a trusted and loyal friend, the other desires to meet you in combat, a challenge that I may in some ways regret, but in others thoroughly enjoy."

    I replied, "Let's hope it doesn't come to that, Duke."

    The Duke continued, "I have one other comment, Mr. Grange: your team, they seem… mature for warriors. Our combat troops tend to be much younger than what you have with you. Am I correctly guessing that they are volunteers too? They certainly seem capable, but nonetheless mature."

    I looked back towards the doorway. "Yes, they are volunteers. They were full-time fighters for most of their lives; to them, this is just an adventure. It beats sitting at home while wasting away on their pensions. Even though they are retirees, they still run circles around me. And the experience is something you don’t find in the young."

    As the conversation continued, I began to get the feeling that I was being worked. The Duke was magnificent at putting you at ease. I found myself talking about things that were not normal conversations to be had with someone that I suspected had ulterior motives. After I dialed my replies back to simple "yes" and "no" responses, the Duke cut our conversation short.

    The Duke spoke. "We will be departing for the Verna tomorrow, Mr. Grange. The Grell fleet will not arrive for months, so instead, we will be ferrying them out to their ships using our fleet. It will take a week for the transfer, but we will then be rid of the Grell. We would also like to have your troops removed from our planet, Mr. Grange. We would like to begin our restoration of the mines without the hindrance of your men being in the way. Should I arrange transport of them to your station?"

    I replied, "I don’t think that will be necessary. If you allow safe passage for my ship, the Granger, I think we can move them out of there on our own. I will pass the word to those in charge to make that happen."

    I left the bridge and headed back to my room. I was in need of quiet time where I could do some thinking. I was missing my friend Frig. I was in need of the wisdom and insight he would bring to a conversation, now more than ever.

    As I entered my room, I decided to check in with the major. "Evverds, this is Grange. How are things down on the surface?"

    The major replied, "They are going well. We have all of our people in Embry Port waiting for whatever is next. We are expecting the Granger at any time."

    I sat in a chair in my room's lounge area. "Is Huff Gervel around? I would like to speak to him if he is available."

    The major spoke. "Let me check on his whereabouts. He has been a busy guy since the news of their freedom broke. I think he is here in Embry. If I find him, I will patch him through."

    I replied, "No, please find him and then find a secure comm location where I can speak with him. Anything going over the comms down there before your patching it in is probably being monitored. I am a little paranoid now that I know they can jam our comms. They are probably not far away from cracking our encryption. If that happens, they will own us outright."

    The major replied, "I will see what I can do, Sir. I will let you know if he is here."

    After several minutes in the chair, contemplating what might come, I rose and deposited myself on the ultracomfortable bed in the next room. I soon found myself daydreaming about Ashley. We were walking through a grassy field on Jarhead; she was smiling and laughing as we walked and talked. My dream was interrupted by a buzz from my comm.

    I spoke. "What do you have for me, Major?"

    The major replied, "Sir, I have Mr. Gervel here with me. He’s connected straight into my comm, so the conversation should be secure. I’ll patch you through now."

    Huff Gervel spoke. "Mr. Grange. I hope you are well. I must say up front that this conversation will need to be short. I have much to do to prepare for our departure."

    I replied, "Yeah, I wanted to talk to you about that. It must be exciting to finally be going home, and to get your fleet back."

    The comm was silent for several seconds before Huff replied. "When you say ‘get your fleet back,’ what are you implying, Mr. Grange?"

    I sat up on my bed. "Just that it must be exciting to get your ships back. I understand the journey back across the boundary will take a long time. But, you are finally going home."

    Again Huff Gervel was silent for several seconds. "Mr. Grange. We do not have ships, and Ponik is our home. The Colossuns have promised us freedom and transport to another habitable planet, where we can live free. They have promised to allow us to determine our own destiny. The ships they are sending are the same ones they originally used to enslave us. I am apprehensive about this deal that has been struck, Mr. Grange. It is out of character for the Colossuns to give or offer anything without a high price."

    I replied, "We were told that the Colossuns were the originals on Ponik and that the Grell attacked, with the fleet of ships that is on its way. They also claimed that the androids who have governed you were originally your soldiers. They were reprogrammed for the duties they now perform. Convince me that they are lying."

    Huff grumbled and spoke. "When your ship returns, have it scan sector 10F.3345 for underground structures. That is one of our cities. It was more than two thousand years old before the arrival of the Colossuns. Its existence should tell you who is being honest, Mr. Grange. As I said, the Colossuns do not make deals or offers without extracting a high price."

    I stood and paced the marble floor in my room. "The monitor that I had the major give you—my intentions for that were twofold. I wanted to see if the Colossuns were keeping their word, and I wanted a comm connection to you should we ever find each other in need. We will be departing tomorrow for locations that I would guess are deep within the Empire. I wish you and your people the best, Mr. Gervel. The next time we meet, I will be expecting a small glass of that wine your people make. Keep us posted. And Huff, good luck."

    I switched the comm channel back to the major. "Give Mr. Gervel any help you can. And if you do not hear from me again before the Granger arrives, I want you to pass on a message to the Captain. Have her shadow the Duke’s ship as best she can. If we have to jump ship to get away from the Duke, I want someone in the vicinity who can pick us up."

    The major confirmed the orders and went about his business. I made my way to the quarters where the others were just about to head out for lunch. I joined them in a meal fit for a… duke.
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    The following day, the Colossun fleet left orbit around Ponik and set course for the Verna. I had no way of knowing if we were being followed by the Granger. Shortly after our departure, I had left a message with our direction for the Captain to follow. Soon thereafter the Duke turned on the comm jammer internal to his ship. I now had to walk to the others if I wanted to have a conversation.

    After being confronted by a scantily clad Frost several times after knocking on her door, I had changed tactics and started knocking on York’s door instead.

    York spoke. "Good morning, Mr. Grange. Has the Duke given any indication of when we might arrive at the supposed Verna?"

    I replied, "No, he keeps telling me ‘soon.’ I’m just making the rounds this morning to check on everyone. Not having the convenience of the comm is eye opening. It makes you wonder how people used to live without them."

    York invited me in. "Have a seat, Mr. Grange. Rodriguez is hanging out with us this morning. Funny that you brought that up, as we were just talking comms before you knocked."

    I replied, "I wish we had some way to get around this jam."

    Rodriguez spoke. "Well, we may have a way, Sir. I’ve been monitoring the frequencies used on this ship. I think there are a number of maintenance channels that we might be able to piggyback on for transmitting messages. And I think I may have an RF channel that we can use for voice."

    I replied, "That would be good news, Maria. Tell me what you have."

    Rodriguez moved her chair over next to mine and held up her arm pad. "If we each enter a key into our pads, we can split a text message over several channels at once. Since those are active channels, it is doubtful our messages would be detected. And, if they do pick up on it, they won’t be able to reassemble the messages without the key. Voice is a little different, as it takes more bandwidth. And, we can’t use our encryption over that one, because it’s analog, but we can change our voices."

    I sat back. "I get the first part with the texts, but I don’t follow your voice solution."

    Rodriguez continued, "It’s really simple, Sir. We just use our translator chips to output another language that is not from this sector. They obviously already have translations for ours. York thinks she can augment another language in such a way as to make it difficult for the translators to crack. There are parts to some languages that the chip has extreme difficulty with. She thinks their gear is probably similar."

    I replied, "So, you are going to take another language and do what with it exactly?"

    Rodriguez smiled. "We take another language and add every nasty language conversion we can to it. If we use it sparingly, the Colossuns will have a difficult time translating it, should they ever figure out it is there."

    I spoke. "So, how will we know what it is that we are saying?"

    Rodriguez shook her head. "Don’t overthink this one, Sir. We are constructing the language, so we already have the translation. York had an idea of how we might test it several times a day to see if they are onto us. Tell him, Diane."

    York spoke. "Twice a day I will transmit a voice message stating that I have a bomb in my room. If they come storming in, we will know they can understand us. It isn’t a high-tech solution, but it should be effective in letting us know."

    I nodded in acceptance. "I like it. How long will it take you to implement?"

    Rodriguez replied, "We already have it ready, Sir. We worked on it most of the night. You know, Sir, that there is nothing much I like better than to talk to someone’s face. I’m a chatterbox when I can be, but I also like being connected to others who are not with me. It kind of gives you a sense of security knowing that others are around."

    I spoke. "Are there any limitations to this?"

    York sat forward. "That is the great thing about it, Sir. Those maintenance channels are available ship-wide. We should be unrestricted in when or where we can use it. Here, let me see your arm pad… OK, you should be set up with a voice channel. Let me go across the room and see if it works."

    York stood and walked to the corner of the room. I could see her lips moving but heard nothing but gibberish coming over my comm.

    I spoke. "I couldn’t understand a thing you said."

    York smiled as she walked back and punched a key code into my arm pad. She then walked back to the corner again.

    York spoke. "I said, can you hear me now?"

    I nodded. "Crystal clear! I say we roll this out to everyone immediately. I’ll let you two handle that with Frost, as she has been creeping me out when I knock on her door."

    York replied, "Oh, it's all innocent over there, Sir. If you ever have the pleasure of sharing a bunk room with her, you will find her like that during most off-duty hours. Try that for a six-month deployment and then come talk to me about it. She won't cross the line with aliens, but she would try to push as close to that line as she could."

    We were all startled by a knock on the door.

    A voice spoke. "It’s Keith, Ma’am. I have news."

    York opened the door. "Come on in."

    Keith replied, "Thank you, Ma’am. Oh, good, Mr. Grange is here. It looks like the majority of the Colossun ships just peeled off, Sir. We are left with the Duke’s ship and three others. I couldn’t get a final heading, but it looked like they were turning back towards Ponik."

    I spoke. "Well, that can’t be good news for the Grell. I wish there were something we could do about it, but there isn’t."

    I stood and gestured towards the chair I had risen from. "Have a seat over here, Corporal, and let these two get you connected to our new comm system. York, fix him up."

    I moved to another chair and sat as the four of us got into a long discussion. I looked down and noticed a little pudge forming around my otherwise firm gut. The Duke’s food was rich, and with a lack of exercise, I had begun to put on an extra pound or two. It was decided that we could compensate by setting the gravity resistance on our suits to slightly heavy.

    We also began a regimen of daily walks around the ship. Oddly enough, the Duke did not seem to care. I was quizzed by the Duke about the scarfs we had begun to wear around our mouths. It was our attempt to hide the fact that we were talking over the makeshift comm as we walked. I made up a lame story of it being the month of Abutan and how the scarfs were a Human ritual that we practiced for that month. He found it odd, but other species had always had odd behaviors. So the scarfs were allowed to be worn.

    Over the course of several days, Corporal Keith had been messing with his arm pad sensors as we walked.

    The Corporal spoke. "Sir, I think I have identified the source of the comm jammers. As we have moved around the ship, I have been checking signal strengths. I’ve identified six nodes on the ship that are emitting the FTL frequencies that we use."

    I replied, "Are the nodes accessible? Could they be disabled?"

    The Corporal thought and replied, "I believe they could be, Sir. They are in open hallways that we pass every day. I don’t think we could knock them off the wall or anything, as they would know immediately that we had done that. But, I think I might have the materials that would allow me to fashion a shield, a cover, that would knock that jammer signal down by 95 percent or so. Unless they notice the cover, they would never know the jammer wasn’t working. The materials in our rooms are the same as in the halls. We just need to find the proper density of metal for a screen, so all I really need is something to bond it to the wall."

    I gave the Corporal the go-ahead to work on his boxes.

    The following day, as part of my morning ritual, I made my way up to the bridge to chat with the Duke.

    I spoke as I walked into the room. "Any sign of the Verna yet? We must be getting close."

    The Duke replied, "As every morning with you, Mr. Grange, we are moving closer each day. I’m sorry for the delay, but we had to take a slight detour due to conditions beyond our control. Space is a big place and often filled with hazards. There is no sense in risking our lives to save a single day. As always, I will let you know when we arrive."

    I spoke as I sat in the guest chair that had been constructed next to him. "So, Duke, what did you do as a child? I mean, for Colossuns, were there sports? Games? How did you keep yourselves occupied?"

    The Duke rested his right elbow on the armrest and placed his chin on his right fist. "Hmm. That was such a long time ago, Mr. Grange. How long is the expected life of a Human?"

    I replied, "Well, if you include the wars we have been in, we average about sixty-four years. If you exclude, that number jumps up into the nineties. How about Colossuns?"

    The Duke thought and replied, "I cannot include wars, as we have been largely at peace for centuries. Of the wars we have had, we made use of our sentinels to do the fighting for us. It is much less for commoners, but I have been at my current stage of life for nearly three hundred of your years."

    I sat back with a slightly stunned look. "Three hundred years is a long time. How do you manage that?"

    The Duke looked forward towards the view-screen as he spoke. "I suppose it is a mix of our advanced medical technology, our physiology, and perhaps our diet. I never really thought about it, Mr. Grange. At three hundred, I am merely middle aged for a royal. Humans would be more in line with our commoners."

    I replied, "Wow, three hundred. I suppose a good portion of that was on Colos?"

    The Duke smirked. "Hmm. Colos. I left Colos when I was fourteen, Mr. Grange. I have done the King’s bidding on this ship ever since. I do have the occasional visit home, but there is much work to be done in keeping an empire running. My father and my brothers have been shipbound for most of their lives. It is a good life, Mr. Grange. We eat well, we have comfortable quarters, and we visit many planets as dignitaries, where we are treated as such."

    I spoke. "You mentioned war. Is that trouble from outside of the Empire or skirmishes like the Grell rebellion?"

    The Duke replied, "We have had the occasional rebellion, yes. It seems that sentient beings have a propensity to want to govern themselves on occasion. It is usually attached to some misguided greed or overreaching ideal. The people of the Empire are well cared for, Mr. Grange. Most rebellions don’t have a large following. You indicated war as an issue with your people. Enlighten me."

    I spent the next few hours giving the Duke a detailed history of our dealings with the Milgari. I again mentioned that we had only recently defeated them before jumping to the Colossun sector. I neglected to outline my part in the war effort, or the weapons and methods that we had used against our enemy.

    When I left the bridge for lunch with my squads, I somehow felt less threatened by the Duke. I remained suspicious, but being able to just sit and talk about anything was a foundation block for building trust. As I walked to the cafeteria, I wondered if the first block of that foundation had just been laid.

    As I sat having lunch with the others, I turned to Corporal Keith for progress on his boxes. "Have you come up with any ideas for a bonding agent?"

    The Corporal replied, "I have, Sir."

    I sat looking at the Corporal for several seconds as I chewed my food. "Well? What did you come up with?"

    The Corporal smiled and replied, "You are eating it, Sir. I had that sauce yesterday and managed to get a drop on my battle suit. It nearly took a chisel to get it off after it had dried for an hour. I plan on doing a test with it this afternoon. If it looks good, the boxes will be ready to go."

    I looked down at my empty fork and then my plate. "So, what you are saying is that I am eating paste?"

    I shrugged and continued, "Oh well, at least it has a good flavor to it. Which for some reason reminds me, I was talking to the Duke this morning, and he says he is over three hundred years old, and middle aged."

    Frost spoke. "Ah, oh great. That means those two young Colossuns I’ve been chumming around with are not young; they are nothing but old men that look young."

    I shook my head in disgust, but had to laugh. "No, you are OK, Frost. Only the royals have those life spans. The common Colossun is just like us."

    After finishing our meals, we walked back to the Corporal's room. He picked up a sample box, coated the edge with the sauce, and held it against the wall. He pulled out his ion blaster, set it to a minimal setting, and used the flow of ionized particles to heat and dry the sauce.

    The Corporal then stood back from the box. "I think we have a winner, Sir. Let me give it a bump and see how she holds up."

    The Corporal smacked the side of the box with his open hand. It didn’t move. "I think we are ready, Sir."

    I replied, "So, how do we get those boxes to the nodes and cover them without being seen? There are cameras in every hall."

    Rodriguez spoke. "We are one step ahead of you, Sir. We take the box like this, flip it over, and wear it as a hat, or helmet, or whatever you want to call it."

    I replied, "Well, that is just going to look stupid. Who is going to believe that?"

    Rodriguez smiled. "Sir, we are already wearing scarfs for a month. I think the festival of Abutan can have a few more quirky rituals before they call a foul."

    I spoke. "So, we walk out with hats and come back with none. There is nothing suspicious about that?"

    Rodriguez shook her head. "I told you, Sir, we are one step ahead. Lift up the hat. The real box is inside. Take it out, stick it to the wall, keep the hat on. Our only problem at the moment is those cameras, and we have an idea of how to deal with that."

    Rodriguez stood and began to gyrate. "When we get to each node, we start performing some whack-job dance. In the middle of it, York will cover the camera while Keith glues on a box. If they come out complaining, we just say that it’s part of the dance, that it’s private, that we don’t like to be watched or recorded. Yes, it’s lame, but it’s one of those things that will work because it is so lame. The Duke will think we are idiots. If they catch on, they are just going to take the boxes away, Sir. They are keeping us alive for a reason. I think this ridiculous plan is worth the risk, Sir, and we are ready to implement it whenever you are."

    Half an hour later, the first two boxes were in place. During the installation of the third box, two Colossun sentinels approached our position. As Rodriguez had indicated, we acted like idiots and they passed us by. Over the next hour, the remaining jammer covers were put in place and our comms were restored.

    The following morning, I sat with the Duke on the bridge. "I have a question for you, Duke. We are on your ship, and yet you allow us to keep our weapons. I was just wondering why."

    The Duke replied, "Mr. Grange, you are my guests. What kind of host would I be if I took those from you?"

    I raised my eyebrows. "A cautious one? I mean, what is to stop me from pulling this blaster and opening a hole in your chest right now?"

    The Duke sighed. "It should be obvious, Mr. Grange. You are not a threat to me. You do not seek to assassinate me, as you know that would lead to your own death. It is a simple calculation on my part. You wanted to build trust. I am attempting to do so. If we are to be on friendly terms, I can hardly restrict or confine you."

    I replied, "Well, if it’s OK with you, then it’s OK with me. Now for the question of the day… are we nearing the Verna?"

    The Duke gave his standard response, after which we once again engaged in general conversation. By the time I left, I again had the feeling that the Duke was not all bad. He was a smooth talker and a charmer. However, I could still not shake the feeling that I was being worked.

    When I returned to my quarters, Corporal Keith came over the comm. "Sir, we received a transmission from the Granger while you were with the Duke. The other ships from this convoy— after turning back, they caught up to and slaughtered the Grell. They caught them as they made their way into the gap in those old ships. The Granger arrived too late to follow us, so they tagged along behind the Grell for a while and were witness to the deed. The Duke had no intention of letting the Grell go, Sir."

    The Corporal continued, "And we have another issue. The Granger sent that message nine hours ago. If we had been traveling away from Ponik for all those days, we would not have received a message nine hours later. We are still close to the Granger and Ponik, Sir. We can only guess that we have been going in circles."

    I replied, "Corporal, we have been looking at our sensors, and they have us deep into Empire space. Is there any way to check to see if the Duke is somehow putting out a false location? If so, see if you can somehow filter it out."

    The Corporal thought for a moment and replied, "I think I have an idea of just how to tell, Sir. I will check it out and let you know what I come up with."

    I replied, "Thanks, Corporal. I will have to stew on figuring out our next move now. Give me another call should anything change."

    I began to pace my room. We were trapped on a ship with several thousand enemy android warriors. We were flying through space to a destination unknown. We had our weapons, but I wondered why we had been allowed to keep them. The Duke seemed like a friendly guy, but the slaughter of the Grell made him anything but friendly. If I had ever been in need of Frig and his counter wisdom, this would be the time.
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    Corporal Keith knocked on the door. "Sir, I have news."

    I opened it and gestured for him to come in. "What do we have?"

    The Corporal replied, "I was having trouble locking onto the nav signal they have been broadcasting. They keep moving the base frequency on me, and without a lock I can't set up a reliable filter. So, I came up with an alternative."

    The Corporal hesitated with a smile, so I had to ask, "Well, tell me what you have."

    The Corporal lifted his arm pad so I could see the display. "I've been analyzing their comms and noticed a weakness in the encryption around one of their maintenance systems, Sir. It is an oxygenator, and it looks to have been added on, as it doesn't appear to function like most of the other gear. Who knows where they got it, but it left us a big, gaping security hole. From there, I went straight for their personnel system, and once in, I moved over to the nav system. I have two things that I found interesting, Sir. The first is that we remain close to Ponik, and the second is that we are actually absurdly close to the Grid, Sir."

    I interrupted. "The Grid? How close are we talking?"

    The Corporal replied, "We are too close, Sir. If we had our nav sensors, we would be able to see the Grid. Even though this ship is big, it is still beyond the capabilities of the Grid's sensors. Since the station we saw was the actual Grid, Sir, I would say they know where it is. I would bet our next visit will be to the Grid, Sir. They may only be waiting on the rest of those ships."

    I spoke. "So, now we will be fighting for the Grid again; this is just great. When are we going to catch a break, Corporal?"

    The Corporal replied, "Well, Sir, I think we have. From the nav system, I was able to worm my way into the security system. From there, I have access to anywhere on the ship. Want to see their weapons arrays, Sir?"

    The Corporal held up his arm pad. The Duke's ship had twenty-six giant pulse cannons, two rail guns, and hundreds of standard pulse cannons for close-in support. In addition, the fighter bays held forty-two Colossun attack fighters that carried a tranche of sixteen gravity pulse missiles and two standard pulse cannons.

    Our weapons on the Grid were superior, but without a fleet of ships to open up our ability to acquire resources, we were left with few options. The Grid could not move without refueling, and we would eventually run out of power from fusing what little hydrogen we had. The last count I had received was for fifteen months of hydrogen remaining. A single harvester could almost sustain our hydrogen use, but not if the Colossuns owned the space surrounding us.

    The Corporal continued, "While in the nav system, I came across their star charts, Sir. If we could somehow get that to the Grid, it would be a big score for intel."

    I spoke. "When you were in the weapons system—is there any way to fire their weapons? I mean, aim and fire? We have three other Colossun ships riding with us. What are the chances that a few broadsides could take them out?"

    Corporal Keith thought and then replied, "I don't know, Sir; that might be a complex task to try to achieve from an arm pad. I might be able to take control of a single gun, but enough to take out three other ships? I would need all of those cannons and the rail guns for something like that."

    I reached out and grabbed the Corporal by the arm. "We have forty soldiers on this boat, Corporal. Is it at least conceivable that we could control forty weapons if needed?"

    The Corporal shook his head. "I don't know, Sir; again, that is a complex operation you are talking about. It would take some intense planning. We would have to know the weak points of those ships: where are they vulnerable to these types of weapons? And they would have to be moved into a position where we could fire at all of them at once. And then what, Sir? They still have this ship."

    I replied with a smile, "Well then, we just have to take this ship from their control."

    The Corporal sat back in his chair. "Sir, I'm usually a positive person, but this just seems entirely unrealistic. For all we know, they may already know that their systems have been violated. They could just be waiting to see what we try to do."

    I spoke. "No, I don't think so, Corporal. I think the Duke is smart, but I don't think the rest of his people are paid to think. When you have a monarchy this powerful, typically only the people in power have the smarts. Everyone else is educated just enough for them to do their jobs. The other smart ones all get sent off to do research, or they get stuffed away somewhere else where they can do no harm. I have no doubt that this crew is loyal to the Duke, but I doubt they are able to think for themselves much beyond keeping themselves fed."

    The Corporal replied, "Sir, we have security officers on all of our ships that constantly scan the systems for this type of an intrusion. Why wouldn't the Colossuns have the same?"

    I spoke. "Because the Colossuns are not us. We are suspicious of our own people. I don't think the Colossuns have that issue. If Humans get caught in some type of tampering scheme, they are arrested, tried, and if found guilty, sentenced to prison. That in itself is a deterrent for most of us, but not all. With the Colossuns, there is no trial, just execution. That is a deterrent for all. Let's go down to York's room and see if we can plan any of this out. Even if it is a long shot and even if we get caught, we can't just sit and do nothing."

    We rose, and the Corporal followed me out of the room. I was startled to find the Duke standing in the hallway.

    The Duke spoke. "Come with me, Mr. Grange. I want to show you something."

    Four Colossun sentinels followed behind us. I could only guess that the Duke had been listening in on our private conversation. We were caught. I kept my hand close to my blaster.

    I spoke. "Does the Corporal need to come with us, Duke? He has other things he can attend to."

    The Duke looked at me inquisitively. "Other things, Mr. Grange? I won't ask what things those might be, as that is possibly your private business. But I think the Corporal will find this interesting as well. Stay with us, Corporal. Have a view from our bridge. Not many have a chance to see it!"

    As we walked, the Duke seemed as calm and collected as ever. I struggled with the fact that he might not be onto our new plan. He was often one step ahead of us. I began to wonder if we had somehow passed him by.

    As we stepped onto the bridge, the Duke spoke. "Behold the nine Verna, Mr. Grange! The center of the Empire!"

    On the giant view-screens before us were nine identical stations formed into a tight circle. A large, flat disk sat motionless in the center. Thousands of small ships could be seen ferrying between the stations. The Verna were remarkable, and nearly identical to the Grid. I looked for the flaw we had seen on the image the Duke had displayed to us before. It was no longer there.

    The Duke again spoke. "From that expression on your face, I believe you may be quite impressed with our little wonders. This is our origin, Mr. Grange. I would guess that if your Verna... your Grid is similar, we both came to be in this part of the galaxy in the same way. It's quite remarkable if you think about it, really. Two separate species placed on similar paths. Where did we come from, Mr. Grange? Who sent us here?"

    I stood for nearly a minute with my mouth open, gazing at the wonders before me. Was it real? Were there actually other stations like ours out there? Was the origin of the Colossuns in this part of the galaxy the same as ours? My mind raced.

    As I gawked at the screen, the Duke took note of Corporal Keith typing away on his arm pad. "Corporal? What is it that you find so fascinating?"

    The Corporal looked up quickly. "Oh, I'm sorry, Mr.... Duke. I was just checking my gravity setting. That big image with the motion had me a little queasy. I had to make an adjustment. Feeling better now. Your Verna are a sight, Sir."

    The Duke looked back at the screen. "Hmm. Yes, they are. Mr. Grange, do you have any thoughts? The Verna seem to have your full attention."

    My eyes remained fixed on the screen as I spoke. "Yes, Duke. I have, or will have, a lot of thoughts... er... questions. When you said you had nine stations just like ours, I thought you were, well, I thought you were jerking me around."

    The Duke replied, "Jerking you around?"

    I took a big breath. "Sorry, it's just an expression. It means you weren't being honest with me."

    The Duke shook his head. "Mr. Grange, I brought you aboard my ship as a guest. I have treated you and your associates with respect. What is it that I have to do to earn your trust? I have taken you to our home world. I have taken you to see our most prized possession. And yet you are holding back on the one thing that will take both our people to the next level. Perhaps if I told you something about the Verna, we could compare our stations with yours. Would you be agreeable to that?"

    My focus was suddenly averted from the screen. The Duke was now probing for information. I knew the first image we had seen of a Verna was of our own Grid; I knew we had not actually been to Colos. I needed to know if the Verna were real. If he could tell me something, anything, of value about his stations that was the same as our own, I would have no excuse for not trusting that the stations floating before me on the view-screen were real, even if we were not actually positioned nearby them.

    I replied, "OK, Duke, tell me something about your Verna."

    The Duke looked at the screen and spoke. "Our fuel is hydrogen. We have incredibly large storage tanks that are used to power everything aboard."

    I nodded. "We have the same."

    Much to the Duke's disdain, my answer was short.

    The Duke continued, "Our structure—we have not been able to reproduce the material that makes up much of the ship."

    I again nodded my head. "We have the same. It is extremely tough stuff, and we have not been able to duplicate it either. We have had to make repairs, and they are not nearly as strong as the original armor we replaced."

    The Duke spoke. "Ah, so you have been attacked! The cannons on your station, are they as powerful as those on the Verna? Ion weapons like your blaster but on a much larger scale?"

    I hesitated before I replied, "Yes, we haven't been able to reproduce their power; they are highly energized and extremely deadly close in to every ship we have encountered."

    The Duke countered, "Ours are deadly out to five thousand of your kilometers. Beyond that, the ionization begins to bleed off rapidly and they lose effectiveness."

    I replied, "Well, you were dropped in on those Verna four thousand years before us. Maybe the cannons we were given were upgrades. The ion charge doesn't start to break down until you hit ten thousand kilometers. If you were able to get in close to that five-thousand-kilometer mark, I bet your pulse cannons could do severe damage, but not at ten."

    As I closed my mouth, I gave a look as though I had just given away a piece of vital tactical information that was important to the Grid's security. I glanced up to see a frowning Corporal Keith standing next to me. The Duke was a smooth operator, and I would have to be careful to not get lured into conversations where I would divulge such critical information.

    I spoke. "Nine Verna—you must have quite a few citizens just on those stations alone. How many citizens in your Empire, and how many of those are Veshan?"

    The Duke could switch conversations without so much as a change in expression. His cool and pleasant demeanor always seemed geared towards putting you at ease.

    The Duke spoke. "We number eighty-two billion citizens, of which the Vesha make up roughly three billion. That number was initially closer to seven billion, but over time, as the Empire grew and we became more affluent, our numbers steadily declined to the balanced level they now maintain. How about Humans? Are there any more Grid stations?"

    I turned back to look at the view-screen. "We started with five, but the others were destroyed early on in our history here. We have managed to keep our population around six hundred million or so for the past two centuries. It's hard to grow and thrive when you are constantly at war and on the run. Speaking of being on the run, I have a question to ask."

    The Duke offered a pleasant smile. "Please, Mr. Grange, you can ask anything you like of me. I will do my best to give you the answer you desire."

    I spoke. "I don't suppose you could loan us any hydrogen harvesters, could you? We would like to top off our tanks, not that there is any immediate need or anything, but we always like to be as well prepared as possible."

    The Duke replied, "I will see what I can arrange, Mr. Grange. If you would like, I could offer that to you in the form of storage tanks until the needed harvesters could be gathered and transported to your location. Perhaps a hundred million metric tons to start?"

    I nodded my head. "That would definitely be a gesture of goodwill, Duke. They would have to be dropped at a location from which we could tow them back to the Grid. I'm not authorized to give out our location."

    The Duke replied, "That is not an issue, Mr. Grange. I will see to it that a delivery is made. How would in orbit around Ponik work for you?"

    I again nodded. "That would work. If you take us back to Ponik, I can arrange for its transport."

    The Duke tapped the transponder in his neck. "Set a course to Ponik. I would like us there within a week, if possible."

    The Duke turned back before leaving. "I will see to it that the hydrogen tanks you request are delivered to Ponik. Please see yourself off of the bridge when you are done."

    The images of the Verna on the view-screen swirled to the left and out of view as the Duke’s ship turned on a new heading. Corporal Keith placed his hand on my shoulder and gestured towards the door.

    As we walked, the Corporal spoke. "I checked my arm pad, Sir; we are not actually moving, and those Verna were not real."

    I replied, "I know we were not looking at live images of the Verna, if that is what you mean. As to whether they are real or not, that is a different question. The Duke knew about the special materials those things are made out of. He has to have seen them before. I think they have at least one of them, if not all nine. He was just using those images to work information out of me. And before you say it... I know... I need to watch what I say. The Duke is good at what he does, that is for sure. I just wish I knew what his bigger strategy was."

    The Corporal shook his head. "I wanted to clock you when you blurted out our cannon range, Sir. That was something that you don't give out to anyone. The men in the Gun Corps don't even talk about that."

    I replied, "Yeah, well, sometimes I have a big mouth on purpose, Corporal. I don't know our exact cannon range, but I would be surprised if it was not a lot farther than ten thousand kilometers. It will be interesting to see if the Duke delivers on his promise of hydrogen. The amount he offered would keep that station running for another year. We wouldn't be jumping anywhere anytime soon, but if we can keep things running for longer, that would be a big plus."

    The Corporal spoke. "Just beware of strangers bearing gifts, Sir. You hold that hand out one too many times, and you are likely to draw back a stump."

    I replied, "Point noted, Corporal. For now, let's focus on learning as much about this ship as we can. Get everyone together and we will discuss what can be done. Maybe we can get lucky and dig up what the Colossuns are really up to. You said from the security systems you thought you could access anywhere on the ship. If so, I would like to know what the Duke has his commanders doing. And let's see if we can tap into their comm system. That should tell us of any immediate plans."

    The squads were assembled, and we went for a walk in the halls with our scarfs over our mouths. I let Corporal Keith lead the discussion about digging through the Colossun systems after he had managed to hack their network.

    The Corporal spoke. "If you have any computer skills, please speak up. I could use your help. For everyone else, if I send you a link to explore, please follow the instructions I send with it. If they catch us snooping around, either they will shut us down and possibly space us, or worse, they could start feeding us bad information. So, follow instructions, and if you have anything at all that you are unsure of, ask first."

    After our walk, I sat in the room with York and Rodriguez. "Does any of this seem suspiciously easy to any of you? We have our weapons, we have our comm back, and we have hacked into their systems. It just seems like things have gone amazingly our way. That bothers me."

    Rodriguez replied, "I know Corporal Keith enjoys poking around in their system, but have we considered the counterespionage factor? Can we test out his arm pad, or any of our gear for that matter, to see if the Colossuns have reverse hacked us?"

    I raised the Corporal on a comm channel. "Can you come to York's room, Corporal? We have a few urgent questions to ask you."

    The Corporal knocked on the door and York let him in. I had York and Rodriguez carry on a loud conversation as I leaned in and whispered directly into his ear.

    When I withdrew, he had a concerned look on his face. "I'm sorry, Sir, but I just don't think that could happen. I placed all of our connections with the Colossun networks into a private, heavily encrypted memory space."

    I replied, "Is there any way to check?"

    The Corporal thought and then spoke. "I could put a memory monitor on there. It would look for any access and report it to a log file. I could just let that run for a couple hours and see if anything hits. I will stop all the apps I have running, so the file should be empty if there are no intrusions."

    The Corporal continued, "I have one more thing, Sir. I was able to pin it down just a short while ago. I didn't want to say anything until I was sure. I have the Duke's comm channel identified."

    I replied, "The one he has in his neck?"

    The Corporal nodded. "Yes, Sir. And I think I can jam it from my arm pad, Sir."

    I stood and began to pace the room. "Don't use it, don't try it. Don't even mess around with it anymore. If they have reverse hacked us, I don't want them to know we can jam the Duke."

    The Corporal replied, "I don't know that we can, Sir. I just have an idea of what we might try."

    I left York's room a short time later. I needed time to think. My mind was swirling with all that had happened. We had seen nine Verna that looked nearly identical to the Grid. Were they real? We had access to the systems on the Duke's ship. Was it real access? Or were we being led around by our noses?

    Once back at my stateroom, I lay back on my bed. My mind raced. The day’s events would not allow sleep, and I was in need of rest if I wanted a shot at thinking things through. I sat up and walked into the sitting room. I poured a small glass of the Duke's Lumian wine and downed it all at once. Soon after, I lost the ability to focus and those racing thoughts turned to thoughts of Ashley, thoughts of home, and thoughts of Frig. I wondered if he would ever find us after we had gone so far off course. It wasn't long before I was sound asleep.
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    The next morning I awoke with a headache. The Lumian wine had sent me off to la-la land as I had hoped, but it came at a price. I rang up Bachmin and had him bring me a glass of the cure they had provided before. Half an hour later I was full of energy. I showered and got back in my battle suit.

    When I arrived on the bridge, there was an image of the Grid sitting on the screen.

    The Duke spoke. "She is beautiful, Mr. Grange. Her technologies must offer comfort, security, and at the same time confusion over how they work."

    I replied, "I thought we were a week away, Duke. Is that the actual Grid? If so, I would advise you to keep your distance."

    The Duke smiled. "It is indeed your Grid, Mr. Grange. We have our modes of travel that we have not discussed."

    All I could think was what a lying ass the Duke was. Of this I was certain.

    The Duke continued, "And don't worry, we are outside of the visual range of your station. Your ion cannons could not possibly reach out here. I find it remarkable, though, Mr. Grange."

    The Duke was silent for several seconds as he pressed for me to ask why.

    "What is so remarkable, Duke?"

    The Duke replied, "I find it remarkable that we see no ships! I would think you would have a fleet on patrol and transports and harvesters, yes, harvesters by the hundreds, moving about collecting resources. If you have just come on a long journey, you must need resources for replenishment of your supplies."

    I shook my head. "We do pretty good with our recycling, Duke; you would be amazed at how long we can self-sustain."

    The Duke again smiled. "The hydrogen gift should arrive later today. I have turned off the jamming of your comm system so that you might contact your Grid and tell them of the resource news."

    I replied, "I appreciate that, Duke. Let me go back to my squads, and I will give the Grid a call and a heads-up."

    The Duke managed a wide, wry smile. "Why don't you contact them here and now, Mr. Grange. I would be interested to know if they are willing to accept the gift I have offered. I would like this moment to be the moment when we begin to establish good relations with the Human species. Isn't that something that you also desire, Mr. Grange?"

    I spoke. "OK, we can do it here and now. Just give me a second to enable it."

    I sent an urgent text to Corporal Keith.

    Have we been compromised?

    A reply came back quickly.

    Yes, they have penetrated our net, but not before we got into their security net. I don’t think they know we are in there.

    I looked up at the Duke as I opened a comm channel to the Grid. "Here we go. This is Grange. Can you patch me through to the Council?"

    A voice replied, "One moment, Mr. Grange, while we verify your credentials. OK, patching you through now, Sir."

    The Council was in an informal session. They had been meeting every day to discuss options. Our hydrogen harvesters had been taken out of service until such time as they could be safely put to use. With the Colossuns causing trouble, we couldn’t risk losing the only machinery we had.

    Colonel Harper spoke. "Grange! Glad to hear from you. What in the blazes is going on? We got word from the Granger that you had left with the Colossuns."

    I replied, "I will explain later, Colonel. Right now I have Duke… wait a sec, I can't even remember your name."

    The Duke spoke. "My name is Ferdete of Colos. I prefer ‘Duke.’"

    I continued, "Duke Ferdete of Colos would like to offer us one hundred million metric tons of hydrogen. No strings attached. Are we interested in accepting this offer?"

    There was silence for several seconds as the council members who were present discussed.

    Colonel Harper spoke. "We will accept the Duke’s offer, but we will have to make the transfer from out there. We can’t allow a foreign vessel to be docked without first inspecting it, especially one with such a volatile cargo. If they will move whatever vessel they have to twenty thousand kilometers from the Grid, we will send out ships to make the transfer."

    The Duke replied, "Agreed."

    The Duke tapped the comm on his neck. "Please move the hydrogen stores to twenty thousand kilometers and leave there for transfer."

    The Duke turned back towards me. "You have your hydrogen, Mr. Grange."

    For the next nine hours, the transfers were made between the hydrogen storage tankers the Duke had sent and our harvesters. After nearly a third of the transfer had been made, a scientist on the Grid screamed for us to stop. The hydrogen provided was 96 percent deuterium, an isotope of hydrogen that the Grid could not process.

    Typically, during the harvest process, the harvesters would scrub out the vast majority of the naturally occurring deuterium. Deuterium, having an extra neutron, played havoc with our fusion reactors. The scrubbing process to remove deuterium was applied once again when the hydrogen was transferred to the Grid storage tanks, and then again for a final time as it was pumped into the fusion reactors. Every effort was made to reduce its occurrence before the hydrogen was put to use. The Duke’s hydrogen was heavily contaminating our system.

    Colonel Harper spoke. "Grange. This hydrogen is crap. Tell the Duke thanks but no thanks. We don’t want his already processed garbage. It is going to take us weeks to scrub that stuff out and bring our tanks back into balance."

    I looked at the Duke as he raised his arms slightly into the air to make an "oops" gesture. "I am so sorry, Mr. Grange. I didn’t know this was deuterium that had already been extracted. The manifest just says ‘hydrogen.’ I would seek to provide more, but that is all we have available in this section of the Empire. If you would like, I will make more available, but that may take several months to harvest."

    I replied, "I think we are OK, Duke. We appreciate the gesture. We would be willing to talk trade for resources, though. Would the Empire have any interest in that?"

    The Colonel’s voice then came over the comm. "You can tell the Duke he can stop trying to hack our systems over the comm. If he is trying to establish friendly relations, he’s off to a bad start."

    I spoke. "Hold on, Colonel; let me put you on speaker."

    The Colonel continued, "Listen, first you bring us deuterium, and now your people are trying to hack into our systems through the comm channel. If you are trying to establish a relationship of trust, you sure are going about it the hard way."

    The Duke responded, "My apologies, Colonel. I will see to it that the attempts to connect to your systems are stopped."

    The Duke touched his neck. "Please cease all attempts to connect to the Human systems through their comm channel."

    The Duke again slightly held out his arms in a gesture. "Mr. Grange, I am certain that neither you nor the good Colonel are the highest-ranking officials on your station. I would like to begin a dialogue with whoever that would be. Your station is in violation of our sovereign territories. I wish to discuss that matter with whoever is in charge."

    The Colonel shot back, "I am in charge here, Duke. If you have something to say, you can say it to me."

    The Duke replied, "OK, Colonel, if that is how you want it. I will be putting together a delegation to do an inspection of your station. I will expect a safe corridor to be set up from my ship to one of your landing bays. If my delegation determines that you are not an invading force, then we can begin discussions on compensation."

    The Colonel was silent for only a moment. "Compensation? Look, Duke, we are sorry that we entered your territory. This is space; there are no painted lines. If you would like to trade for resources, we will soon be out of your space. I think compensation is unwarranted, and to be frank, it will not be paid. As far as your delegation goes, we would welcome a diplomatic team, but not for any inspection. This station is our sovereign space, and unless you somehow find yourself here by mistake, you will not be calling the shots here. You mentioned an invading force. If that was your determination, what would you then propose?"

    The Duke replied, "If it is found that you are here with ill intent, then you will be asked only once for a full and complete surrender."

    The Colonel laughed. "I can tell you now, Duke, that is not going to happen. Either we can trade like civilized peoples or, I suppose, we can fight. I will leave that decision up to you."

    The Duke’s expression turned from that of a pleasant diplomat to that of an angered and spoiled child. "I have a large fleet that should be arriving tomorrow, Colonel. We will see who has to make a decision then."

    The Duke turned to face me. "You will be…"

    I did my best quick draw and aimed the blaster at the Duke’s head.

    The Duke spoke. "Mr. Grange. I had such high hopes for you, but this transgression cannot go unpunished."

    As the Duke began to raise his hand towards his neck, I responded, "I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Corporal Keith!"

    The Corporal answered over the comm. "Yes, Sir?"

    I continued, "Can you bring me that piece of red velvet that we had talked about?"

    The Corporal replied, "Red velvet, Sir? Are you sure?"

    I spoke as I kept one eye on the Duke. "That’s right, Corporal, red velvet; bring it!"

    The Corporal responded, "You got it, Sir. Red velvet, coming up."

    Our plan was put in motion. There was no turning back. The Corporal alerted the others, who immediately brought up their arm pads.

    The Duke tapped on his neck comm, but nothing happened. The weapons officer spoke over his console. "Sir, the sentinels—they are all converging on the docking bays. And I no longer have control of my weapons."

    The nav officer was next. "The Griffer, Minias and Coulpus are all moving, Sir. I don’t have control of their helms, nor can I raise the first officers."

    I looked at an angering Duke. "Your staff here on the bridge—they seem oblivious to the fact that I am holding a blaster on you. You Colossuns are full of curious behavior."

    The Duke replied, "If you are going to kill me, Mr. Grange, I would urge you to do it quickly. I will not be so quick to kill you once I have regained control."

    I spoke. "Oh, I don’t doubt that, Duke, but I don’t think that is going to happen today."

    The Duke replied, "I have four thousand sentinels on this ship, Mr. Grange. What is it that you think you are going to do?"

    The Corporal came back on the comm. "Looks like phase one is ready when you are, Mr. Grange. Just give the word and I will execute."

    I looked at the Duke as I gave the order. "Space ’em, Corporal."

    The sentinels had been given orders to assemble in front of the port doorways on the docking bays. In an instant, the Corporal turned off the gravity fields that held the atmosphere inside. All four thousand of the Duke’s sentinels were sucked outside at once.

    The weapons officer spoke. "Sir, almost all of the sentinel guards have been blown out of the bays, Sir. They are floating in space." The weapons officer stood and drew the attention of the others on the bridge as I held my blaster on the Duke.

    The Duke spoke. "Those were my soldiers, Mr. Grange. I have twelve thousand more on my other ships!"

    I spoke. "Yeah, about those, Duke. Mr. Keith, execute phase two!"

    The weapons officer banged away at his console, but his efforts were futile; we had control. "Sir, weapons are coming online!"

    The Duke spoke. "Mr. Grange, watching you die a slow death will be a pleasure!"

    The weapons all fired at once as my squads used their arm pads in one all-out synchronized assault. The rail guns began to bury rounds deep into the hulls of the two mega-battleships that had maneuvered in front of us. The Griffer and the Coulpus were quickly ablaze. At the same moment, thirteen of the twenty-six large pulse cannons fired rounds into the broadside of the Minias, taking out her port guns and heavily penetrating her outer decks. The Duke’s anger grew as the three escort ships of his group were rendered useless and struggled to survive.

    The comm officer then rose and charged at me with no weapon.

    Pzzzt!

    A wide hole opened in the comm officer’s chest as his rib cage split apart.

    I spoke. "Anyone else?"

    The bridge was silent.

    "Rodriguez, take the squads and begin a sweep of the ship. I want every Colossun remaining rounded up. If they offer resistance, don’t hesitate to take them out."

    I looked at the Duke. "It didn’t have to be this way, Duke. Our exchanges could have been beneficial to both parties. Now, we are going to have to figure out what to do with you and your crew. I would advise you to tell them to not resist. It will only end badly for them. I’ve seen my Marines at work, and they are very thorough and very skilled at what they do."

    The Duke replied, "The lives of these crewmen are meaningless, Mr. Grange. I can always get more. The Empire does not exist because of a few petty Vesha."

    I spoke. "I have yet to figure you out, Duke. The choices you make all seem foreign to me. They are not logical. You allowed us to keep our guns, you allowed us to keep our arm pads, you allowed us to walk your ship freely. I get the feeling you are playing me."

    The Duke showed a wry smile. "Do you feel like you are late to the party, Mr. Grange? Perhaps the Colossuns are intelligent and remain one step ahead of you. Perhaps you are not equipped to play the game you are involved in. Although, I will say the destruction of my ships and the spacing of my sentinels was well played. My intelligence officers failed me on that one, and they will pay dearly for that. But no matter, Mr. Grange. I remain several steps ahead of you. As you continue to pursue me, those steps will become apparent."

    York entered the bridge. "Mr. Grange, the sweep is nearing completion. We have all of the personnel in the ship’s logs accounted for except for two, and we should have them in the next few minutes. They are all in the docking bay where we had the sentinels lined up."

    The Duke spoke. "Mr. Grange. That is shocking. You would space my crew when they don’t even threaten you?"

    I replied, "Casualties of war, Duke, if we don’t receive full cooperation. Now, we noticed when we were looking through your systems that you have a decent-sized hydrogen store on this ship. We are going to be pulling a harvester alongside and taking that fuel. We will also be moving this ship within range of the Grid, where we will strip it of its resources. In the meanwhile, our intel people are going to have a field day trying to figure you out. What do you think of that?"

    The Duke again smiled. "Mr. Grange, as I said, I am already several steps ahead of you."

    An alarm then sounded on the bridge.

    York moved over to a control panel and looked up. "Self-destruct, Sir; had to see that one coming. We have five minutes to get off this boat."

    I opened a comm channel to all my squads. "Everyone to bay seven. We will take out the Duke’s shuttle. And Corporal Keith, space the crew. We can’t have them overriding the systems once we leave. They would inevitably attempt to rescue the Duke."

    The Duke spoke. "Mr. Grange! I didn’t think you had it in you."

    I replied, "You already killed them, Duke; I just sped up the process. Now let’s move before this ship blows. You can come peaceably, or we will carry you. Your choice."

    The Duke held up his hand and began to walk. "I will cooperate, Mr. Grange. I am fascinated by your actions and cannot wait to see what happens next!"

    I spoke. "You are a strange one, Duke, but we will figure you out before it’s all said and done."

    We boarded the Duke's private shuttle, and Rodriguez soon had us past the gravity wall and into free space. "We should have someone check out this ship before docking, Sir. He might…"

    An alarm began to sound on the console of the shuttle. The Duke had triggered another self-destruct. One of the Marines moved quickly towards him and was met with a balled fist to the center of his chest. The Marine flew back violently.

    The Duke spoke. "More than one step ahead of you, Mr. Grange!"

    Frost raised her blaster and squeezed the trigger. Nothing happened.

    The Duke spoke over the alarm. "Ion field dampener, Mr. Grange! Certainly you can do better!"

    York charged at the Duke and was met with a clinching hand to her collarbone. A snap could be heard, but York pressed forward, her prosthetic arm gripping the Duke’s wrist. As York's prosthetic hand clamped down and began to tighten, the Duke’s wrist was crushed. Seconds later, the Duke pulled back a stump with fluid leaking and wires dangling.

    The Duke exclaimed, "Ah! An android of your own! You are indeed full of surprises, Mr. Grange!"

    York stumbled backwards, wincing in pain from the crushed collarbone. Frost stepped forward with a sawed-off shotgun and fired.

    Boom!

    A hole opened in the Duke’s chest, and more fluids began to leak.

    Boom! Boom!

    The Duke dropped to his knees. "Well done, Mr. Grange! But you still have a critical problem coming your way!"

    The Duke reached up. With a twist of his remaining hand on his neck, his head was separated from his body. He held it out to his side and set it down on a flat portion of the console. The tendrils on his head continued to wiggle.

    The Duke smiled and spoke. "Again, another turn I was not expecting, Mr. Grange. I don’t know how this soldier kept that weapon hidden, but I am enjoying the fight that it brings!"

    I sat in a chair by a nav console. "So, you have no fear because you are an android yourself. I’ll have to admit that I did not see that one coming, Duke. I suppose there are copies of you out there just waiting to be activated?"

    The Duke again smiled. "Bravo, Mr. Grange! Bravo! I still await your way out of this mess you find yourself in. How will you survive?"

    I stood from the nav console. "Rodriguez, put us into a slow arc going away from the Grid. We have our battle suits, which will keep us going out there in the dead of space. The Grid will just have to send someone out to pick us up. We will be leaving now, Duke. We will survive."

    The Duke rolled his eyes. "Mr. Grange. Always behind. Do you not realize that all I have to do is immediately trigger the autodestruct? You and your soldiers will die by my—"

    Boom! Boom! Boom!

    Fluid and bits of biomaterial splattered on the cockpit windshield behind where the Duke’s head had been sitting.

    Frost stood with a smile on her face. "We aren’t soldiers, you mechanical ass! We are Marines!"

    With under a minute to go, we exited the shuttle and floated helplessly in space. As the shuttle arced away, it detonated in a bright fury of light. Several small private ships were soon out to bring us to safety.

    When we arrived back in Alpha Bay, Ashley was waiting. "You look a little disheveled, Don. I can’t wait to hear of the trouble you have been in. But I am extremely happy to see you home."

    I replied, "Trouble isn’t the half of it. We have a big fleet coming this way any day now. Let’s go see the Colonel and Admirals; we have a lot to plan for!"

    I planted a long kiss on my wife and gave the gurney a pat as they wheeled York by on her way to surgery.

    York spoke. "I’ll be fine, Sir! You don’t worry about me! And spend some time with the lady, Sir! You deserve it!"

    I replied, "I would love nothing more, York. Get yourself healed up, as I don’t think we are quite done with the Colossuns yet!"

     I walked with Ashley towards the main conference room. We had strategies to plan with the full Council. Ashley discussed her new prosthetic leg as we made our way.

  


  
    Chapter 21

    


    

    


    

    The Colonel banged his big fist on the table. "There has to be something we can do. Send the Ghouls out with a few plasma torches, and we will cut our way onto those ships!"

    Admiral Zimmerman spoke. "If it comes down to that, Colonel, I wouldn’t give us much hope. There must be something better."

    I raised my hand as I stood. "There is a possibility that they will come within range of the big guns. I told the Duke their range was ten thousand kilometers. Was I close?"

    Admiral Chaulk replied, "Not really; they are potent out to about one hundred twenty-five thousand kilometers. We can give them a good kick, but it doesn’t take much to move back out of range."

    We discussed strategies for several hours before word came that the Colossun fleet was entering our space. At first, they stopped at five hundred thousand kilometers and waited.

    I stood in a battle command center along with the Admirals. "One hundred twelve ships, and they are just sitting there."

    Zimmerman replied, "They are deep scanning us. Let’s hope a little negotiating works. I know this station is formidable on its own, but I sure would like to have a fleet out there supporting us."

    A voice then came over the general comm channel. "Mr. Grange. I will have to say that I was a bit shocked that you would destroy a defenseless head. Nevertheless, I am here in the name of the King to politely ask for your unconditional surrender. You will be treated fairly."

    I spoke. "Uh, I don’t think so, Duke. Not after what you did to the Grell."

    The Duke replied, "The Grell were already dead, Mr. Grange. They were just uninformed. All of their kind were overrun and destroyed along with their home world centuries ago. Those ragged ships they were in would not have made the journey across the expanse. I did them a favor by removing the real possibility of a prolonged suffering through starvation, Mr. Grange. I should be applauded for my humanity, but you Humans seem to cling to hope when there is none, such as what you are facing now."

    I replied, "I will have to say that I am a little intrigued by how you, as an obvious new android, know what happened in the last few moments of your prior existence. Let me guess: you are continuously broadcasting a stream of data from the currently active android out to wherever. In that way, any new androids have the same experiences as the old and can continue on as if nothing happened."

    The Duke replied, "You fascinate me, Mr. Grange. I would like to offer you a position on my ship as an assistant, but I would have to assume that you would not be interested in such. Besides, the King would not allow it. He is quite unhappy with me at the moment. He believes I am dallying around when I should be taking what he now believes belongs to him."

    I paced for a moment and turned to look up at the Duke on the view-screen. "The King is right, Duke. You are dallying. Why don’t you go ahead and get this thing started."

    I turned back to the Admiral. "He has to be broadcasting what he sees out to somewhere else. There is no other way that his new android body could have known those facts without it. Do you think we can find that signal and jam it? That way, if we kill him, he won’t come back with the knowledge of what just happened. I know it’s not much, but maybe we can show his milky-white ass why he should not mess with Humans."

    The Admiral turned and sent an ensign scrambling with the task of finding the Duke’s data broadcast.

    The Admiral turned back with a smirk on his face. "Sounds like you don't much care for the Duke, Don."

    I replied, "He's an android, Admiral. That ranks him below any alien we've ever met. Going to war with another species is bad enough. Machines aren't even alive. They aren't sentient. They are just programming. It would make me happy to see him shut down."

    The Duke spoke. "Mr. Grange. I find your attitude towards androids a bit disconcerting. I assure you that I am every bit as sentient as you. However, I would say that at this point it does not really matter. It is time for your species to surrender. As I said before, we will treat you well, although there will be a trial and, I am sure, a length of servitude for your race because of your transgressions. The Empire has much work to be done, and I am sure that Humans will one day make a fine addition."

    I replied, "Well, Duke, why don't you just come in and get us? We are right here, waiting."

    The Duke smiled. "Mr. Grange. I am in no hurry to rush in against those guns. I will tell you what I think. I think you expended much of your fuel getting here and are in need of replenishment. If your Grid functions anything like the Verna, you are only self-sustaining for so long. You need resources to continue. So, it seems I have the one thing you do not, Mr. Grange. I have time. The supply lines for my fleet are already coming online."

    I spoke. "Go ahead and just sit there, Duke. We have a few aces up our sleeves, and when it comes time to bring them into the game, you will wish you had acted sooner."

    The Duke laughed. "Mr. Grange. You do not even have any sleeves in this game we play! I will sit here and enjoy the luxuries that my Empire affords me while your life becomes increasingly more difficult. I have business to attend to, Mr. Grange. We will talk again when you come to your senses."

    The comm channel to the Duke's ship went silent. As we continued to discuss our options, the Duke's fleet began to fire rail gun rounds at the Grid. The exterior armor plating of our home station absorbed the rounds without effort; that is, until a round found an area of previous damage that we had repaired.

    The Admiral spoke. "Give me a damage report from that section! I want maintenance crews heading that way, and I want all personnel moved out of there!"

    The Admiral turned to face me. "Don. That section and several other repairs are vulnerable. If they continue with those strikes, Fango section may have to be sealed off."

    I replied, "We have room on the station to move everyone. So we lose one section. It won't affect our defenses."

    The Admiral shook his head. "No, it won't, but it will affect our food supply. Fango is largely a nursery area. If we lose that section, we lose nearly a quarter of our food production! That was just a random shot; let's hope they don't realize that it actually did real damage, or they will hit that section hard."

    I began to pace back and forth on the deck in front of the Admiral. "Admiral, do we know how far out the Yacabucci will reach? If we set up a generator here, how far can we project that wave?"

    The Admiral replied, "If we have the power, which we certainly do here, I believe we could reach those ships. But we need a second point to reflect that wave out so that the web covers that whole fleet."

    I stopped and spoke. "Are we in contact with the Granger?"

    The Admiral replied, "They are sitting cloaked, just to the right of the Duke's fleet. I will round up the right people to see if this is something we can do."

    The Admiral moved off to gather information. I met up with Ashley and paid a visit to Jon Touchstone in the science labs.

    I spoke. "Hey, Jon. How is the work with the Colossun bots coming?"

    Jon replied, "Welcome back, Mr. Grange, Ashley. I tell you, Mr. Grange, these people know their androids. I was watching the Duke on a video feed. His reasoning and reactions were flawless. These Colossuns we have—they are not as advanced as the Duke appears to be. Of course, these were constructed as soldiers whose purpose is to follow orders."

    I turned as I heard a heavy footstep behind me. "Whoa! What the..."

    A Colossun stood over me with a towel hanging over his arm.

    Jon spoke. "Meet my butler, Jeeves, Mr. Grange. We have full control of all of his programming. It's really quite ingenious, and efficient. I will have a coffee, Jeeves, and you, Mr. Grange? Ashley?"

    I replied, "Uh, yeah, sure, coffee. Dr. Touchstone, Jon, what do you know about the Yacabucci generator?"

    Jon thought, then spoke. "I suppose I know it well enough. The science behind it is still sketchy, but it functions as Mr. Yacabucci says. Why do you ask?"

    "I want to know, if we built one here on the Grid and hooked it to our power, could we capture those ships out there in a web? They are sitting at about five hundred thousand kilometers."

    Jon replied, "The distance that wave travels is a function of the power applied. I suppose we could use a power feed from the Grid. As just a quick guess, I would think we could reach out that far. We do have one problem, Mr. Grange. Rob Yacabucci is the only one who has put one of those generators together."

    I spoke. "Yeah, I know, he's back on the Suppressor with Frig and the others. We have examples of the generator here. Do you think you could build one?"

    Jon Touchstone clapped his hands together, and three more Colossun androids entered the room. "Boys, download the Yacabucci designs from my storage area and do your best to construct a generator about one meter cubed in size. That will be all."

    The three Colossuns turned and left the room.

    I spoke with a look of amazement. "Wait, they are going to go build one of those generators? You have that much control over them?"

    Jon smiled. "I'm sorry, Mr. Grange. That was for my own amusement. No, they do not have the ability to follow such high-level commands. At least, I don't believe they do. It was an experiment on my part to see what they could accomplish. Let's go talk to my lab team, and we will get started on building a Yacabucci generator."

    As we walked, Ashley grabbed my arm and smiled. "I don't know why people feel the need to screw with you so much, Don. You just seem to draw them in!"

    I replied, "I sometimes think Frig is in secret communications with them all. He hasn't been talking to you too, has he?"

    Ashley smiled. "Not as far as you know!"

    With Jon Touchstone now hard at work with a mission, we made our way back to the council room, where the Colonel was waiting. "Colonel, have we come up with anything new?"

    The Colonel leaned in and replied with his usual thundering voice. "We are currently running through plans for boarding parties if the Yacabucci plan works out. You never saw any of those sentinels in action, did you? Would be nice to know what we will be up against."

    I shook off the effects of the Colonel's voice and replied, "No. We only got a look at those big Colossun androids in action. The sentinels, we don't know much of anything about other than that they are supposedly centuries more advanced than the giants. If they are anything like the Duke in their level of reasoning, we are going to have a fierce fight on our hands. Human tricks will be easily countered."

    I continued, "You have info about the hit on the Fango section?"

    The Colonel replied, "I do; Admiral Chaulk is coordinating the moves of the farming equipment there while Michael Felix works on the evacuations. Both believe they can have that section isolated within about forty-eight hours."

    I sat in a chair and rubbed my temples. "We just can't catch a break, can we, Colonel. Practically everybody in this galaxy wants us dead or, at a minimum, wants control of this station. Did you see the video feeds I loaded of the Verna? If those stations are real, what do you think it means for us?"

    The Colonel took a chair of his own. "I think it means we at least have a clue as to our origins. I've always found it interesting, and frustrating, that we have all this knowledge in the archives, and not a single mention of where we are from. If those Verna are real, we might just have our first big clue. That is one of the reasons that I am working out plans for boarding parties. I want to take the Duke so that we can question him about the Verna. If the Colossuns started out in this galaxy the same as us, that means someone put us here on purpose."

    I replied, "Well, if it was someone who did this to us on purpose, we must have really done something to piss them off. I mean, they dropped us in where there seems to be continuous war. Every time we come across a species that is friendly, it is right before they are about to get crushed by some massive force."

    I leaned back in my chair. "I wish we could have filled those hydrogen tanks with enough juice for a jump out of here. Even one or two hundred light-years away could make a huge difference. Instead we now have a couple hundred very large ships out there planning for our demise."

    The Colonel stood. "You have just given me an idea, Grange. Let me go hit my tacticians with it and see if it is at all workable."

    As the Colonel walked towards the door, I replied, "What, you’re just walking out without giving me a clue? Thanks, Colonel! It's always nice talking to you!"

    With time on my hands, I made my way down to the gun range. As usual, Jeb's cousin Maracus was working the counter.

    Maracus spoke. "Hey, Mr. Grange! Welcome back! What can I set you up with today?"

    I replied, "I don't know, Maracus; surprise me. I just know I want to shoot something, that's all."

    Maracus laughed. "I get a lot of days like that, Mr. Grange. Sometimes the Ghouls come in here and just go on a rampage. Oh, they leave plenty of money behind, but they leave an awful mess too. Can't say how many wads of that Omega root I've had to mop up over the past year. I put out cans for 'em, but they don't use 'em. Here, try out this one, it's new."

    I replied, "It looks like a modified AK. What's special or new about it?"

    Maracus smiled. "It is a modified AK. The chamber was made slightly longer to accommodate a new explosive round we came up with. You know how you had to sometimes pump three or four rounds into whoever you were fighting? Well, this one round packs a punch, so you only need one hit. It explodes on impact. If it hits an arm or a leg, or a head for that matter, it will blow it clean off. Anywhere in the torso is gonna be a kill. The ammo is only slightly bigger, but we managed to keep the weight down."

    I nodded as I replied, "Explosive, huh? I would like to give that a try."

    I turned to walk towards the range door as Maracus followed. "It would be nice to have a more effective round, as you can go through a lot of ammo if you are having to spray someone. How does it do against the hardened targets?"

    Maracus replied, "It won't penetrate our new battle suits, but it will give you a nasty wallop. The kinetic energy delivered from that is about a fivefold increase over a standard round. We have also run a few tests on objects, Sir. It will take out a standard apartment door here on the Grid. If you are unprotected, the concussion will knock you out from almost two meters. It really is a nasty little shell, Sir."

    I set up in a firing lane on the otherwise empty range. Maracus carried several targets out for me to practice on: a rubberized mannequin torso and a metal chest. Both were obliterated with a single round. The hour of stress relief I had planned on soon turned into three. When I left the range, I had a new gun along with five hundred rounds of the explosive ammo. I would be sure to take it with me on my next off-Grid excursion.

    Several days passed, with the Duke's fleet continuing their slow barrage of rail gun rounds. Two additional masses had made contact with the Fango section, causing severe damage. Luck had been on our side, and the rounds had penetrated the outer wall with a small hole, while the damage was done inside the Grid. From the perspective of the Duke's ships, the rounds had done no damage.

    I was sitting in the command room with Admiral Zimmerman when word came in from Touchstone and the engineers. A sizable Yacabucci generator would be ready for use in two days. Construction was taking place in Alpha Bay, where the generator would have a direct line out to the Duke's fleet. Orders had been given to the Granger to move slightly behind the fleet and to the right side.

    A powerful straight-line Yacabucci wave could be produced and then spread quickly across the Duke's fleet. If the strategy worked, it would be the Duke who was being held captive, if only until more Colossun ships arrived.
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    The Colonel and the Ghouls had been practicing their boarding drills almost nonstop. During our time on the Duke's ship, I had taken the initiative to record structures, halls, and rooms, with the hope that one day that information would come in useful. If the other Colossun ships were similar to the Duke's, the Colonel's men would be well prepared. When the generator construction was complete, I stood in the command room with Ashley, the Colonel, and the two Admirals.

    Jon Touchstone walked into the room and spoke. "Mr. Grange. I think we have a generator up and ready to test."

    I replied, "How are we able to test it? Will the Duke be able to detect it?"

    Jon shook his head. "I don't think so. We can start with a low-power wave out to the Granger and then ramp up the intensity without it emitting any detectable signal. They will not see it coming until it is upon them. I sized the generator so that it will overtake the fleet in under a minute. So long as a few on one end don't get spooked and move away, we should be able to grab and hold them all. I designed the generator with a 25 percent overhead margin, so if it works we should be able to sustain the wave field as long as we can provide power."

    Jon continued, "There is one item of concern, Mr. Grange. To create and sustain a field this large takes a tremendous amount of power. The Grid's reactors can supply that power, so long as we have enough fuel to feed them."

    I replied, "What is it you are trying to tell me, Jon?"

    Jon shuffled for a moment. "We can hold those ships for eighteen days, Mr. Grange. After that, we will only have enough fuel to keep the lights on here for another six months."

    I nodded and spoke. "Well, that doesn't cut too deeply, Jon. We only have about nine months’ worth of fuel as it is."

    Jon replied, "You have to keep in mind, Mr. Grange, that is six months if we don't fire those ion cannons that are protecting this place. With an all-out assault, that number may drop down to as few as forty-five days. That is well below any level that we have previously hit. We are already near our all-time low. This generator will use a significant amount of our fuel once it comes online."

    I sighed. "Dr. Touchstone, it is always something with us. Thank you for letting us know."

    I turned to the Colonel, who was standing beside me. "What do you think, Colonel? How long will it take you to board and take down that fleet?"

    The Colonel replied, "Three, maybe five days, depending on the resistance those sentinels offer. Of course, since that is a big unknown, we may not be able to take a single ship."

    I replied, "Well, knowing you, Colonel, you have a backup plan. Care to enlighten me on that?"

    The Colonel spit on the floor beside me. "If we can't take 'em, we destroy 'em. We will be taking enough charges to set off their hydrogen stores."

    Ashley grabbed my arm. "Don, Colonel Harper, would it be possible—instead of destroying those ships, could we tap and siphon off their hydrogen? Is that something that could be done with our harvesters?"

    The Colonel thought for a moment and replied, "Grange, this is why she's a keeper!"

    The Colonel turned and stormed out of the room while barking commands into his comm. He would have a fast answer to Ashley's question: could we steal fuel from the Duke's fleet?

    Jon Touchstone did a quick calculation based on the size of the Duke's fleet and what we knew about his capital ship. "Mr. Grange. If we were able to take 80 percent of the fuel I just estimated is out there, it would allow us to make a small jump away from this location. A quick guess would be one hundred to one hundred fifty light-years’ distance. That would place us easily out of reach of the Duke and his ships."

    Admiral Zimmerman turned to the lieutenant working the nav console. "Pearson, bring up a star map back along the path we came in. I want to see every star system between fifty and two hundred light-years along that path!"

    I spoke. "Admiral, much of that path is still through the dense section of this galaxy arm. How far out do our mappings go along that path? Can we head to a location along where we would have originally gone? Before the sabotage? That would make it much easier for Frig to find us when he arrives."

    The Admiral turned back to the lieutenant. "You heard the man, Pearson; bring up a line of our original path and show us where we would be if we traveled fifty to one hundred fifty light-years. I want a star with few or no planets, and few nearby stars!"

    Several minutes later the lieutenant responded, "Sir, we have five candidates. Three have four or less planets, with one of them having two gas giants. One has no planets at all, and one has debris disks, Sir."

    Jon Touchstone spoke. "The star with the debris disks—is it a yellow star? Red giant? Blue?"

    The lieutenant answered, "Yellow, Sir; scan logs show an abundance of hydrogen. One moment, Sir... spectrum analysis shows the debris to have an adequate amount of the other resources we are in need of, Sir, except for iron. One planet shows a high percentage of iron."

    Jon spoke. "The yellow star, Lieutenant—what is the distance from here?"

    The lieutenant replied, "Eighty-seven light-years, Sir!"

    The Admiral spoke. "Make preparations for a jump to that location. Should we get the fuel we need, we will be wanting to jump immediately!"

    The lieutenant replied, "Yes, Sir!"

    In one fell swoop, we had gone from an impossible situation to one with real possibilities of survival. The Colonel soon returned to the command center and slapped me hard on the shoulder as he stepped up beside me.

    The Colonel spoke. "Grange, your little lady there is a genius. Those harvesters have a laser drill that should allow penetration of the outer armor of those ships. We drill a hole, poke through a suction pipe right into their tanks, and take what we want."

    I replied, "Do we have a good guess as to how long it will take for us to get all the fuel?"

    The Colonel replied, "My men say a single harvester could drain four of those ships a day. We have five harvesters. That's twenty ships a day. We could drain that fleet in under ten days!"

    I turned to Jon Touchstone. "Dr. Touchstone? Is the Yacabucci generator ready? Can we capture the Duke's fleet and hold them in position?"

    Jon replied, "Just say the word, Mr. Grange, and we will bring it online."

    I looked around at all the nodding heads in the command center. "Dr. Touchstone, make it so. How long for the wave to build?"

    Jon replied, "About a half hour, Mr. Grange. We need an intense wave to grab all of those ships and hold them."

    I turned to the Colonel. "Colonel, expect to have those harvesters out of the bay in about half an hour. Looks like we are going to find out real soon if any of this is going to work. As those ships are taken down, we need to move them out of the web so the harvesters can tap into them."

     Jon spoke. "Generator is online, and the board is showing all green!"

    The Colonel once again slapped me on the back as he turned away. "I'm heading over to Beta Bay. We have all the boarding parties staging up there. Our transports and the harvesters have the negative ion engine enhancements. We won't need to move those ships out of the web. We just need to make sure those harvesters have free access."

    The Colonel then left the command room.

    I turned to Admiral Zimmerman and spoke. "What ships did the Colonel commandeer for his assault?"

    The Admiral replied, "We only had a handful of small transports left after we sent the Durians packing. The Colonel has taken possession of about 90 percent of the remaining ships on the Grid. There are a lot of nervous private ship owners out there today, Mr. Grange."

    I stood looking at the Yacabucci generator stats on the command center view-screen. "If we can't get that fuel, those ships aren't going to be of much use to anyone, Admiral."

    Jon Touchstone spoke. "We have a reflection back from the Granger. Looks like it might just work, Mr. Grange!"

    Once again Man's existence hung in the balance. As I looked around the room, the expressions on the faces of those who surrounded me told me why we were going to be successful. I could clearly see why we would survive. Every face, the tone of every voice, had the look or the sound of confidence. It seemed we were forever on the brink of destruction, but we always managed to survive.

    An ensign then shouted across the room, "We have incoming ships! I count fifty-two ships that just dropped below light speed, Sir. Two of them are equal in size to the Duke's ship, Sir!"

    I attempted to hail the Duke over the comm. Several seconds passed before I received a reply.

    The Duke spoke. "Good timing if this is your surrender, Mr. Grange. My brother, Duke Ferdese, has arrived with his advance fleet."

    I replied, "So, you had to call in your brother? That smacks of weakness, Duke. I mean, won't the King take note that you had to have assistance?"

    The Duke frowned. "While I am touched that you are so concerned about my appearance, Mr. Grange, my brother and his forces will not be here long. He would consider this a courtesy call, a showing of support for his brother. I, on the other hand, know that its true meaning lies much closer to what you propose, Mr. Grange. It is a sibling meddling in the affairs of his brother in an attempt to, as you say, show his weakness. We will talk later, Mr. Grange. I must tend to the politics of the family and the Empire."

    The screen image of the Duke was replaced by one of the Yacabucci generator stats.

    As the wave continued to build, I spoke to Jon. "When the generated wave reaches the level you are content with, can we sustain it without deploying it?"

    The professor placed his hand under his chin with one finger over his upper lip. He gently stroked his mustache.

    Jon spoke. "The generator was built in haste, Mr. Grange. We cut a few corners where safety is a concern. I was not anticipating us needing multiple cycles of power. If we stop the generator now, we may not be able to restart it. In addition, we cannot sustain that wave between here and the Granger indefinitely. At these levels, the Granger's reflector is undoubtedly heating up as we speak."

    I replied, "Heating up? That doesn't sound like a good thing!"

    Jon shook his head. "It is not. If a reflector were to fail at either end, the result would be catastrophic. The Granger would be instantly incinerated given the raw amount of power that now lies between it and the generator here."

    I again replied, "And what of the generator on this end?"

    Again Jon Touchstone, professor emeritus of the Grid science lab, spoke. "The surge here would be catastrophic as well. I could see the real possibility of the resultant energy wave taking out as much as 20 percent of this station, Mr. Grange."

    I replied, "And what about the Duke's ships? If we make a go of the field, can it hold the new ships as well?"

    Jon shook his head. "No. Maybe for an hour or two if we were extremely lucky. The mass of the ships that are now out there exceeds our margin of error by 15 percent."

    I turned towards the door and began to walk.

    Ashley spoke. "Hey, where are you going?"

    I replied over my shoulder, "I'm going to join the Colonel and the Ghouls! If this all goes sour, I at least want to go out fighting!"

    Ashley yelled back, "And what about me?"

    I stopped and turned. "Well, come on, then. I suppose if I'm going to die, I might as well have you right there with me!"

    Ashley replied with a happy response as she ran towards me, "Hey!"

    We were soon with the Colonel on his makeshift transport. I recognized the ship immediately; it was the Deveroe!

    I spoke. "At least you have a ship with a hot drive system, Colonel. Michael Felix used to push this tin can to the limits when he was kicking my butt around in the Messenger Service. I don't remember him ever having an issue with it. Touchstone says he doesn't think we can hold those new ships. There are just too many."

    The Colonel replied, "I was afraid of that. What do you have in mind, Grange?"

    I spoke. "I say, just as soon as that field is released, we head out towards the far ships. We board the ones that may only be held in the web for a short period of time. If we can board them while they are being held, I think we can take them out of any fight while Touchstone adjusts that web to where it is sustainable. How many of those ships do you think we can handle, Colonel?"

    The Colonel replied, "We can hit seventeen of the large ones or thirty of the medium-sized ones. Let me look at what we have... that end of the fleet is the new arrivals. There are eighteen large and thirty-four medium ships. Let me divide those by proximity... we can take on these fourteen large ships and these eight medium-sized ones. Why don't you let the Admirals and Touchstone know what we are planning, Grange. They may have more ideas for us."

    I replied, "Will do, Colonel. One more thing: the jammer for the Duke's data broadcast—did the engineers tell you what they came up with?"

    The Colonel smiled. "They managed to get one on each of our assault ships. If we get out there among that fleet, the Duke will be offline!"

    I slapped the Colonel on the shoulder hard enough to jolt his ever-so-thick neck.

    The Colonel spoke. "Finally! Now that was a man's slap, Grange!"

    The Colonel looked at Ashley. "One day you are going to be proud of this one, Mrs. Grange. The Colonel is going to train him yet!"

    I let the Admiral and the others in on our new plan. Our options were few, but I was happy to still have options. It wasn't long before Jon Touchstone relayed status of the Yacabucci generator to all involved.

    Jon spoke. "We have reached the critical wave mass, gentlemen. Every minute we wait now, we risk the catastrophic reflector failure I spoke about earlier. I am awaiting orders for a release."

    I replied, "Let's hold out a little longer, Jon. Have the Admiral bring the Duke up on the screen for me again, if possible. I want to see if we have a chance to goad him into telling his brother to leave."

    Less than a minute passed before the Duke came onscreen in the Deveroe. "What is it now, Mr. Grange? I am in the middle of a delicate conversation with my brother."

    I replied, "Apparently you haven't been able to convince him that he is not needed. It looks to me like you have lost what respect he might have had for you, Duke. I remember getting mad as a kid when my brother wanted to fight my fights for me too. It kind of takes away from one's feeling of self-respect, does it not?"

    The Duke sighed. "Mr. Grange, my errant, misguided brother will be leaving tomorrow. He will not be around for the activities that are to come. The King would be displeased if I was short in my dealings with him. It would not be the gracious behavior one would expect out of a royal. And..."

    The Duke was silent for a moment and then moved closer to the view-screen in front of him. "Well, well, Mr. Grange. It seems that you are eager for my brother to leave, and I now see why!"

    I replied, "What are you talking about, Duke? Why would I care?"

    The Duke smiled. "You would care, Mr. Grange, because you were planning an assault! I can see that at this moment you are sitting in the cockpit of a ship, although it does not impress me, I will have to say. And the soldiers standing behind you are a dead giveaway!"

    I rolled my eyes at my stupidity. "They are not soldiers, Duke; they are Marines! And you are right. We are coming your way!"

    I closed the comm and switched channels to Jon Touchstone. "Cut the web loose, Jon! We are going in!"
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    The Deveroe lifted off and was soon out of Beta Bay and streaking towards the Duke's fleet. The Yacabucci web had been deployed, and all ships were now caught in its field.

    The Colonel spoke. "When you said you were coming, Grange, I moved a few people around. Look over your shoulder and you will see them sitting there in the back!"

    I turned to look and had a slight smile on my face as first Frost and then Rodriguez, York, and Keith raised their hands. I nodded back in approval.

    I turned back to the Colonel. "I pity the crew of the ship we are boarding, Colonel. Those three girls back there are a near-unstoppable force on their own. Corporal Keith, well, I don't know about combat, but he is a big part of why we are here today. I have to say I am pleased, Colonel. Not that you did this for this reason, but I would say you greatly increased your chances of survival by bringing them on board."

    The Colonel looked back and grinned before speaking to Ashley. "It's more like I increased their chances of survival by letting them come along with your hubby. He's the luckiest man I know, and for that reason I like to keep him close!"

    Ashley placed her hand on my arm. "I'm the lucky one, Colonel!"

    I shook my head. "You two better quit that or I'm going to be sick, along with the rest of our passengers. Let's move our focus back to the target at hand. Which one are we going to hit?"

    The Colonel replied, "This one here. It looks slightly bigger, and newer than the others. I am guessing that it belongs to the Duke's brother."

    My expression turned to a smile. "That would be sweet, Colonel: taking out the Duke's brother before taking him out for the second time. I may just explode from happiness before this day is over!"

    The Colonel signaled the command center. "What's the status on the web?"

    A voice came back over the comm. "All ships are being held tight, Colonel. The field strength there is already beginning to dissipate. The professor thinks you have about an hour tops before the first of those ships breaks free. Oh, and a number of them are immobile, Sir, but they still have internal power, just at a reduced level. They can't move, but some of the smaller weapons may still be enabled."

    The Colonel closed the comm and stood as he walked back amongst the Ghouls that accompanied him on the Deveroe. "OK, listen up! Assume the ship we are hitting is hot. I repeat, hot! You plasma crews, you will be first out that cargo door. We need access onto that ship ASAP!"

    The Colonel then looked back and pointed. "Frost! You and Keith will be taking the Granges with you. Keep it tight, Frost. I want these two back alive! York, Rodriguez, you will be coming with me!"

    We pulled alongside Duke Ferdese's capital ship. The sleek lines and brightly colored ports spoke of a royal with too much money and time on his hands. The Colonel's pilot had selected a spot on the ship's plating that was assumed to be minimally protected. It ran beside the garbage shaft where anything that was not worthy of saving or recycling was expelled. I braced for a horrid smell by setting the filtering on my battle suit to its maximum.

    When the cargo door of the Deveroe opened, a major barked out commands. "Plasma team, you are live! Let's get some doors opened! We have a duke to fry!"

    As the plasma team did their job, the Colonel managed to get one more good slap in on my shoulder. "Grange! Keep an eye on the lady! Follow Frost, as she has the game plan!"

    The Colonel then turned towards the first doorway access with an evil grin on his face. "I love this job!"

    As the second plasma team made access, Frost turned and yelled, "Let's go! Let's go! If you're lagging, your pants are dragging! You can clean yourself up later!"

    With that, we were through the doorway and onto Duke Ferdese's ship.

    Frost yelled back as we moved forward, "Keep an eye on that field strength. We are sitting at 83 percent. If that drops below 45, they will have pulsers available. At 25 percent, if they have blasters, they can use those too. At the end of this hallway, we go left, and then split off from the Colonel's team at the first stairwell on the right. Stay focused and we will get to where we are going!"

    The Colonel looked back and nodded as we entered the stairwell going up. After climbing three decks, we again turned to the left and continued down a long hall. The first two sentinels appeared from a right-side room entrance. Frost fired.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak!

    The sentinels rocked back as the rounds penetrated their chest armor. The web had taken their shielding offline.

    Frost spoke over her comm. "This is Frost; we just hit the first two sentinels! They went down easy with an AK. Their armor may be inactive in the web. It may also be best against pulser rounds, but it ain't much against kinetic!"

    As we passed the two disabled sentinels, I stopped cold. "Frost! Check this out. That is blood if I've ever seen it! These are not androids!"

    Four more entered the hallway in front of us and charged our position.

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

    Three of the four sentinels fell to the floor. I stepped up and took my first shot with an explosive round.

    Ak! Bam!

    The remaining sentinel was blown in half as the explosive round entered his abdomen.

    Frost turned to look at me. "What was that, Mr. Grange, and where do I get one?"

    I replied, "Sorry, Frost. If you paid a visit to the gun range sometime, you might have been able to pick one up. Maracus had it on display the other day when I went by. I walked out with it and all the rounds he had available. I only have a couple hundred rounds in my pack, so I will have to use them sparingly!"

    We continued to push forward towards our intended target, the three decks that held the royal palace rooms. Sentinels charged at us from every direction as we moved. Each fell quickly in a pool of his own blood. I began to get the feeling that the real Colossuns were the sentinels, and they were only the slave warriors of the android royals.

    Ashley spoke. "I have no issue with killing the enemy, Don. I have done it many, many times in the past. But these sentinels don't seem to be motivated. If the Duke rules over them and they are his personal guard, I would expect a more vigorous fight out of them. It's like they are rolling over for us!"

    I replied, "Well, the field strength has already dropped to 65 percent. Let's just get to our target and then move on to the next one."

    I continued, "Frost! What is our target?"

    Frost replied, "Ferdese! We just have to flush him out of whichever room he is in. You indicated that the Duke never left his royal decks; the Colonel thought that might be the same for this one. So, we are going to sniff him out and take him with us!"

    I spoke. "Whoa! Wait, what?"

    Frost again replied, "Staff wants him back on the Grid. The Colonel and Admirals want to see if any intel can be had from him, and Touchstone wants at his AI. So, we snag 'em, bag 'em, and drag 'em. You have any issue with that?"

    I replied, "None at all. Let's get this done!"

    As we came down a long hallway, I glanced at the jewel-encrusted walls. It seemed gemstones were the same from sector to sector. Diamonds, emeralds, rubies, sapphires, and gold were prevalent. I pushed open a door to my right and was immediately stormed by four sentinels. I fell hard backward, and my AK fired up into the ceiling.

    Ak! Bam!

    With a swiftness that I had not seen and would not have expected, Ashley pulled a knife from her battle suit and jabbed it into the back of one of the attackers. She then stomped down hard with her new prosthetic leg as she pulled the knife back out. As a second sentinel lunged for her, she moved like a graceful cat, slicing just under where his helmet met his battle suit. Orange sentinel blood began to gush from his throat as he fell past her to the floor.

    As I wrestled with the two sentinels on top of me, Ashley returned, again thrusting her knife up under the arm and into a slit under the sentinel’s body armor. A bloodcurdling scream was released as he rolled off of me, exposing the last sentinel to Ashley's blade. Before I could react further, she dove on the remaining sentinel and shoved her knife up into another exposed slit in the sentinel’s armor. The sentinel went silent.

    Ashley lay on top of him, looking me right in the face. She smiled a smile that sent shivers down my spine. On the field of battle, she was not the pleasant and warm individual I had come to know. She was a cold-blooded, highly efficient killing machine. I suddenly came to realize why she had risen so quickly in her military career, and why she was so highly respected by others I had spoken to. I could only be thankful that she was fighting for my side.

    I pushed the dead sentinel over, stood, and brushed myself off. Ashley had a strange half smile on her face. It was not one of happiness, but one of determination. She had protected the man she loved, and I was grateful.

    The next room we entered had Duke Ferdese sitting in an opulent chair. He was more or less catatonic. I could only imagine that the Yacabucci field was playing havoc with his android circuits.

    Frost gestured to two of the other Marines in her squad. "Let's drag his ass out of here and get back to the Deveroe! Colonel! This is Frost! We have the target, Sir. Heading back now!"

    The Colonel replied, "Will meet you there, Frost. Out."

    The Colonel ordered the rest of our assault team back to the Deveroe. As we moved back onto our ship and the cargo hatch closed, I took note of the enormous hydrogen harvester pulling alongside Duke Ferdese's ship.

    I turned back towards Ashley and smiled. She smiled back.

    The Colonel spoke. "Looks like everything is going to plan so far, Grange. We have one full harvester heading back to the Grid, we have detonators planted on fourteen of the ships we assaulted, and the web is still at 52 percent. Our fight is done for the day. We are heading back to the Grid with our cargo."

    I replied, "That's OK with me, Colonel. I don't seem to have the fight in me that I usually do."

    The Colonel looked over. "I've seen that look before, Grange. I hope you aren't planning on going all humanitarian on us. We are hardly out of trouble yet."

    I replied, "I can hold my own, Colonel. I guess I'm just in a little shock over seeing my wife in action back there, that's all."

    The Colonel chuckled and turned with his evil grin. "You did know that you married a Marine, Grange. Whatever it was you saw back there, that is what we are all trained for!"

    The twenty-four ships that had been taken by the Colonel’s men had cost us only four casualties. Two were burns from an exploding plasma cutter, and the other two concussion injuries from the same. When we landed on the deck at Beta Bay, there were six guards waiting to take possession of Duke Ferdese. Once out of the Yacabucci field, he was once again fully aware and in disbelief about the turn of events. He yelled continuously as they carried him away that this was the doing of his evil brother.

    I turned back to the Colonel. "You know, Colonel, there is one more duke out there. I would love to see the two of them facing off with each other. The web has stabilized, and the harvesters are doing their thing. What do you say we take the Deveroe back out and snag us another duke?"

    Frost was standing behind the Colonel and grabbed his arm. "Oh, Colonel, please say yes! Please!"

    The Colonel shook loose of her grip. "I told you before, Frost, to never touch me again!"

    The Colonel then looked back at me. "It might slow their response a little if they don't have either of their leaders."

    I spoke. "Let's do this, Colonel! If you want, you can tell everyone I gave the order."

    The Colonel replied, "What? So you can take all the credit? I don't think so, Grange. This is a joint operation. Now get your ass back on that ship, and let's get us another duke!"

    The harvesters continued to run as we assaulted the Duke's ship. Again, the sentinels were weak under the effects of the web, and the Duke was easily apprehended. On the ride back towards the Grid, the Duke regained his awareness.

    I spoke. "Hello, my friend! And welcome to the world where Humans rule!"

    The Duke replied, "Mr. Grange! What have you done to my data feed? I don't have broadcast! Are you jamming my data channels?"

    I spoke. "Why, yes we are, Duke. And this is something you are going to have to get used to. This Duke is now the Duke. Everything that happens from here on—it dies with you when you die. There is no recovery with a new duke body when it's all over. You are now an individual! You are unique! How does it feel?"

    The Duke looked from side to side at the Marines who surrounded him. "Do you think I fear you, Mr. Grange?"

    I replied, "Well, Duke, if you don't, you should. Everything you do from here on out, every experience, every recording, every decision—it is only kept in memory right up here in your noggin. And, I would guess it is a limited memory store, and that at some point it will be full and you will have to start dumping things. How does it feel to be limited, Duke?"

    The Duke thought for a moment. "I have underestimated your species, Mr. Grange. You have more determination than other species I have dealt with. I will take this as a learning experience."

    I looked at the Duke. In an instant his expression had changed, and I knew he was about to act. Before I could move, the Duke stepped back and pulled the two Marines that held his arms hard together. He then swung his fist, punching the next-closest Marine in the chest, sending him flying back into the near bulkhead. The Duke then turned and raised his fist towards Ashley, who was caught off guard.

    I pulled the trigger.

    Ak! Bam!

    The Duke's torso was nearly torn in half as an explosive round from my still-loaded AK did its nasty work.

    I then stepped over to a stunned Duke. "You can feel pain, can't you? It won't kill you, but your programming tells you it hurts."

    I reached down and pressed a spot on his neck. A snapping sound could be heard as his head unit separated from his body. I grabbed the Duke’s head by the tendrils and picked it up.

    I spoke. "You could have kept your body, Duke. All you had to do was cooperate. But, now look at what you made me do. You are nothing more than a head! Oh, and for future reference, don't mess with the wife! I've seen her when she gets angry, and you do not want to go there!"

    After landing, I handed the Duke's head over to a team of Touchstone's scientists. He would no doubt have a field day with his new toy. The Duke would be studied, poked, prodded, no doubt shut down and restarted. It would all be in the name of science, Human science. And the knowledge gained would go into our archives.

    The harvesters continued to drain the Duke's fleet of hydrogen, and one by one the ships and the sentinels still on them were destroyed. Arguments were made for clearing the ships and taking as many of them as we could fit into the Grid's bays. The requests were denied, as we would not have time to sweep them of any equipment that might broadcast our whereabouts.

    When the last of the harvesters had landed, the Admiral gave a signal, and the final twenty-seven ships of the Duke's fleet were destroyed. Our detonators made use of a minimum amount of fuel that had been left aboard.

    I was sitting with Ashley in the command center when the rumble of the gravity drive ramp-up was felt. The deep metallic clangs of the actuators locking into place were music to my ears as we began to accelerate.

    I continued to somehow be the luckiest man alive. I wasn't sure if it would last, but I looked forward to a shot at peace. We needed to fully fill our storage tanks, to rebuild our fleet, and to stockpile the materials that allowed us to live on and maintain the Grid. I wasn't sure if the new system we were heading for would be trouble-free, but I was sure I was glad to be out of the Colossus Empire.

    Our brush with the Colossuns had been brief. First, encounters with the giant androids, and then finding out that the Colossuns were living beings like ourselves who were ruled by androids with intelligence like we had never seen before in an AI.

    And then there was the question of the Verna. Were they real? Were there other stations in the galaxy like the Grid? Were there other species who had been plucked from their prior existences and dropped into a hot zone like us? The questions remained many and the answers few. One thing was for certain: Man, with all his flaws, had once again survived to fight another day.
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    The metallic sound of the actuators disengaging reverberated through the Grid's structure. We were at our new location. A bright yellow sun shone in the distance. Our harvesters were being readied for departure. Five planetary masses orbited the nearby sun. It was once again time to search for resources.

    I stepped onto the bridge of the Granger as she prepared to lift out of the docking bay. "Captain, which planet are we hitting first?"

    The Captain replied, "The third one. It shows as habitable on all the monitors. The iron content is far above normal. If there are no surprises this time, we should be able to get a minimal fleet up and running in a few months."

    I plopped down in a chair on the bridge. "OK, let's get this system surveyed and get our one remaining ore harvester out there and digging."

    As we sped towards the first of the planets, Ashley sat beside me and spoke. "Are you sure you don't want to go out in the harvester again?"

    I replied, "Right. I think once was enough. I hate to think of what might have happened to Duane and another pilot had I let them go it alone on Ponik. We might be subjects of the Colossuns right now, working down in the Ponik mines."

    Ashley laughed lightly. "Or, we might have worked out a trade deal and be well on our way to reestablishing our security. You can't second-guess these things, Don. While history can be rewritten, the actual events that took place cannot."

    I replied, "I suppose. I guess I should be happy we made it out of there. I would say ‘in one piece,’ but we lost a lot of good Marines down there on Ponik. That is something that you can't just shake off."

    Ashley placed her hand on my shoulder. "They went of their own free will, Don. They died fighting for what they believe in. It is the same thing you fight for every day. Our freedom."

    I smiled, kissed her on the forehead, and then turned my attention to the view-screen in front of us.

    The Captain spoke. "Scan feeds are coming in. Temperature of about 420 degrees Celsius on the surface. It has an iron core, but it's not active, has already cooled. The surface layer is about nine hundred kilometers thick. Mostly silicates. It has no atmosphere to speak of. Looks like a harsh place, even for our harvesters."

    The Captain then gave the order to proceed to the second, slightly smaller planet. It too lacked an atmosphere. It had a molten core and an active magnetic field as it spun rapidly, yielding an eight-hour day. Again, the surface was largely silicates.

    We then arrived in orbit around the third planet. The sensors lit up with data. A healthy atmosphere, a protective magnetic field to shield its surface from the solar wind, oceans of water, and the most interesting reading, signs of life. The red planet's surface was rich in iron oxide.

    The Captain spoke. "Looks like we have occupants down there. We are picking up weak radio signals that contain unencrypted audio feeds. Translators should have a lock in a few seconds."

    The Captain enabled the first of the received transmissions.

    A female voice spoke. "Fighting continues in the Danute sector today. The Hargets have once again violated the cease-fire agreement. The initial word from the front lines is that they are holding. Let us pray to Oorah that they continue to do so."

    The voice continued, "In other news, a Forgo couple gave birth to a litter of pups today that averaged 6.8 kilograms each. The eight Fergie pups are said to be doing well, the largest of the litter coming in at a whopping 10.2 kilograms!"

    A male voice followed. "Oh my! That poor woman. I only weighed 5.4 kilograms, and my mother said that was a chore."

    The first voice replied, "Your mother was right, Gelmede. You are a chore."

    I nodded in approval of the sarcastic remark as the broadcast translation continued. "Alright! I find it a good sign that we have happened on a species with a sense of humor. These Fergie people, I think we can work out relations with."

    The Captain spoke. "Scans have not picked up any signs of ion propulsion or generation. The planet is dotted with small cities, and we are picking up two distinct languages. I'm locking onto another broadcast from the second language now."

    A voice spoke. "The continued raids by the Fergie criminals are being met with staunch resistance. The King has ordered additional machinists to Danute. A new war machine is under construction and will be ready to fight within ten days’ time."

    The Captain spoke. "Initial video feeds coming in now. We have the sector identified where the supposed fighting is taking place. Sensors are not showing any destruction to buildings or to..."

    The bridge was quiet as one of the ultrahigh-definition cameras on the Granger zoomed in on the battlefront. The alien beings that inhabited the planet were small, furry green creatures. They stood only thirty centimeters tall. Thousands upon thousands of them labored on a machine that covered an area five hundred meters by five hundred meters. A quick pan of the camera revealed an identical-sized machine being constructed by a multitude of brown furry creatures of the same stature.

    I spoke as I continued to look at the images and touched Ashley on the arm. "What exactly do you think they are doing down there? If they are at war, what is it they are building?"

    Ashley replied, "That is hard to say. Captain? Can we zoom in on the space between the two large items they are constructing?"

    The camera panned and zoomed further.

    Ashley spoke. "That looks like a debris field in between them. If you look closely, those machines they are building have tracks. And take note of the broad path leading backwards from each machine; it may seem strange to us, but I think their war is being fought with those machines."

    Several additional minutes of viewing passed before a tactical specialist stepped forward with his early analysis.

    The specialist spoke. "With quick scans of broadcasts, we have identified two distinct languages. The Fergie, with the green fur, seem to be in control of the two southern continents. The Hargets, with the brown fur, control the three northern ones. There appears to be no interaction between the two sides except for in this one sector."

    The specialist continued, "There is no fighting to speak of, but the two sides are both working feverishly on those machines. We discussed this briefly. We do not have any reasonable explanations for this behavior at this time."

    The Captain thanked the specialist and turned back to the screen. Further analysis revealed the supplies being hauled to the construction sites were on vehicles utilizing internal combustion engines. Still further investigation revealed what appeared to be storage tanks for naturally occurring methane gas.

    A second analyst then came forward with a report. "Sirs, there has been no report of a flight of any type. It appears this civilization is pre-flight. There are also very few ships moving between these five continents on those oceans. What we have identified are extremely large barge ships whose movements appear to be restricted to tight shipping lanes. One other item of note: both sides have referred to the name of the planet as Targ."

    The analyst concluded his presentation and returned to his console. Next up for a report was a lieutenant from the sensor team.

    The lieutenant spoke. "We are having difficulty with many of our sensors. The high amount of iron down there contributes to a magnetic field that is substantially stronger than any we have encountered before. If we are looking for iron ore, they certainly have it in abundance."

    The lieutenant continued, "The interference given off by that magnetic field is preventing us from identifying other minerals that are on our list of needs. Scans of the rest of this star system have not revealed any spacecraft. The debris field farther on is not mineable with our gear. We are the only ones flying anything around, so threats to us being here appear as minimum."

    I spoke. "I think the lives of the Fergie and the Hargets are about to get a lot more interesting."

    Ashley replied, "Why is that?"

    I stood as I continued to watch the view-screen. "They are about to get visitors from space, in a flying machine. That is something they have probably never seen. And let's face it: we are giants compared to them. When I land a shuttle down there and step out onto that red ground, I will be four times their height."

    Ashley replied, "I'm not sure we should make contact. If they are as primitive as scans have revealed, we should be able to select a remote location, mine what we need, and leave."

    The Captain spoke. "I'll have a team look for mining opportunities away from their cities. I would agree with Mrs. Grange. We should let them be if possible. There is no telling what negative impact we might have if we just show up."

    I replied, "Negative impact? What about the positive ones we can have? They mentioned war; what if we could bring that to an end? What if we could teach them how to fly so that one day they can defend themselves against expansionists like the Colossuns?"

    After a short discussion with the Council back on the Grid, I was overruled. Our lone harvester would be sent to an isolated sector, where it would mine ore without disrupting the lives of the Fergie and the Hargets.

    As I sat back down in my chair, Ashley spoke. "Don't be depressed, Don. We will find you another adventure to keep you occupied. Have you ever ridden on a solar harvester?"

    I replied, "No. Besides, Duane said operating those was about as boring of a job as you could have. You have to get in so close to that sun that there is nothing to see. Solar harvesters have no windows. They are barely able to handle the heat from getting in that close. You just park 'em and sit and siphon."

    In the days following, we continued to observe the two races of Targs on the planet below. Each side had built their war machine up to nearly seventy-five meters in height. It appeared that a confrontation between the two sides was imminent.

    From the information we had gathered from their broadcasts, war between the Fergie and the Hargets had been played out in the same manner for over a thousand years. I wondered how it was that the two races of Targs had not evolved over that time. Moving to ever-higher levels of technology seemed only natural once a defined written and spoken language was developed. For the two sides to be stuck in the same situation for that extended period of time seemed odd, unusual.

    After two weeks of observance, the great war machines each side had constructed were complete. The scurry of furries on the ground had quickly changed from that of carrying construction materials to that of carrying supplies. On the fifteenth day, all activities came to an abrupt end. The Captain had called us to the bridge.

    I spoke. "How long did you say they had been stopped?"

    The Captain replied, "For two hours. Every one of the workers just turned and walked away."

    I stared at the motionless image on the view-screen and replied, "Why would they build these machines and walk away? What are we missing here?"

    An analyst stepped up with a report. "We have movement on both sides. A column of brightly dressed Fergies, carrying yellow banner flags, are lining up on the corridor that leads to their machine. The same is happening with the Hargets over here. It appears that our battle may be about to happen."

    I was about to speak as the weapons officer yelled out from his console, "We have incoming ships! Sensors show a large number of craft dropping below light speed and heading this way. They will be here in less than five minutes, Sir!"

    The Captain barked orders to her deck officers to prepare the Granger to leave.

    I stood and countered his commands. "Hold up, everyone! Lieutenant, are you picking up any signals of weapons being armed?"

    The weapons officer replied, "That is a negative, Sir. I am not seeing any indication of hostile behavior other than an approach."

    I spoke. "Turn on the image projectors, and let's sit this out and observe. And send down a command to that ore harvester to sit tight. It doesn't do us any good to run back to the Grid if we have to leave that harvester. Until we have more of those built, we have to protect the one we have."

    We sat silently, watching as hundreds of medium- to small-sized ships slowed and then dropped through the atmosphere. As the ships took positions over the two great war machines, the processions of brightly clothed furry aliens each marched towards their machine.

    The sleek, steel-gray ships told of a species that was highly advanced technologically. I found it striking that our passive scans revealed ships that were not heavily shielded or armed. I wondered who this species was and why they would roam the galaxy in such an unprotected manner. I soon had my answer.

    Two massive ships slowed from light speed and eventually took up positions above the coming battleground, their incredible size nearly blocking the light of the Targ sun. The other ships had quickly divided into two camps, one for each side of the coming battle. Scans revealed a Tantric-like armor that was nearly one hundred times thicker than any we had added to our ships in the Defiant fleet. The power feeds and focusing mechanisms for four enormous ion cannons protruded from the front of each ship. These were warships, and from the initial information we had gathered, they were powerful.

    As the marching Targs arrived at their war machines, small shuttlecraft could be seen moving from side to side of the ships above. The movements between them soon settled. An audio broadcast was begun. Whatever this spectacle was, it was about to begin.

    A voice on the broadcast spoke. "Welcome to the bimonthly Targ war games. Once again we have five thousand Targs manning each of the great machines. As always, all wagering must be concluded by post time. Any bets entered after that time will not be honored. I will now turn the mic over to the pregame coordinator for a description of the coming battle."

    A second voice spoke. "Welcome, Gontas! We have a spectacular series of events planned for the coming day. Please get your wagers in early, as when post time arrives, you will be locked out of the wagering! I'll begin with a rundown of the configurations each side has been allowed and the placements they have chosen."

    The voice continued, "Each side has been allowed twenty-six heavy abutment plates on their destructors. The Fergie have chosen to group those plates in the center, while the Hargets have evenly spread them throughout the face of their machine. Each destructor has forty-two fifty-millimeter projectile cannons along with one hundred twelve-millimeter rumble cannons and five hundred eight-millimeter mini cannons."

    As we listened in, the Captain spoke. "Looks like the Gontas, or whatever they are, are using this other species for sport. I don't think we are going to be working out any trade deals with the locals. I doubt they have the authority to make any such deals. We need to talk to the others."

    I replied, "Those battleships they have there are well armored, but we have our Yacabucci if needed. If we lock them down, we might be able to work a deal."

    The weapons officer spoke. "Sorry to interrupt, Sir, but I don't think the Yacabucci will work so close to this planet. It is one giant ball of iron. We wouldn't be able to develop the field strength needed to capture much of anything, Sir. And that effect might run out to as much as twenty thousand kilometers."

    I turned to the Captain. "Looks like we are stuck here until they leave. Ten credits say the Fergies take 'em."

    With that remark I drew a cold stare from Ashley. My attempt at humor bombed. These were sentient beings that were being forced into battle for sport. Given our own constant situation of war, I could see how others might be sensitive to the plight of the Targs. I leaned back in my chair feeling at least a small amount of shame.

    As the announcements continued, each of the great machines came to life. Hundreds of video feeds were broadcast from the different chambers within each destructor. Our view-screen was soon full of a half dozen of such feeds from the Fergie side. The furry green Fergies moved about carrying supplies of ammo from large armories in the rear up to the gun mounts on the face of the machine. War was about to begin.

    I had watched many a video feed from our raids on Milgari ships. It was easy to get excited over death coming to enemy combatants from the hands of our Marines. At the time, every dead Milgari meant one less that could take one or more of our own lives. This event before us did not evoke that same sense of excitement. It brought with it a sense of dread at having to watch. These were essentially slaves, forced into battle for sport. I began to get a sickening feeling in my gut.

    The one-kilometer distance between the two machines began to close. Cannon fire quickly erupted. The Fergie had positioned most of their large cannons in and around the heavy plating in the center. With the first barrage, the center of the Harget machine exploded with a flurry of flying metal plates. The Hargets returned fire, decimating the structure surrounding the Fergie stronghold. As the tracked machines slowly closed their distance, the smaller weapons came online.

    The video feeds from inside told of the loss of life on both teams. The deaths were brutal, but each side maintained an order. Each side was determined to win.

    I stood and began to pace the bridge, desperately seeking a way to bring about the end of the abomination that was playing out before me.

    Ashley placed her hand on my shoulder. "Just let it go, Don. There is nothing we can do about this. We don't have the means to stop it."

    I replied, "Can we at least turn off those feeds? It seems a bit too barbaric of us to be watching that."

    Ashley replied, "As horrific as this whole situation is, we need to keep those feeds running. That is information streaming to us, and anything we learn now may work heavily in our favor in the future."

    I sat back down and spoke. "How can you do that: just sit and watch? Doesn't this bother you?"

    Ashley replied, "It bothers me a great deal, Don. In situations like this, we have to separate our feelings of humanity from our needs for analysis. It is a horribly bad situation, but we can learn from it, and should learn from it."

    Our tactical officers focused on the view-screens as they typed feverishly into their consoles. After an hour of mayhem and death, I left the bridge and sat in the cafeteria with a coffee. Ashley soon joined me.

    I spoke. "Had enough of your analysis?"

    Ashley replied, "Just wanted to check on you. Are you feeling any better?"

    I took a sip of my coffee and spoke. "I'm a tough guy. I've put down many an alien myself. I've destroyed ships and transports. I've stolen resources, interrogated prisoners. But for some reason, those images out there—I just can't sit with them. This galaxy has enough death and destruction without someone doing it for sport."

    Ashley placed her arm across the middle of my back and leaned in close to me. "You were fighting a war. Fighting for what you believed in, for the people you cared for. This is a first for us. We are sitting on the outside looking in. We have no attachment to any of those species down there. And yet we somehow feel compelled to protect them, to help them. I think that is what separates us from most of the species in this galaxy, Don. We care when so many others don't. We can't stop that monstrosity going on down there, but maybe we can learn how to stop the next one."

    As the battle continued, the two machines closed to within a few meters of each other. In an instant the guns all went silent. Walkways were extended from either side where enough structure remained for connections across to be made. The bulk of the warriors on either side picked up hand weapons, axes, blades, and maces. They raced across the walkways into the remains of the machines on either side. It was a bloody spectacle of a battle as each side slaughtered the soldiers of the other.

    After nine hours of the hand-to-hand fighting, the hostilities aboard the great machines came to an end. Four hundred twelve Hargets remained. I rejoined the others on the bridge when the fighting had ended.

    As I sat back in my chair, I spoke. "So it’s over. They slaughter each other to the delight of those watching. All for what? For a little entertainment?"

    The Captain replied, "I don't think it is over yet, Mr. Grange. They are moving both machines back towards the Fergie starting point. And look at the mass of Hargets that are gathering in their territory. I don't think they are celebrating. I think they are mobilizing. Look... here... they are armed with the same hand weapons as those on the machine."

    When the two machines reached the original starting point of the Fergie machine, the Harget machine came to a stop. At that moment, a great horn sounded and the Harget hordes began to move en masse towards the buildings to either side.

    What happened next was even more revolting than the war we had just witnessed. As the Hargets moved in and about the buildings, we could see Fergie being dragged out into the streets and butchered. Men, women, and children, all were victims of a kilometer-deep purge.

    Buildings were not destroyed or damaged. Only the occupants were dragged out and killed. It was a barbaric sight. An occurrence that I could not comprehend a reason for. When the purge ended, Harget families could be seen moving into the newly captured buildings.

    Once teams of Hargets had finished cleaning up the piles of bodies from the streets, the new residents gathered and began a celebration that lasted for several hours. When it was all done, the conquered section of the city looked as it would on any other day: kids played and adults conducted business or moved about with their daily lives.

    The steel-gray ships of the wagerers soon lifted off towards wherever they had come from. Except for those who had perished, the lives of the Targs had returned to normal: a normal that I had trouble identifying the basis of.

    Over the next few weeks, our harvester ran nonstop. Every two days, a shipment of highly refined ore arrived on the Grid for final processing. In the two weeks following the first, two of our new harvesters were ready to put into service. New sites were selected and the harvesters deployed.

    A decision was made to send the Granger out to the nearby star systems in search of the sleek steel-gray ships and their origins. Only by stopping their return to Targ could we then stop the bimonthly slaughter that took place. Just before we set out for the first star system, I received a much-needed surprise.

    A familiar voice spoke. "Don Grange! At last we have found you. I was beginning to have doubts that the Grid had survived the jump. You are well short of the intended destination. I am certain you have a story to tell. The Durians caught up to our position not long after your departure. We lost some good ships and good crews, but the bulk of our fleet remains intact."

    I could hardly contain my emotions. "Frig! Wow! Man, I am so happy to hear your voice! And yes, we have had our struggles, but we are mostly OK. How far out are you?"

    Frig replied, "I am still two years’ journey from your position, Sir. We managed to evade the Durians, but they have gone before us. They are two thousand ships strong, Sir, and their ships are more powerful and more heavily shielded than ever. They are following your original trajectory. You should make plans to move as soon as possible."

    I sighed as the thought of a new conflict with the Durians took hold. "We just arrived where we are. Hydrogen tanks are empty, and we only have five hydrogen harvesters at the moment. We are working on getting more. We just need time. Really glad to hear your voice, though. It's music to my ears."

    Frig replied, "It always was, Sir, music to your ears. Only perhaps now you are not so tone deaf."

    I spoke. "Aw, now you are just going to make me tear up! I have so missed that sarcasm!"

    My good friend replied, "Truth be told, Sir, I missed your dull wit and gargantuan mistakes too. And I have the Swift here with me, Sir. She is as ready and capable as ever. I have made a few minor enhancements to her, but we have much to discuss, so I will tell you of those later."

    I stood with nervous energy as I replied, "You are right. We have much to discuss. There may be more Grid stations, with other alien races that have no prior history such as ourselves. If they prove to be real, it will be the first clues we have had as to our origin. Open a portal so I can come through and see you!"

    Frig replied, "I am sorry, Sir. This comm link is all that can be opened. It seems the wormhole consumes ever more power at greater distance. I estimate it will be another year before a full doorway can be opened."

    I plopped back down in my chair. "OK. Well, we won't be going anywhere anytime soon. So, go ahead and tell us more about your Durian encounter and I will tell you our follies."
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