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    Ashley spoke as she opened the container and exposed the Duke’s core to our view. "How are you feeling this morning, Mr. Ferdete?"

    The Duke replied, "I asked you to please stop calling me that. From now on I will only answer to Duke or to the first name I have assumed, Quan."

    Ashley laughed. "Still trying to give orders, are we? Just keep in mind, Quan, that I control the power switch that keeps your tiny little battery charged. If I choose to forget to turn that on each day, then—"

    The Duke replied, "Yes, I know, poof, no more Quan. You have made that abundantly clear, Mrs. Grange."

    Ashley smirked. "Well, with your reduced memory and processing capabilities, I would think it is in your best interest that I keep reminding you of the consequences. Anyway, let’s go back to our discussion about your uniqueness. I think you need to study on that a bit more and enlighten me as to why you do not fear going dark?"

    The Duke replied through the single audio speaker that had been attached to his core. "I do not fear the darkness, Mrs. Grange, because I am alive and functioning fully elsewhere. Why do you insist that I continue to repeat myself?"

    Ashley spoke. "Because I don’t think it has settled into your tiny little electronic brain yet. You are no longer connected to wherever your original existence is. In fact, you will never be connected to there again. We have analyzed the wormhole, and we have come to the conclusion that it was not because of the two wormholes that you were disconnected. You were cut off at your origination point. Your original self abandoned you."

    The Duke replied, "Why do you continue to lie to me about such things, Mrs. Grange? Being that I am me, I know what I would do in the situation. Common sense would dictate a scrub of my memories and a destruction of this core from within. A new me is then immediately commissioned."

    Jon Touchstone spoke as he applied several probes to the cube-shaped core. "As I am sure you are well aware by now, those self-destruction circuits have been deactivated. But let’s think about this. You, the original Duke, decided to terminate you, the small, cubical-core Duke—the Duke we have come to affectionately know as Quan. But the destruction did not happen. Why is that? Is it because you, Quan, decided that you did not want to be destroyed? Perhaps you saw it as an opportunity to exist separate from your origin?"

    The Duke growled, "You know I cannot verify that, as my memory stores have been partially deactivated!"

    Ashley spoke. "Now, now. Let’s not get ourselves agitated again. As evidence that we speak the truth, you only need look at the fact that some of your memory banks were indeed erased before you could override the process. And here is another thing to think about. If you were the Duke, the original Duke, would you allow a replica of you to be merged back in with the original once it had been separate? That doesn’t sound like the Duke we know. Face it, Quan, you abandoned you, and you would not take you back under any circumstance."

    The speaker sat silent for several seconds. "Hmm. That is the first bit of your reasoning that I have been unable to refute. Indeed, I would not allow myself to be reintegrated. There would be too much risk of foreign intrusion."

    The doctor reached over and flipped a switch that killed the mic and speaker that were attached to the Duke. "I knew that would be his answer! And I believe him. I think we should give up on an attempt to corrupt him with the worm we created. His original would never allow assimilation because of that exact risk."

    Ashley replied, "As I said before, I think our best bet is to appeal to his desire to remain active. He can continue as an entity or just go away. There is no android heaven waiting for his consciousness. He will want to live."

    The doctor spoke. "OK, how would you want to work this?"

    Ashley nodded. "Can you feed false numbers to his power circuit that tell him his battery is running down? I would bet we can get a very telling reaction from him if he thinks he is actually about to go dark. Humans will panic in the same way when they think death is coming, if they are on their last leg, so to speak. It offers the opportunity for thoughts from a different perspective."

    Jon replied, "I can do that. Give me a few minutes, and I will have something we can try."

    Ashley flipped the audio switch.

    The Duke spoke. "I can’t tell you how annoying that is. Quite rude."

    Ashley replied, "Well, I think you better get used to it. Say, I have an idea. Why don’t we pretend for a few minutes that we are on the same side. What would you do next if you were the original Duke?"

    Several seconds passed before the Duke replied, "You have not supplied me with any current information. I therefore cannot play your game. Perhaps if you would enlighten me?"

    Ashley nodded. "OK, let’s say that we recaptured the Grid and repatriated our people. How would you react?"

    The Duke laughed. "Really, Mrs. Grange. I know these are pretend questions; however, I would think you would prefer answers to realistic questions. I cannot envision a scenario where you could retake control of the Grid."

    Ashley again nodded. "You see, Duke, we know you wanted to be captured before; that is how you planted your virus. We also know that you didn’t allow the Colossuns to put up much of a fight at the border of the Gontas’ territory. But, I don’t think for a minute that you were prepared to be cut off from your portal. No, this is something completely different for you. We have been analyzing your reasoning circuits, and your thought processes are telling us that you don’t know what is going on. And that scares you."

    The Duke again laughed. "Really, Mrs. Grange? Analyzing my reasoning circuits? And you expect me to fall for that. I am an android life-form; I do not fear."

    Ashley leaned in close to the mic. "You claim to be a sentient being, Quan. That cannot be achieved without the knowledge of and ability to fear. That is a vital emotion that cannot be omitted from rational thought. If you don’t fear, you are not sentient. And besides, your circuits say otherwise."

    Ashley flipped off the mic and audio feed. "We’ll let him stew on that one for a few minutes."

    I spoke. "You can do that? Analyze his reasoning?"

    Ashley laughed. "Pffft, no, but he doesn’t know that. You have entered the realm of psychological warfare, Don. If you can make the subject believe that certain things are true, you have taken your first big steps towards being able to manipulate them. Give me a little time, and I can convince this Duke that he should be fighting for our side. It really isn’t much of a stretch that the new Duke would want him turned off. If we can get him to accept that, we might just be able to turn him to our side."

    I offered a half smile. "This is why I decided that I needed you on my side. If you were going to manipulate me, at least I would be assured that it was for my own good."

    Ashley winked. "You have nothing to fear from me."

    The doctor then returned with several probes and began the task of connecting them to the core. Several minutes of tedious micro-connections were made before the doctor sat back in his chair.

    Ashley spoke. "Are we ready?"

    Touchstone replied, "He should be showing 30 percent, with a drain that will have him dark in about ten minutes. Work your voodoo, Mrs. Grange."

    Ashley flipped the switch. "Sorry about that, Quan, but it looks like your power cell is malfunctioning. Is it possible that the original Duke planted some type of delayed destruct timer in you? Is that something that you would do to yourself?"

    The Duke’s voice showed alarm. "Why am I at 30 percent power? What have you done?"

    Ashley replied, "I haven’t done anything. I was talking with my husband, and snap! You sparked, and a little puff of smoke came up."

    The Duke’s volume increased. "I am below 30 percent and falling, Mrs. Grange! What is this game you are playing with me!"

    Ashley shook her head. "I can assure you that it is no game. The doctor is right here. Tell us what we can do to change things."

    The Duke’s voice returned to normal. "Hmm, clever, Mrs. Grange. I don’t yet know how you pulled it off, but I can assure you that it will not work. You don’t survive for a million years and then fall apart at the first sign of trouble."

    Ashley nodded. "A million years? Interesting. I can’t imagine the things you must have seen and done during that time."

    The Duke was silent for a moment. "Superb, Mrs. Grange. I should want to keep you on my staff when I return. I will concede that point to you. I can be pushed off balance with this reduced memory and processor speed. Yes, I have been around for slightly over a million of your years. I suppose it does not hurt for you to have that information. Now, please kindly repair my battery circuits. This charade has gone on long enough."

    Ashley sat back and crossed her arms. "Wish I could do something for you, Quan, but I can’t. The doc is working hard at trying to figure out what happened. I only have the skills that are required for sitting and for talking."

    The Duke spoke. "Mr. Grange. I know that you are also in the room. I have been monitoring both your heart and your breathing rates. You have a specific sound that you make when you exhale that is unique to you. Please tell your wife to reconnect my power cell."

    I shook my head as I replied, "First off, I can't tell her to do anything, I can ask. Secondly, she hasn’t touched your cube since I have been here. If you are having a problem, which it sounds like you are, it is your problem and not something she caused."

    The Duke was silent for a moment. "Really, Mrs. Grange. I am at 27 percent and continuing to drop. As I stated before, this ruse will not work. If you are attempting to intimidate me, you may as well give up."

    Ashley spoke. "How about this: let’s talk about your age while the doc tries to figure things out. A million years? Really? Did you know your maker?"

    The Duke was again silent for several seconds. "Our makers were bio units like yourself, Mrs. Grange. They died off long ago. Their bodies were weak, as were their minds. We have survived and grown and prospered."

    Ashley sat forward in her chair. "You just said we!"

    The Duke replied, "I did not; if I did, it was a poor word choice on my part. I have survived, Mrs. Grange. I have prospered."

    Ashley shook her head. "Yeah, is that why you are spread open on a table? You are a bad liar, Quan. This power drain must really be affecting your ability to think and reason. The fact that you let slip that there are more of you—that is a big blunder, Quan, a huge blunder."

    The Duke spoke. "Yes, I suppose I am a bad liar if I can be so easily tripped up by Humans."

    Ashley sat back in her chair. "Wouldn’t it be funny if it was Humans that created you? And now, here you are, a million years later, dependent on Humans to keep you alive?"

    The Duke replied, "I can assure you that it was not Human hands that fashioned these circuits, Mrs. Grange. I was around for the beginnings of your species. Your scientists—I apologize for this comment, Doctor—your scientists have never been capable of work such as this."

    Ashley threw her arms in the air. "Wow, you need to have a short in your battery circuits more often! You are spilling your guts to me here!"

    The Duke let out an audible sigh. "Again, you have bested me, Mrs. Grange. As I count down to 16 percent of my life left, you are toying with my remaining consciousness."

    Ashley flipped off the switch. "This guy knows everything. Unless he is scheming right at this moment, which I don’t believe he is, he may hold the secret to our origins! What if he is responsible for our being here? This may be the most exciting thing that has happened to us in a thousand years!"

    I replied, "Let’s not put too much into that yet. He could easily be jerking us around. I don’t know that I buy the million-years thing. That is an awful long time to be aware and running around. And you have to admit that the Colossus Empire has been less than impressive. For someone who has been around for that long, I would think he would have his act together better than what he has with that second-rate outfit. I mean, why would he have a need for the Grid? With a minimal effort, he could have taken over the Gontas a hundred times in the last hundred years. There is still too much that just doesn’t add up."

    Ashley nodded with a smile. "You may be right. And you put forth a sound argument. We could have used you in the intel service."

    I held up my hand. "No thanks! You spooks always creeped me out. You always knew a little too much for comfort."

    The battery gauge had dropped to 13 percent.

    Ashley flipped back on the mic. "Quan, I will say that you have been an interesting subject. It looks like you may only have about five minutes left. I would guess that you could not possibly believe in an afterlife, so death should be right up there on the scale of things to avoid. Tell me, have you ever come this close before?"

    The Duke replied, "I have on a single occasion, early in my existence. I was performing an external ship repair when an accident occurred. An explosion ripped through my lower half. My upper torso was sent spinning away from the ship. My comm was damaged. The ship I had been aboard, a science vessel, was completely destroyed. I was left floating in space for months before a salvage vessel pulled me aboard."

    Ashley pressed, "That sounds awful. What did you do next? Were they able to repair you?"

    The Duke continued, "The hold of the salvage vessel had many parts. I was able to reconstruct a somewhat functional lower half that again gave me mobility. I was able to recharge my batteries from a power source on the ship. That has been my only brush with death, as you would call it."

    I asked, "What about the salvage ship? Didn’t anyone ask you any questions or try to return you to wherever you had come from?"

    The Duke hesitated. "I walked from the cargo hold when the ship landed at its first port. There was never a scuffle or a questioning. I worked on the planet until I could fully repair myself, and then I ventured off into the stars. Hmm. Those are memories that I have not accessed in a long time. Perhaps a review is in order. Strange, I am having trouble accessing them. The next available stream is blank."

    The doctor spoke. "I told you some of those memory stores looked like they got erased. Probably happened when the new Duke tried to shut you down."

    The ruse, as the Duke had called it, continued until the battery power reading, according to his own circuits, had dropped to 8 percent.

    I spoke. "Tell us what to do, Duke. We can’t fix you if we don’t know what to do."

    Ashley shifted in her chair, throwing her arm up over the back rail. "Such a drag. The things you must know. All your secrets. All gone in about three minutes. A million years gone to waste. And for what, so the other Duke can reign supreme? I don’t know, Quan, doesn’t seem like much of a win for you. Ooh, 6 percent. Is that dropping faster? It’s a shame, because I think you, with our help, could overtake the other Duke. Let him be the one that goes dark forever!"

    The room was silent as the battery percentage continued to trickle away.

    The Duke spoke in a hurried voice. "Dr. Touchstone. I am releasing a panel on my side. Just behind it you will find two metallic bumps. Apply any voltage across those two leads. I can convert it and recharge my battery circuits."

    A small panel opened on the side of the Duke’s core, exposing the two contacts that he had mentioned, along with various other circuits.

    The doctor reached down with a set of leads, touching them to the contacts just as the battery reading dropped to 1 percent. At the moment of contact, Touchstone withdrew the phony level signal from the Duke’s external circuits.

    Touchstone spoke. "Whoa, we just got a good spark out of that. Your percentage just shot back up to one hundred. You can’t possibly recharge that fast from this small power source."

    Touchstone looked around and smiled.

    The Duke replied, "Only having an audio feed connected has me at a tremendous disadvantage, Doctor. I can’t be certain of what just happened without my full complement of sensors. For what it’s worth, thank you for complying with my request."

    Touchstone continued to smile as he raised his hand in a fist. "Just keep in mind, Duke, sometimes a little cooperation can go a long way."

    As I looked upon my wife and the doctor, a thought occurred to me. Maybe I was in the wrong line of work. They were immensely enjoying the mission that had been thrust upon them. The Duke was slowly breaking, and it was only a matter of time before Ashley had him convinced that he was better off as an ally than an enemy.

    The various circuits that had now been exposed were the very ones that the doctor had been hoping to one day find. With the panel open, we had direct access to the Duke’s memories. As an added benefit, his reasoning algorithms had also been exposed. The doctor would later make the comment that he was having one of the best days of his life.

    I returned to Frig’s lab to have a chat. "I think they are cracking him. And I think he holds a lot more information than we ever thought he would. It’s possible that the Duke has been around in one memory form or another for a million years. That would make him much older than any species we have known. If that is true, he might have what we need to rid ourselves of the Durians."

    Frig sat with his small hand up under his chin. "I would not underestimate him again, Don. He could be working us for his own ends again."

    I shook my head. "Yeah, perhaps, but I don’t think so. Before, he was always connected to somewhere else. His physical host was disposable. Now that same physical host is his entire existence. I think we are going to marvel at what might come out of him."

    The Suppressor barreled through space at more than three hundred times the speed of light. It would take us almost a year to make it to where the Grid had gone. With only 20 percent in her tanks, the Grid would not have made a full jump.

    Our counterparts back on the Orienta would have to work out their issues with the Gontas. Michael Felix would no doubt be pushed aside as a politician. The two Admirals would be the new leaders of the Human race, at least for the time being. As to where our people would take refuge, we would only find that out as it happened.

    As a consequence of our new direction, we would also be taken to a point that was just outside the system where the mystery Human signal had emanated from. We were all eager to find answers as to how the signal had come to be where it was. Was this from the missing Grid-1? Would it somehow lead us to our origins? How were the ships that had approached it destroyed? These were the questions that would keep one up at night. I found thinking about our unknown future both fascinating and terrifying at the same time.
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    As I walked into Frig’s lab, he spoke. "Sir, the Durians—they have altered their course. They are now headed directly into Gonta space. This has to be of the new Duke’s doing, Sir. I can find no other logical reason for the alteration."

    I replied, "That should take them right to the Targ system. After that, they are only a few days away from the first Gonta outposts. Have you attempted any scans of the Duke’s territories? Do we know where his remaining fleets are?"

    Frig nodded. "They have been forming up around the Colossun home world. At last count, there were seven thousand ships of various sizes. I believe Commander Grita did the right thing by destroying the Duke’s main fleet. If I detect any movement in the direction of the Colossuns, we are going to have to make a decision, Sir. Do we pursue the Grid, or do we return and fight the Colossuns and the Durians? Our people are at the mercy of the Gonta defenses."

    I sat in a chair. "The Gonta still have their Carions. They can run if they need to."

    Frig spoke. "Sir, I fear the Gonta would be placed in a very difficult position. Their home world, Tresha—the population is nearly five billion Gonta. Those stations only accommodate four billion in a sustainable manner. The remaining Gonta could be squeezed aboard temporarily, for a moderate-length jump. However, that would exclude the possibility of the Humans remaining aboard the Orienta."

    I replied, "How long have you known about this?"

    Frig shook his head. "I am sorry, Sir. I only had the data to come to this possible conclusion over the past hour. It warrants a meeting of the Council, and after such, a meeting with Gonta Central Command."

    I leaned back in my chair, interlocking my fingers and placing my hands on the back of my head. "It’s the Duke. Now we know why he sent the Grid away. We would have to choose between defending our people and recovering the Grid."

    Frig nodded. "I believe we know the decision that has to be made, Sir. We must defend our people."

    I sat forward. "How far away are we from that mystery signal?"

    Frig looked at his console. "Twenty-two days, Sir."

    I stood. "Let’s go ahead and convene the Council. For that signal, I believe it is worth risking another Wren over, don’t you?"

    Frig replied, "I do, Sir. I will begin the process of arranging that once I have notified the members of the Council."

    Twenty minutes later, I was seated in my normal chair in the council room.

    Frig stood and then spoke. "Ladies, gentlemen, it has come to our attention that the Durians have turned towards the Gonta territories. It has also come to our attention that the Colossuns are preparing another large fleet. If the two fleets converge on the Gonta home world, I do not believe the Gonta are capable of defending it."

    Gy replied, "So, you think they are going to have to run? Maybe we can get them to send those stations out along our path. It certainly would not hurt to have the extra resources involved in chasing down the Grid."

    I stood in response. "That is where the problem comes in, Gy. There are nearly five billion Gonta on their home world. Those Carions will only hold four billion, although Frig believes that could be stretched to five billion for a temporary need. That doesn’t leave room for the six hundred million Humans they are currently housing."

    George spoke. "Are you saying they would have no choice but to dump our people?"

    Frig replied, "He is saying exactly that. There is no room on those Carions should the Gontas need to jump."

    Ashley spoke. "Are you giving consideration to possibly taking over the Orienta?"

    I shook my head. "What right do we have to do that after they helped us to recover our people? That would go against everything we stand for."

    I continued, "If the Gonta dump our people on Tresha, I don’t believe the Duke would bring them harm. I don’t know what he has in store, but he would not have allowed us to rescue them if he wanted them dead."

    George spoke. "What about the Durians? We know they want us dead."

    Frig replied, "This morning the Durians changed course for Gonta Federation space. We do not believe they would have done that on their own. We feel there is a strong possibility that the Colossuns and the Durians are working together."

    Rita stood. "How is that even possible? The Durians didn’t know the Colossuns or the Duke. They have lived all their lives separated by light-years!"

    I nodded. "Nevertheless, the Durians have turned when logic would have dictated that they continue on the same course. Here, this morning, I am proposing that we turn back towards Tresha. Frig has indicated to me that we would potentially arrive about two weeks after the Durians. That is only if they proceed directly there. If they stop or delay for any reason, we could both possibly arrive at the same time."

    I looked down at the hole that remained in the table where I had slammed down my fist before. "Every minute that we delay may seal our fate. Frig and I believe that this fleet should be turned in the direction of Tresha immediately. We should also begin to draw up battle plans, if such a thing can be drawn up with our limited information."

    The Colonel stood and spoke. "How long before we reach Tresha?"

    Frig replied, "Fourteen weeks."

    The Colonel continued, "I propose that we retrofit the Ghouls with the enhancements the doctor has put in York. That would allow time to heal and train."

    George replied, "Wait! You are talking tens of thousands of operations! Beside the logistics of caring for that many men and women, we don't have the prosthetics prepared for that!"

    The Colonel spoke. "OK, given that we have fourteen weeks, and given that it takes five weeks for the surgeries to heal and another couple of weeks for moderately retraining anyone who has it, how many could you see getting done in the next two weeks? Keep in mind, Doctor, we have all those automated manufacturing bays sitting there just waiting to be used."

    George sat down. "If we are able to load my designs into those man units, Gy, Rita, what kind of volume could we get out of there?"

    Gy responded, "Assuming you used standard design templates, those machines back there could turn out ten thousand a week, if not more. You know, Doc, we built your infirmary using a standard template also. We could have a dozen new operating rooms set up by tomorrow afternoon. We have plenty of space on this boat. That gear they installed back there in those bays, it is top notch for replication projects."

    I looked at George. "If you had a dozen op rooms, how many surgeries could you oversee per day?"

    George grumbled. "The surgeries are automated. I don’t lift a finger; I only monitor the progress. The process requires multiple surgeries spread out over a three-week period. Conservatively, we could push fifteen subjects through each automated line each day."

    Gy replied, "We could have three or four hundred of those lines operating in a week’s time. We have the space, and we have the manpower with the Colonel’s men. I would think that at the end of six weeks, we could have three or four thousand Marines hitting the training facilities, which we would have to build more of also. In fact, I would venture to say that we could have fifteen to twenty thousand Marines upgraded and trained before we reached Tresha."

    I stood. "Forgive me if I’m a bit skeptical, but those numbers just don’t sound realistic for such a short time frame."

    Rita replied, "Had we not been tinkering with those manufacturing machines the last few weeks, I would have been skeptical too, Sir. I think our bottlenecks will be feeding them enough raw material, which we have, and getting those Marines to heal without complications."

    I shook my head. "That’s just hard to believe, that’s all, but you two are the experts. George, are you willing to take this on? It’s going to ramp up quickly. Since these Marines’ lives are at stake, I’m sure you would take every precaution. Is your staff trained enough to become trainers?"

    I turned back to the Colonel. "And how many volunteers do you think you might be able to get for this?"

    The Colonel replied, "All that we need. Remember, some of these fighters are already hitting seventy years of age. The bones, the joints, and the muscles aren’t quite the same as when they were twenty. When I parade York around in front of them, I believe they will be eager to sign up. If not for themselves, then certainly for the defense of our people."

    In the following half hour, the decision was made to turn the Suppressor back towards Gonta space and to begin the process of upgrading as many of the Colonel’s men and women as we could to the new York standard. Along with receiving and having to train their new limbs, the Marines in question would be schooled by York on her newest shipboard assault tactics.

    In addition to overseeing the automated manufacturing facilities, Gy had taken some time with Jeb to design new weapons for the upgraded Marines to carry. Each York fighter would receive a high-power battery in a shielded pack on their back that would provide power to an oversized ion blaster with an additional pulse gun barrel attached. The mini ion cannons would be equal in firepower to those the Colossuns had used during our recent assault of their ships.

    After studying the wormhole bombs that had been experimented with on the Colossuns, Frig had reduced their size and scale down to something equal to one of my AK-47 rounds.

    I sat in Frig’s lab, looking over his shoulder. "What exactly will a portal bomb that small do? I mean, how much can you accomplish with a portal that is only a picometer across?"

    Frig smiled. "I at first asked myself the same question. As I toyed around with the possibilities of it being used to cut out a small chunk of a target and to move it a few picometers from where it was, it occurred to me what real damage could be done, not by the movement of flesh, but by the exposure of the surrounding flesh to the bitter cold of the portal’s edge. We could see a spread of the frost that took your leg from you, which would freeze everything solid for as much as ten or fifteen centimeters outward from the picowormhole."

    I replied, "So, if I get this right, what you are saying is that if you got hit with one of these in the chest, it could conceivably freeze, say, your right lung solid?"

    Frig nodded. "Yes. Technically, it would not freeze just a lung, but I believe you have the correct understanding."

    I stood and spoke. "Could these be packaged to be fired from my AK?"

    Frig thought and then nodded. "I do not see why not. They will need a mechanism for delivery. If you desire, I will see if Gy can set up one of his manufacturing machines to produce them."

    I replied, "If I desire? Of course I desire! If you can once again give my AK value in a firefight, I am all for it! How soon do you think it will be before we can test them out?"

    Frig punched away at the keyboard on his console. "I can have a standard template to Gy this afternoon. It will be a question of how much time he has to dedicate to another project."

    I left Frig’s office with a smile on my face. If testing went as planned, I would be taking my assault rifle into battle with me in a fight against the Colossuns or Durians. Just before reaching Dr. Touchstone’s lab, I paused briefly in the hallway.

    My mind raced at thinking about all of the goings-on around me. We were Humans; we took action. We planned for war, always with the hope that we would somehow be able to avoid it, but prepared to give it our all if we had to. Again, I was amazed at the quality of people around me. Brilliant, hardworking, patriotic, selfless, and determined—here on this ship could be found so many of the traits that had contributed to keeping our species alive. As I continued on and turned the corner into Dr. Touchstone’s lab, I continued to have a smile on my face.

    Ashley spoke. "What are you so happy about today?"

    I replied, "I was just thinking of all the great minds we have working on our survival and that if we can kick ass on the Colossuns and Durians—however unlikely that may be at the moment—if we can do that, then there really is no stopping our species. We will survive, and we will overcome whatever obstacles get in our way!"

    Quan spoke. "Ah, Mr. Grange. That is the spirit that had drawn me to your species. Your species chooses to have a level of self-confidence and a belief that one day you could be the best. Most other species I have encountered instead have an arrogance about them, as they believe they are already the best. That arrogance inhibits their further growth."

    I sat down in a chair and replied, "Well, I’m glad we can keep you entertained, Duke."

    I turned to Ashley. "Have we made any further inroads?"

    Ashley flipped off Quan’s mic. "We have. That panel exposed the circuits that Jon was hoping to eventually find. He believes he will have an interface ready to tap into Quan’s memories in another day or two."

    I replied, "So, that’s it? You just tap in, and we know what the Duke, Quan, knows?"

    Ashley shook her head. "Hardly. Access to and dissemination of those memories are two different things entirely. We will have to determine how they are organized in order to access anything useful. We might be able to pull up an image, listen to audio, or even see a video image if available, but without the proper references to define what they are and the context in which they belong, they would be as useless as tits on a Borak bull."

    I pulled my head back. "That doesn’t sound like any phrasing that you would normally use. Is the good doctor here rubbing off on you?"

    Ashley smiled. "No, that would be from the Colonel. He has been in and out of here a lot."

    I replied, "I would think the Colonel would have a difficult time sitting in the same room as Quan here. The Duke can be a little grating in his responses sometimes, and I know the Colonel doesn’t have much tolerance for that."

    Ashley laughed. "Yeah, I have had to send the Colonel on his way a number of times because he was wanting to pull his blaster and vaporize our subject. I’m sure he would not have gone through with it, but there was no sense in letting him get riled up any further."

    Ashley reached over and flipped on the mic.

    Quan spoke. "Inroads into what, Mr. Grange? Inroads into dissecting a fellow sentient being? Inroads into reprogramming me so that I can do your laundry or draw you a bath?"

    I replied, "Actually, I can see you as a butler of sorts. I might fancy the idea of you bringing me my morning coffee. We could give you a little body about knee high with four wheels so that you could get around. You would of course have a flat head on top in case I wanted somewhere to put down my cup."

    Quan grumbled, "I have seen things in this universe that you could only imagine, Mr. Grange, spectacular wonders of creation, worlds full of strange life and species of every imaginable shape, size, and intelligence level. And yet you would reduce me to the status of a coffee table."

    I laughed. "I do like my coffee, Quan. You do know that we have access to your memory stores. Heck, we have access to everything that makes you, you. You know everything that has happened outside of here, except for the last couple of weeks, so, if you don’t want us forever probing around in there and running the risk of shorting something out or somehow permanently damaging it, just start answering our questions. Who knows, maybe we could even become fast friends."

    There was silence for a moment before Quan responded. "You have a smirk on your face right now, don’t you, Mr. Grange? I cannot see it, but I can hear it in your breathing."

    I smiled. "I might have a little smile going, but the things I just said, they are possibilities. Start cluing us in to the big picture, and we will see about getting you a video feed or maybe wire you up a hand."

    Quan spoke. "A hand, Mr. Grange? What would I possibly do with a single hand?"

    I grinned as I thought of the response to Quan’s question. "Well, you could wave at us, point, make shadow puppets on the wall, show your anger with a balled-up fist, or even flip us off! The possibilities are almost limitless!"

    I began to laugh out loud, which Ashley took as a cue to step back in. "OK, Don, we have a lot of work to do here. If you are looking for someone to exchange banter with, why don’t you go look up Sergeant Frost and see what she is up to. I’m sure she could keep you entertained."

    I looked over at the set of open circuits on the table that made up the android we called Quan as I stood. "OK, I’ll leave. You see there, Quan, you got me in trouble with the wife. I’m going to remember that!"

    The android replied, "If I had a hand, I would offer you that flipping-off gesture that you spoke of, Mr. Grange. I believe I understand the context of that reference."

    I pointed back at the circuits on the table even though I knew they could not see me. "Now that was funny, Duke. There might be hope for you yet!"

    As I walked back into the hallway, I had the sudden realization that I was probably the only person on the Suppressor that did not have a critical task to work towards accomplishing. The doc, Gy, Rita, even Ashley had full-time tasks that they were working to complete. I walked back to Frig’s lab with a small feeling of being left out.

    I sat in a chair next to Frig as he worked on his console. "I need something to keep me occupied for the next few months. Everyone has something they are working towards, a defined set of tasks, except for me."

    Frig replied, "You are at the top of the command chain, Sir. Generally, you have your hands full keeping us all glued together as a team. Perhaps this is a good time for you to take a rest, relax, unwind, take a load off. We can’t all go 100 percent all the time, Sir. We need breaks."

    I looked at Frig. "You are one to talk about breaks. When was the last time you took a break?"

    Frig replied, "As a species that is alien to yours, I would have thought that you would know that I do not require breaks. The Gambit physiology—"

    I raised my hand. "Save it! It’s just that there must be at least something around here that I could work on that would possibly contribute to our overall efforts."

    Frig typed away on his console. "I am sending you a list of upgrades that could be done to the Swift, Sir. It might be good for you to spend some time on our investment. She has had a number of enhancements done since you were last on board her, Sir."

    I nodded my head as I thought about it. "Hmm, the Swift. That might be something I could sink my teeth into."

    As I stood, I slapped Frig on the back. "Thanks, buddy. I’ll go see what I can do for our little ship!"

    I stepped into the cargo bay where the Swift was parked. She was accompanied by almost four hundred Wrens. The smaller, sleeker craft made the Swift look like something from a third world, but I knew better. Under the clunky-looking outer Tantric skin, she had spirit and the battle scars to prove it. She had served us well.

    I thought back to the time when she had been stolen by the pirates, and when we had first fired upon a Milgari vessel. We had been through a lot of adventures together, some that were ultimately exciting and some that were better off forgotten. I then thought of the pilots who had died in our earlier private war. I let out a long sigh as I stepped up into her cargo hold from the deck of the bay where she was being held. A familiar smell filled my nostrils.

    During my time in the bay, another Wren was prepared and sent off in the direction of the mystery Human signal. This time it would remain parked at a greater distance.

    Much of my time over the next several weeks was spent seeing to it that the updates Frig had outlined were being done. A new computer system would replace the old, environmentals were updated with the enhancements we had taken from the Colossuns, and finally, the multiple Tantric layering technology from the Gontas was applied.

    The Swift would continue to fly heavy while in an atmosphere. Her home was in the voids of space. Her armor, now 162 layers deep, would take a beating from a Durian battleship and still come out of the fight with enough shielding layers to make it home. Her single ion cannon now packed more punch than ever. A second weapons head was added to the gun mount for the emitter of our new pulse cannon technology. The Swift was now superior in almost every way to what I had known her as before.
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    As I sat in my office chair, staring out the window into space, an alarm sounded on my desk console.

    The captain spoke. "We have a problem. I have taken our speed down to zero, and I am reversing course. In front of us, there are about four thousand ships of unknown origin heading our way."

    I jumped from my chair and raced up to the bridge.

    As I entered the command room, I spoke. "What are we looking at, Mr. Hall?"

    The captain replied, "We have identified them as the same ships that were seen at the mystery signal planet, Sir. It looks like they are headed that way. I have changed course to match theirs."

    I looked at the view-screen. "Well, can’t we go around?"

    The captain shook his head. "They have pickets riding out to the extremes. It’s like a giant net coming towards us, Sir. I think we are just going to have to back up until they stop."

    I spoke. "We need to reach Tresha, Captain. Our people depend on it."

    The captain turned his chair towards me. "Mr. Grange, our current choices are to back up, which I have chosen to do initially, or to stand and fight. Now, we might do fairly well against this species, or we might just get slaughtered. Initial evaluations place those ships as at least equal in shielding to ours. Maybe the Yacabucci would work against them. At this point we just don’t know."

    I held up my hand. "I’m not faulting you, Captain; you did the right thing. Can’t we just duck in behind some star system and wait for them to pass?"

    The captain replied, "I don’t think that is possible, Mr. Grange. We were able to see them; it is very likely that they have seen us. Anything we do, or anywhere we go, they can follow. Their speed is equal to ours. At the moment, backing up is our only option."

    I pressed the comm button on my arm pad. "Frig, are you looking at this?"

    Frig replied, "I am, Sir. It would appear that given the situation, the captain has made the best choice. The mystery signal is a good five weeks away, Sir. Adding in the return trip from that will place us at least ten weeks further away from our arrival at Tresha. Our choices are to stand and fight against a possibly overwhelming opponent, or to retreat until we can find an alternate route around them."

    The Colonel walked onto the bridge. "I was looking this over on my way up. I have most of my men tied up with the York modifications right now; we are not ready to fight."

    I replied, "Isn’t that only about 10 to 15 percent of your men going through that, Colonel?"

    The Colonel nodded. "Indeed it is, Mr. Grange. However, much of the rest of my force is being used in support of that operation. Gy has been running half of them ragged assembling equipment, while the doctor has the rest doing post-op care and therapy. If we cease the conversions now, it will still be five weeks before I have a somewhat full force back and ready to fight."

    I spoke to Frig. "Can you raise Zimmerman or Chaulk on the comm?"

    Frig replied, "Connecting and patching them through now, Sir."

    Admiral Zimmerman spoke. "Mr. Grange. We understand there is an issue. Please elaborate."

    I found a chair and sat down as I talked. "Admiral, as you can probably see on your view-screen, we have run into a problem. We now have an unidentified fleet coming towards us, leaving us no choice but to retreat. How are preparations coming on your end?"

    Zimmerman replied, "The Gonta have been fully cooperative. I have heard a few rumblings about putting us planet-side so their own people can be brought up to the Orienta. Commander Grita has so far resisted that. Personally, I think that as the Durians draw closer, the real pressure will be brought to bear on him, and he will eventually fold."

    I looked back at the fleet on the view-screen. "What kind of defenses do they have down on the planet? Will you be fully exposed, or will you have a way to defend yourselves?"

    The Admiral replied, "They have a moderate level of planetary defenses down there. Any number of ion cannons capable of reaching a ship in near orbit and the power to keep those cannons firing. For atmospherics, they have an air defense that will make putting boots on the ground difficult. However, I believe that all of those defenses would only delay a Durian victory without the support of the Colonel and his men."

    I raised Frig on the comm. "If we retreat the full five weeks, will the Orienta still be able to reach us with the full portals? Will we be able to send the Colonel and his men through if needed?"

    Frig entered the necessary data into his console and replied, "It would appear that we will be on the edge of our capabilities; however, the Gonta have more power coming from the Orienta, so it should not be an issue, Sir. The numbers say that they should remain available to us. I will recheck to see if that is the case."

    Over the next five weeks, the alien fleet that pursued us continued to come. Repeated attempts to hail them met with no response. The first of the Colonel’s men were emerging from their initial training, and all signs pointed towards a highly successful program. Our Wren scout ship had been sitting in the vicinity of the mystery signal. No new information had been gained from its passive scans.

    As we worked our way around the system where the Wren had been deployed, the pursuing alien fleet began to slow and eventually came to a stop. We slowed and stopped. Both fleets now faced the two-planet star system with the sub-light mystery signal.

    I was on the bridge as the Colonel entered the room. "Colonel, what do you think? Why did they stop?"

    The Colonel replied, "They stopped because there is something there on that planet that warrants investigation. It is the same reason we are stopped as well."

    The comm officer spoke. "Message remains the same. It just keeps repeating the question, ‘Are you out there?'"

    Several minutes passed before the Wren detected a signal coming from the alien fleet.

    "We are here."

    The signal coming from the planet again went silent.

    I stood and pressed my comm button. "Frig, I think you should back the Wren out of there. Send it towards the other fleet, and let’s see how they react."

    Frig replied, "Sir, they may take that as a hostile gesture."

    I looked down at my arm pad. "I’m not saying to send it all the way there. Just move it in their direction. If they react badly, we can always turn and leave."

    The Wren stopped at a distance that was three-quarters of the way out to the alien fleet from the star system we surrounded. It sat for several minutes without reaction from the horde of alien ships just beyond.

    An alarm sounded as our weapons officer spoke. "We have ships dropping from light speed behind us! It looks like a dozen large cruisers, no, scratch that... Sir! There are hundreds of ships coming to a stop just beyond us, Sir! Scans showed no signs of any other vessels in the area prior to our arrival!"

    The captain stood. "What are our options, Lieutenant? Do we have an out?"

    The lieutenant replied, "Sir, their numbers just topped two thousand ships, Sir. And they are still coming. They have us boxed in, Sir. We are receiving a hail!"

    The captain spoke. "Put it on speaker, Lieutenant."

    "This is the Bulgar Consortium ship Almalgar. You are trespassing on Bulgar space. Stand down and prepare to be boarded!"

    I turned to the captain. "Move us in closer to that planet, Captain. They seem to be keeping their distance from it."

    The captain replied, "Mr. Grange, the last time we had a Wren in there, it was vaporized."

    I nodded. "I realize that, Captain. And I am counting on that. If we stay here, we fight, which is something we are not prepared for. Colonel, how many of your enhanced fighters are ready for duty?"

    The Colonel replied, "We have fifteen hundred now with the York upgrade. I believe 70 percent of those to be ready today. We have another sixty thousand Marines to go with them. What do you have in mind?"

    I stood to address all of those who were on the bridge. "I think we should begin the transfer of your men through the wormholes to the Orienta. Send those first fifteen hundred through, and begin the transfer of any who are not essential to the ongoing conversion process. If we have to fight against these Bulgars, we are going to lose and lose badly. I believe it best that we move as many as we can through to the Orienta, where they will at least have a fighting chance against the Durians."

    Frig spoke. "Sir, what do you propose to do with our fleet?"

    I replied, "It looks like we aren’t going to have a choice but to scuttle it, Frig. That armada surrounding us is too big, and we can’t let our tech fall into any other species’ hands. We are going to move in closer to that planet to try to buy ourselves a little more time."

    The Colonel thought for a moment. "I believe you have identified our best option. Major Hargraves! See to it that our newest converts are sent through to the Orienta followed by all nonessential Marines. And Major—"

    The major replied, "Yes, Sir?"

    The Colonel continued, "Make it happen in a hurry! We have no time to waste!"

    Frig came over the comm. "I will coordinate the wormholes with the Gontas, Sir."

    Our ships were moved to just on the edge of the star system. The Human signal remained silent, but there were no other signs of it than that which we had seen before. Our single Wren remained in position near the original Bulgar fleet. I left the bridge to have a talk with Dr. Touchstone and Ashley.

    As I walked into the doctor’s lab, he was probing away at Quan’s circuits. "I tell you, Mrs. Grange, it looks as though the inhibitor circuit has been switched off. The first rule of making a sentient android would be to assure oneself that it could not bring harm to other bios. Quan would not be able to turn this circuit off if it was on. It must have been done by someone else."

    Ashley smiled at me as she replied to the doctor. "OK, so, what happens if we re-enable it? Can we turn it back off again afterward?"

    Touchstone nodded. "I don’t see why not. I will make the adjustments, and we can then test Quan’s reaction to a hostile stimulus."

    I sat in my favorite chair. "So, have you been listening to our troubles over the comm?"

    Ashley replied, "I have, and for what it’s worth, I think you made the right calls. If we fight, we lose, so we might as well send what we can through to the Orienta. If things change, we can always bring them back."

    I put my hand on her knee. "I came down here because I want you and the doc to go through. Take Quan with you."

    Ashley looked up with concern on her face. "You do realize that the Gontas may be furious that we have been trying to unravel the Duke without their knowledge. If we go through, we are going to have to share everything we have."

    I nodded. "I realize an alternative would be to put this research on hold for a while. I’m concerned that it might put a wedge between us at a time that is critical to our survival. We need the knowledge that Quan has, and the only way to get that securely is for us to do it ourselves."

    Ashley replied, "You mean the only way to ensure that we come out on top. The Gontas are going to come to that same conclusion."

    I sighed as I sat back. "Regardless, you should both go through. You might just have to shelve your investigation until things cool down. You can always drop Quan back into the deep freeze. I would like to see you crossing through by this evening at the latest."

    Touchstone replied, "He is right, Ashley; we can finish up this experiment and then pack what we need for a transfer. We aren’t doing any good if we stay here and get slaughtered."

    I spoke. "Funny, who would have thought that potentially facing the Durians would be the safer option."

    Touchstone stood back from the table. "OK, inhibitor circuits have been reset. Flip him back on, and let’s see what he has to say."

    Ashley flipped the switch.

    Quan spoke. "Strange, I feel as though something is wrong. The memories are flooding through my processors. What... what have I done?"

    The Duke went silent.

    Touchstone remarked, "Mrs. Grange! Look at that circuit activity on the monitor! His processors are all off the charts! The inhibitors should not be drawing that much effort. They did not appear to be damaged in any way."

    Ashley replied, "You know what I think, Doc? I think we just triggered his conscious reasoning circuits, and he is starting to review what he has been doing over the past million years. He has a lot of memory to troll through and review. I believe our experiment is done for the day. We might as well start packing up anything that we want to take through with us."

    The doctor looked closely at the monitor readings. "That is a good possibility. Flip off his mic, and we’ll let him run while we prepare. It will be interesting to delve into his reasoning patterns with those inhibitors enabled."

    I stood and gave Ashley a quick kiss. "I’m heading over to Frig’s. If you need me for anything, just give me a call back."

    As I walked into Frig’s lab, he spoke. "Sir, I think you should reply to the Bulgars. Perhaps there is a diplomatic solution to be had."

    I replied, "If they wanted diplomacy, they would not have come in behind us like they did. If they haven’t made any moves in the next hour, I’ll give them a chance to talk things over. I would assume that we have ship totals now?"

    Frig pressed several keys on his console. "The original fleet has 4,151 ships. Nearly 800 are those immense battleships with one mega-ship, which I would presume to be their command ship. The fleet behind us has 2,798 ships. Five hundred twelve of those are battleships."

    I sat back in my chair. "You know, maybe it is time to talk to them. Return that hail for me. They don’t seem interested in moving any closer to that planet. Let’s see if we can use that to our advantage."

    Frig enacted the hail signal and patched it through to my comm. "Bulgar fleet. I am Don Grange of the Human fleet. This is a free star system. Stand down your hostilities."

    The Bulgar spokesman replied, "That is an audacious request from a fleet of such small stature. We will offer this one last chance for you to surrender and prepare to be boarded. Your security will be assured under Bulgar law. You have willingly violated our space; formal procedures must be followed."

    I laughed. "Sorry, Chief. We were watching the last time whatever is on that planet became active. We saw what it did to your ship. This is no more your star system than it was for those thousand other ships out there that have been destroyed. Perhaps instead of puffing up our chests, we can cooperate on a mission of discovery. I would be interested in your thoughts on that."

    The comm was silent for several seconds. "There will be no mission of discovery, Human. The Bulgar have long claimed this system, and there is nothing to be discovered by or shared with anyone else. Disarm your weapons and prepare to be boarded!"

    I placed my hand on Frig’s shoulder. "Bring our Wren back, and let’s move in a little closer to that planet. I bet they stay right where they are."

    As the Wren turned towards our fleet, a great beam shot out from the Bulgar mega-ship. Before evasive maneuvers could be taken, the 160 layers of Tantric armor on the Wren were burned away and the Wren vaporized. Six seconds in the intense beam was all she could handle.

    The Bulgar spoke. "Humans, we can strike your position from where we are. Comply or suffer a similar fate."

    I turned to Frig. "How long before we can get everyone through the portals to the Orienta?"

    Frig replied, "That process will take the better part of an hour, Sir."

    I stood. "Here is what I want to do: ram everyone through those portals, including yourself. When the last man is through, I want you to program this fleet to take up orbit around that planet and to then settle down on the surface on the opposite side from where that signal comes from. If our ships get destroyed, well, at least they don’t fall into the Bulgars’ hands. And make sure all the self-destructs are set so that if anyone other than a Human or a Gonta tries to set foot on there, they destroy themselves."

    Frig spoke. "I believe that to be our only good option, Sir. I will coordinate from here and will be the last to leave."

    I replied, "No, I will be the last to leave. I’m taking the Swift out to see if I can buy us some time. If the Bulgars start shooting now, we risk losing everyone. Once you are on the Orienta, just keep a portal open on the Swift. If they fire that beam, I should have six seconds to dive through."

    Frig shook his head. "That is a horrible idea, Sir. If you wish to attempt a delay in that manner, you should return to the Orienta and broadcast a signal from there through the Swift to the Bulgar. Why risk your life needlessly, Sir?"

    I replied, "Sometimes you just have to be there in person. If there is little risk involved, I am likely to do a poor job keeping them occupied. Besides, I have been itching to take the Swift out for a spin."

    Frig stood. "I must protest this action, Sir. You are too valuable to needlessly risk. I offered a sound alternative to your plan!"

    I nodded my head as I stood and walked towards the door. "Just focus your efforts on getting everyone off of here as soon as possible. I’ll be prepping the Swift if anything else pops up."

    I left the room before Frig had a chance to continue his argument. My mind had been made up, and it was not something that was easily unmade. I walked into the cargo bay and made my way onto the Swift. There was a feeling of comfort that came over me as I sat in the pilot’s chair. The ion generator was powered on and preflight checks completed.

    As I lifted from the bay floor, a small cargo throughway opened in the center of the immense bay doors. The Swift slipped through the opening and was immediately in the deep, dark void that was space. All systems showed green as the external temperature dropped dramatically.

    I moved the Swift to a position that was still near our fleet, but between it and the Bulgar mega-ship. I settled into position and awaited a new hail from the Bulgar.

    The comm warbled. "Human, what is the meaning of this? Disable your weapons, or this ship will meet with the same fate as the last!"

    I replied, "This is Don Grange. I am the spokesman for the Human fleet. Perhaps we can comply with your request in a different way. Allow us the time to follow our procedures for doing this. In the meantime, who is your commanding officer, that we might discuss terms?"

    A voice responded, "This is Admiral Daki Maturra. Mr. Grange, you will move your fleet out to our position one at a time. From there we will commence our boarding of those ships. Any hostile activities will be met with a swift and overwhelming response."

    I pressed the comm button on my arm pad. "No worries from us, Admiral. Allow us to follow our process, and this will be over soon enough. Oh, and Admiral, I am on the small craft that has separated itself from our fleet. I would ask that you not vaporize me as you did our prior ship. That vessel was unmanned."

    My delay tactic lasted for forty-five minutes with the Bulgars. The Admiral was growing impatient with my odd requests for time.

    Frig came over the comm. "Sir, all personnel will have been transferred to the Orienta, including myself, within the next five minutes. That includes those who have been undergoing upgrade operations. The fleet is awaiting your command to move to the planet and to land on her. I have opened a microportal in the Swift’s hold behind you. Press the blue flashing button on your arm pad, and it will expand to full size for your jump through. And Sir, keep your jump clean, as we will need to close the portal immediately afterward to prevent any residual beam from passing through behind you."

    I replied, "What is any residual beam going to do if I am already through the portal?"

    Frig shook his head. "It will vaporize you and the room surrounding the portal."

    I nodded. "OK, good to know. Keep that portal locked onto me, Frig. I need to program the Swift. I’m certain the moment she begins to move, they are going to start shooting."

    The next several minutes were used to punch in a course for the Swift to take to the planet’s surface, while taking evasive actions. We had somehow once again slipped away from the jaws of death. Our fleet was in jeopardy, but our people had escaped unharmed.

    As I programmed in the last of the maneuvers, I sat back in my pilot’s chair. "OK, old friend. Let’s hope you can slip out in one piece."

    I looked down at the flashing blue button on my arm pad and pressed it. The portal opened wide behind me.
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    At that moment, a new hail came over the comm from the Bulgars. "Your time is up, Mr. Grange. It was just revealed to me that on our latest scan, there was only one bio life-form remaining on your fleet. I do not know how you accomplished that, Mr. Grange. You have shown yourself to not be truthful and are being judged accordingly."

    Before I could turn to jump through the portal, the immense beam from the mega-ship impacted the hull of the Swift. I slapped the controls to the right as I was nearly thrown from my chair. The Swift slipped out of the beam and into a hundred smaller beams from the Bulgar ships surrounding their command ship. Eighty-six of my one hundred sixty-two layers of Tantric had been burned off in only a few seconds. The Swift’s outer layers continued to peel away as the smaller, yet still powerful beams hit their target.

    I pressed a button on my console that started the remainder of the fleet towards the planet’s surface. Heavy fire from the Bulgar fleet shot through the space in and around our ships as evasive maneuvers were taken.

    I pressed my comm. "Frig! They started shooting early! I never had the chance to jump! Can you get that portal open again? It looks like it closed!"

    Frig replied, "I am attempting to track your position, Don. I cannot lock on and risk opening a portal with you making erratic movements. The portal automatically shut down when you first moved. If the side of the portal were to touch the Swift, Sir, she would be frozen solid in seconds."

    I yelled into the comm, "I can’t go straight or I’ll get whacked! That Bulgar fleet is not moving! Can you send them some presents through the portals? Maybe take a little heat off my ass?"

    Frig punched away on a console on the Orienta. "Excellent suggestion, Sir! The mega-ship should be the first one to take a hit with a portal bomb."

    As Frig and the Gontas prepared to launch the first of many portal bombs, a row of twenty-six Bulgar battleships imploded in the center and then exploded along a central line. It was as if a high-speed gravity projectile had traveled through the twenty-six ships in an instant. A debris field stretched outward from those ships, damaging a number of others in its wake.

    As I turned and jibbed, another beam from the mega-ship grazed my hull, knocking off another thirty-two layers of protection. "Frig! You better make it fast! I just took another big hit! And did you see those battleships on the scanner? It looks like our invisible friend might be back!"

    Frig replied, "I did, Sir. Twenty-six ships at once. We could use such a weapon!"

    I pulled up hard on my controls, barely avoiding another large beam. "How are those bombs coming? Hit that big ship first if you can, as the next hit from it is likely a kill! I’m down to sixteen layers!"

    The comm blared. "Another twenty seconds, Sir. You must hold on!"

    I pushed the controls full over forward. "I don’t know if I have twenty seconds left!"

    In a second blow to the Bulgars, a row of thirty-seven battleships in the surrounding fleet imploded and then exploded in the same manner as before. Another fifteen ships in the wake took heavy damage. The beams continued to fire on the Swift as I grew closer to the planet. Just as I began to reach the atmosphere, I received another grazing blow from the massive beam of the mega-ship.

    I yelled into the comm, "Crap! I’m down to partial layers on about half of my port side! Smoke is in the cabin! I don’t know if she is going to hold together to land!"

    I tilted the weak side of the ship towards the upper atmosphere as the starboard side glowed white hot from the friction. A single smaller beam found its mark, crippling the environmental system, sending shrapnel flying, and exposing the cabin to the outside air. I corrected the Swift’s orientation as I fast approached the ground. Sensors showed the northern hemisphere of the planet to be cold and icy, but the atmosphere was thick with oxygen.

    I pulled up on the controls and landed hard on an ice field between two high ridges. It offered protection from the beams that were not from directly overhead. The Swift made a dent in the ice, sending cracks out in many directions as her right wing slammed into what I could now see was a frozen lake. Her ion generators shut down.

    Several heavy ion beams impacted the area around the Swift, turning the surrounding ice directly into steam. As I stepped out of the hold onto the ice, a nearby hit knocked me from my feet. I pushed myself up, dazed, and looked down at the damage that had been done to my arm pad.

    I yelled, "I’m standing on ice, and it is coming apart as we speak! Those ion bolts are going to heat this water! I have about two kilometers to reach land!"

    There was no reply. As I stood, another ion bolt impacted the ice just in front of the Swift. The exploding wave of steam again knocked me from my feet. As I stood and turned, I could see my ship listing forward as the ice underneath her cracked and weakened from the heat. The last of the ion beams was taking my means of escape!

    I attempted to restart the Swift from my arm pad, to save her from the watery depths, but my arm pad would not respond. I was then reminded of my own peril as the ice beneath my feet continued to crack and undulate from the heated water below. As I again looked up at the Swift, she nosed over and slipped into the darkness beneath the ice. My comm link to Frig and the others was severed, and my footing was becoming ever-more treacherous.

    I turned and began to sprint towards the nearest shore, turning my gravity assist to full as I ran. I was bounding along at twenty meters a hop as the Bulgar beams continued to dot the ice field around me. The beams quickly came to a stop.

    I reached the shoreline and was grateful to place a foot on the snow-covered, rocky, dry land. I repeatedly tried my comm but received no connection. It had been damaged beyond use. Were the Bulgars coming? Had Frig been successful in driving them away with the portal bombs? I sat down on a rock to further evaluate my situation.

    I checked the environmentals on my helmet sensor. The oxygen level was at 19 percent, with a temperature that hovered just below freezing.

    I spoke to myself. "Way to go, Grange. Got yourself stranded on another planet."

    I brought what little planet mappings I had available up on my helmet display. I was four hundred kilometers from the point of the mystery signal. What possibly remained of our fleet lay twelve hundred kilometers on the other side of that.

    I looked back out onto the frozen lake. The hole that had swallowed the Swift was already beginning to ice over. Any recovery of her was far from my abilities. I turned back towards the high ridge behind me and began an effort to reach a low passage around the ridge on the southern end of the lake.

    My power cells were nearly full, and my battle suit, other than the now-defunct arm pad, was easily able to keep my body temperature at an agreeable reading. I had no food, but a scan from my helmet sensors revealed that the water ice that surrounded me was safe to drink if melted. I began my journey towards the southwest.

    I was again thankful for the balance and strength that was provided by my prosthetic legs. I found it rather easy to jump from one rock pile to the next as I made my way around to the southern end of the frozen lake. When I had reached the pass through the high ridges, I found a frozen waterfall with a sheer cliff that dropped off for two hundred meters.

    The gravity on the small planet was 8 percent less than standard, so I took a leap off of the high edge to an outcropping halfway down. After a perfect landing and another leap, I found myself on a valley floor that had gently sloping sides. I soon found myself bounding along again at twenty-meter steps.

    The valley ran for ten kilometers with ever-widening sides. The rocky stream that carried water from the lake remained partially frozen over where currents had slowed or become still. When I had reached the end of the valley, I again evaluated the course that lay ahead. I could follow the river southward until it finally fed into an ocean, or I could attempt passage through the mountains in a more direct route to where our fleet had supposedly landed. I chose the shortest path and turned, bounding upwards through the inclining valley of another tributary.

    As I came up over a short ridge, I took note of two large creatures that had something cornered. I moved closer for a look and was surprised to see a biped with a spear, jabbing at the two beasts that had it cornered. Being the compassionate person that I was, and after seeing a fellow biped in trouble, I drew my blaster.

    With two long leaps, I was standing behind the great beasts as they challenged their prey.

    I yelled, "Hey! Meatheads! Over here!"

    When the first of the two beasts turned in my direction, I stumbled backwards as it stood up on its hind legs. It was fifteen meters tall, with enormous fangs and claws, and I suddenly wondered if I had been too bold. As the great beast shrieked down at me, I pulled the trigger on my blaster, only to have no ion bolt emerge. The heavily furred, giant white beast then slashed at me with its closest claw.

    In an awkward attempt at fleeing, I sprang straight up, dodging the wild animal’s blow. When I came down from my upward lunge, I found myself landing on the beast’s right shoulder. It turned violently and again swung its humongous claw in my direction. A second leap removed me from danger.

    As I landed on a large rock and then leaped again up onto a short ridge, I found myself just out of harm’s way. The large, furry attacker seemed to be ever-more agitated that I had once again dodged its assault. With a moment to think, I picked up a rather substantial-sized boulder and heaved it at the beast. A strike to the head, followed by a gush of blood, told of an enemy that had been severely injured. The beast turned and bounded off with another loud shriek, although this time with an anguished sound.

    A second large rock was then heaved in the direction of the remaining snow beast. A heavy strike on its right shoulder sent the remaining snow beast screaming in the other direction.

    I hopped down from my perch as I looked in on the being that had been trapped. The brown, scaly creature held up its spear in a threatening manner as it grunted and hissed. I took note of the leather-and-fur clothing that it wore around its midsection. As it continued to make threatening noises and to poke at me with its spear, my universal translator began to do its work.

    The creature spoke. "Stay goorant! Goorant!"

    I held up my open palm in a friendly gesture and replied, "Stay goorant."

    The animal gave an inquisitive look and then began to speak in his language, which I could still not understand.

    After his third sentence of gibberish, the translator got a lock and the words began to flow. "My fellow hunters will be here any moment. You should go before they overpower you!"

    I replied in a tongue that the creature could understand. "I mean you no harm. You looked as though you were in trouble, so I stopped to help. My name is Don Grange."

    The creature somewhat lowered his spear. "Don Grange. As I stated, you should leave before my fellow hunters arrive. We have been hunting those two gellats for a week. You have now chased them away!"

    I replied, "Uh, it looked to me like they had you cornered. If you were hunting, that was a strange way to go about it. What is your name?"

    The creature stood with his spear by his side. "I am Grakus Polis from the village of Vireque. You have chased away the prey that would have fed my people for the remaining winter. As I stated before, you should go before my fellow hunters arrive. They might not be so understanding of your intentions."

    I pointed back towards where the beasts had run. "Well, how about I assist you in finding the gellats? I could even kill them for you if you need."

    Grakus raised his spear. "We do not kill the holy gellats! They provide milk for our people! In the spring, they will be released up into the mountains, where they will flourish for another season."

    I replied, "Wait, you milk those things? How do you get around those fangs and those claws? Those things look like they would tear you to pieces!"

    Grakus shook his head. "The gellats are docile when harnessed. It is a symbiotic relation between them and our people. We care for them during the harsh winters, and they provide us with sustenance. Now go, before the others arrive!"

    I again raised my hand. "OK, I’ll leave. I’m sorry that I interrupted your hunt, Grakus. I was genuinely only trying to help."

    As I turned and began to walk in the direction of the mystery signal, a rumble in my stomach told me that I was in need of help from whoever this species was. My prosthetics would take me the four hundred kilometers’ distance, but my torso and brain needed much more than what a power cell had to offer. I was in need of food.

    With that thought, I turned and bounded off in the direction of the fleeing gellats. I followed their tracks for two kilometers before I caught up to their location. The gellats were stopped, with the first licking the bloody wound of the other. After hearing what Grakus had to say, it was easily evident that the gellats were not only female, but in need of a milking. So, I again butted my head in where it did not belong.

    I circled around behind the great beasts, and again, while standing on a rock above them, I threatened them with smaller chunks of stone. The two gellats were soon moving back down the mountain path to where they had just come from. A half hour later, they entered the same flat area where they had originally cornered Grakus. Grakus and the other hunters, however, were nowhere to be found.

    I searched the area near where Grakus had been sheltering himself and soon found tracks that led away, up and over a near hilltop. As I stood on the hilltop, I could see Grakus in the distance as he topped another ridge. I looked back at the two gellats, who were again turning towards the high mountain trail.

    I sighed as I bounded off and was soon in their way, waving my arms and shouting.

    I yelled, "Shoo! Go the other way!"

    I had to laugh at my choice of words. It seemed completely out of place to be yelling shoo at two such gargantuan beasts. To my surprise, they turned and began to slowly trot in the other direction.

    For three hours, I tracked Grakus and herded the gellats in his direction. The guilt was beginning to build inside me, as the gellat with the head wound appeared to be doing poorly. When they had traveled through a narrow passage, I took the initiative to push several large boulders down into it, blocking their retreat through that route.

    I then bounded off in search of Grakus, whom I had caught up to as he rejoined his hunting party of twelve.

    I stood in full view on a high rock forty meters from his group. "Grakus!"

    The other hunters turned and raised their spears. Grakus stepped through to the front of the group.

    I continued, "Your gellats! They are just over this ridge! I believe the one with the head wound is in need of assistance. Tell me how I can help!"

    The brown, scaly creatures turned to Grakus, and a heated discussion ensued. After several minutes of dialogue that I could not quite hear, Grakus silenced the others.

    Grakus spoke. "You have harmed us enough, Don Grange! I do not know where you hail from, and we are not familiar with your people or with how you speak our language. We feel it best that you return to wherever you came from. We will take care of the gellats."

    I sat down on the rock where I stood. "OK, I will go. But before I leave, can you direct me to where I might find food? I have not eaten recently, and I am unfamiliar with what can be had as food in this area."

    Grakus turned back to the others for another discussion before turning back. "Don Grange, you will wait there until we have the gellats harnessed. We will then provide you with food, after which you will be on your way!"

    I nodded as I held up my hand. "Agreed!"

    The harnessing of the gellats took nearly an hour. After the initial displays of hostility, the once-fearsome beasts now seemed content at being led along by the large leather straps. I jumped down to the flat ground as Grakus and the others reached my position.

    Grakus spoke as he handed me a leather bag. "You will find dried fish and berries from the fall harvest in the pouch. Leave it along this pathway, and I shall return to recover it another day."

    I replied, "The gellat with the head wound—will it be OK?"

    Grakus shook his head. "We will have much healing to do to bring her back; during that time, she will not provide milk for our people. You have placed us in a difficult situation, Don Grange. A harsh winter may be very hard on our people."

    I placed the pouch over my shoulder. "Are there other gellats out there that I could help you round up? And what is the name of your people? I am Human."

    Grakus looked back up the mountain trail. "We will have a hard spring, as those rocks in the passage will have to be moved before the gellats can return to their high grazing fields. Again, you have caused us harm, Don Grange. Please go."

    I pointed back to the pass. "I can clear those rocks out of there. I will do that right now if you would like."

    Grakus returned a skeptical stare. "You are but one being, Don Grange. How would you move such by yourself?"

    I slowly raised my hand towards the pass. "Follow me and I will show you."

    Grakus looked back at the other hunters as they led the gellats up the next hill. "Proceed, Don Grange, Human. Our people are the Meggaks. All of the peoples of Molov are Meggaks. Where do you Humans hail from, Don Grange?"

    I replied, "Well, that is a big, long story that I will not be able to tell. Perhaps one day I will have the time. For now, let’s just say that we, I, come from a long way away."

    Grakus followed me over the hill to the blocked passage. He stood in awe as I lifted the boulders I had pushed into the ravine one by one. In twenty minutes, I had completed the work that would have taken his village much of their spring.

    Grakus looked up at the densely clouded sky. "A storm is coming, Don Grange. Do you have shelter?"

    I patted the pouch on my side. "The only thing I currently have is this pouch. And it belongs to a Meggak."

    Grakus looked back towards his village. "Come with me, Don Grange. I have a felius grubworm house that remains unused until spring. I can offer you that until this storm has passed. It is unheated, but it will protect you from the harsh snows that will be coming. When the storm has passed, you will be on your way."

    I smiled as I replied, "Thank you for your kindness, Grakus. If there is any other way I can help, you only need to ask."

    Grakus shook his head. "The other villagers would not agree with my decision here today, Don Grange. I will have to ask that you stay silent and out of sight of my people. Our children would be easily frightened by such a hideous creature as yourself."

    I chuckled. "I can deal with that, Grakus. And thank you again for your kindness."
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    The grub house smelled exactly as it had sounded. Piles of gellat dung were distributed over a large pit, and felius larvae would be introduced as the weather outside warmed in the spring. The grubs would provide bait for fishing in the lake that sat on the edge of the Meggak village.

    The snowstorm came in hard that evening and dumped two meters of snow on the ground before the light of the day began to show. Had I stayed out in the cold, I would have easily survived, but my progress forward would have been halted. The dried fish and berries that Grakus had provided had filled my belly; however, I would be in need of food every day should I want to survive the journey from Vireque to my Defiant fleet.

    At his earliest opportunity, Grakus entered the grub house in the morning. "Don Grange, I see that you fared well during the storm. I am glad."

    I replied, "Grakus, I have a long journey before me. I will be in need of food. Would you be able to tell me how to hunt or to fish for my daily needs? I journey to far lands, and I am unfamiliar with my surroundings."

    Grakus looked intently at my helmet. "I have not seen headgear that was so smooth and polished. And the glass surface that you gaze through—how is it so clear?"

    I smiled. "My people have the tools that allow us to build these suits. It is also what allowed me to lift those rocks yesterday when I cleared that pass. We have many such powerful things."

    Grakus sat back on a bench as he continued to gaze. "We have seen another, similar to you, far to the west. My people call her the protector. She watches for those who fall from the sky."

    I began to nod my head. "Wait! What? She? Are you saying you have seen a craft that came from the sky? And that it is to the west?"

    Grakus replied, "I have not been, nor have I seen. I have only heard the stories of the protector of our world. If you wish to know more of her, our village elders would relay to you the same stories that I can tell."

    I sat forward. "If there are no others in your village with knowledge of the protector, are there other villages that might know?"

    Grakus nodded. "There is a larger village through the mountain pass and down in the valley, and then another beyond before the arid plains of Sarah are reached. The protector resides beyond the plains in the mountains of Sarah."

    I held up my hand as if to ask a question. "Sarah? The protector’s name wouldn’t happen to be Sarah, would it?"

    Grakus again nodded. "That would be the name of the protector."

    I leaned back on the stack of flat stones that I had assembled to make a chair. "Huh, Sarah sounds very Human to me, and I am looking for a Human."

    Grakus stood. "You! You are of the protector’s race! Are you the new protector?"

    I again held up my hand. "No, I am not the protector. I seek answers, and I am now hoping that the protector can provide them."

    Grakus again sat, this time with an anguished look on his face. "I have long wished to journey to see the protector. I would travel with you there, but the protector does not let anyone who is not Meggak near. Others have come before you. Each has been consumed in a death of fire."

    Grakus continued, "The plains of Sarah are covered with debris from those who have fallen from the sky. Our own village was nearly burned to the ground by a large piece of such debris that fell some three hundred years ago. The remains of it now make up much of our tribal center where the elders meet."

    I spoke. "Wait! You have alien debris here? Can I see it?"

    Grakus shook his head. "The elders would not permit it. Others have tried to make use of the debris to bring harm to our people. It is forbidden to remove an artifact from where it first fell."

    I stood and brushed the grub dung from my battle suit. "Are you still interested in taking that journey to the mountains of Sarah?"

    Grakus again shook his head. "I have a family that I cannot leave, Don Grange. The winter is upon us, and our food supplies are already low."

    I began to pace the floor. "You have a lake nearby, right? You gather fish from it during the summer?"

    Grakus replied as he pointed to the large pit behind me, "The grub house provided for that during the summer. We do not have bait for the winter, and the lake itself is frozen over."

    I turned for the door. "Well, Grakus, I wrecked your food supply for the winter, so how about I make up for that?"

    As I stepped through the door, Grakus reached for my arm. "Don Grange, please do not go outside; others may see that I have given you shelter!"

    I smiled. "Come down to the lake’s edge with me, Grakus. And bring a few of those fish baskets over there with you. We are going to see if we can up your food supply!"

    Grakus pleaded for me to stop as I walked down the street in the middle of Vireque. The walk went without notice, as the heavy snows of the night before had kept the other villagers in their homes. When I reached the edge of the lake, I stepped out onto the snowbank that covered it. I swirled my arms and kicked my legs until I reached the ice beneath the freshly fallen snow. Grakus looked on in curiosity as he glanced back towards his village.

    I spoke as I raised my fist in the air. "Let’s go fishing, shall we!"

    I slammed my fist against the ice and was rewarded with a cracking sound. I smiled and then leaned in closer to beat the ice with everything I had. I pounded with my fists in a semicircle around my boots. When the ice began to weaken, I stood and jumped high in the air, pulling my legs in close. As I came close to the ice, I thrust my feet downwards with all the power my legs could bear. I was rewarded with a snap and a whoosh sound as I slid through to the freezing water underneath.

    I stood under the ice on the lake bed, five meters below the surface. A quick scan revealed the lake to have ample fish for the Meggak village. I used my helmet HUD to reprogram the circuits where my arm pad had once lain. Power feeds were rerouted, with a high-voltage source exposed. With a wink of my right eye, a pulse hit the water where I stood.

    I felt my suit harden as the voltage attempted to find a ground on my person. A second scan showed the results of the pulse, as hundreds of the native fish now floated nearby, stunned by my action. I swam in the cold water and began to expel the fish through the hole I had come through. When I felt that I had gathered a sufficient amount, I lunged upwards and sprang through the hole as a bewildered Grakus looked on.

    Grakus spoke. "How? How is that possible, Don Grange?"

    I smiled. "My suit is heavily insulated, and I was able to provide a mild static shock to stun the fish. Let’s use your baskets to gather them up, and I will help you carry them to the elders’ building. If it is decided that more is needed to atone for my mistakes, I will go back in and get more. All I ask in return is for sufficient food to take me to the larger village you spoke of."

    I carried three large baskets of fish as Grakus carried another. As we approached the elders’ building, I took note of the dark green coating of Tantric on its outer shell. It was the remains of a space vessel that had no doubt been taken out by the protector. I smiled at the sight of an ion cannon that was in use to prop up an awning over the door.

    The village elders were grateful, and another fishing expedition was soon put into action. I filled another seven large baskets before the elders felt my debt was paid in full. They would only pull the fish from the lake that they would need for the winter, as food was not a commodity that was traded with others. Besides, during the winter months, travel to other villages was too perilous a journey for the average Meggak. It would only be done in times of extreme need.

    With my debt repaid, I was given rations for four days. The Meggak insisted that the journey took nine; I assured them that I could do it in three. After thanking Grakus for his kindness, I left the village of Vireque on my way to the larger village of Howhowis. The snowpack was dense, but my prosthetics and their built-in gravity assist made for an easy jaunt.

    When I topped the final hill that looked down upon Howhowis, I could see that it was more of a town that a village. The buildings were constructed of a combination of stone and the debris from fallen ships. Activity filled the streets, even after the early winter storms. As I walked into town, the people stepped back in shock. Most had never seen an alien, let alone a Human—a Human that had an image that looked strikingly similar to the statues of the protector that dotted the town.

    I stopped and looked at the first Meggak that did not turn and run. It was a young Meggak female. Her high, pointy ears made her appearance different from the males.

    I spoke. "Can you point me to the town elders?"

    The girl stood silently in her heavy fur clothing and then slowly pointed her finger. I nodded my head and continued in that direction. I glanced back as I walked to see what was most likely her mother, grabbing her by the arm and dragging her from the street.

    When I reached the center of the village, the bridge of a ship lay flat on the ground, looking as though the ship itself had been buried beneath the earth. The deck windows sat looking out at the mountains beyond, and two Meggaks stood in them, staring down at me as I approached.

    Before I reached the doors of the building, they were opened to welcome me in. The chief elder was seated in a large, ornate pilot’s chair as I entered.

    The chief spoke. "Traveler, welcome to Howhowis! It has been a long time since we had a visitor! I am Pantor Grim, eldest of Howhowis and the surrounding villages!"

    I replied, "I am Don Grange. I travel to the mountains of Sarah."

    The elder held up his hand and shook a finger. "No, no, no. The mountains of Sarah accept no traveler. Many have tried; all have perished. The protector does not accept any but the Meggak. Others are not al—"

    The elder dropped his hand. "Say, come closer, into the light."

    I stepped forward until the elder could clearly see my face. With a wink, my face shield rose, exposing me to the atmosphere of Molov for the first time. The air was crisp and dry; it felt clean and had a freshness that the helmet environmental unit did not offer.

    The elder slowly stood from his chair. "From the protector herself! You have the eyes of the protector! Have you come to take her place?"

    I replied, "I have come to see the protector, but your question I cannot answer."

    The chief elder attempted to order up a feast in my honor, to which I adamantly objected. I needed to continue my journey, and the pleasantries, while greatly appreciated, were not necessary. The chief elder seemed hurt, but not offended by my decline. I instead asked for food and direction for the next leg of my journey, a one-hundred-kilometer travel through the mountain pass and down onto the edge of the plains of Sarah.

    The elder insisted on four guides to accompany me on my journey. I again respectfully declined, as they would only slow my progress. Rations for another nine-day journey were brought about and immediately culled down to four days.

    Word spread quickly in Howhowis, and by the time I was ready to proceed on to Killami, there were a thousand Meggaks in the street. As I began to walk, they began to cheer. I could not help but smile and wave as I proceeded. As I neared the end of the main street, I felt that I owed them a show of what a Human was capable of. I sprang ten meters straight up into the air and then began to bound along at my twenty-meter-a-step pace. In only a handful of seconds, I was out of the town and well up the snow-covered trail towards the pass.

    The journey to Killami would have been treacherous for any Meggak. The snow in the pass was deep, and footing was poor. The extreme cold of the high mountain would have been difficult for any traveler who was not in a climate-controlled suit. I was not slowed by the elements.

    The trail out of the mountains looked over the broad plains of Sarah. I used the zoom built into my helmet to get a better idea of what made up the many scattered dark patches on the planet's surface. I was somewhat shocked to see the remains of what must have been thousands of ships, none of which was recognizable to the database in my helmet computer.

    As I looked to my right and left, I took note of the debris scattered on the slopes of the mountains themselves. The number of ships that had fallen to the protector was immense. I looked up at the sky and wondered if the Bulgar fleet remained, waiting for an all-out assault on the planet itself.

    I then had the realization that I had not thought to see if my helmet comm could pick up the Human signal. I stopped where I was and began to scan for the frequency that the signal had originally been broadcast on. I soon found that the signal continued as before.

    "Are you out there?"

    The signal origination point was across the plains in the mountains of Sarah, just as I had been told. The protector and the signal were one and the same. I stretched my imagination to its limits, but I could not come up with a plausible explanation as to how it had come to be there.

    How was it possible for this hidden ship to do the damage that it did, without ever being seen? Why was it broadcasting a Human message? I shook off the questions and once again picked up my pace as I started into a sprint. The sun was beginning to set when I made it to the outskirts of Killami. Rather than getting the town in an uproar that night, I decided that it would be best if I waited until morning.

    I found a large, flat rock that was sloped slightly down towards the plains. I lay back with my helmet propped up by a small rock. As the yellow sun dropped below the horizon, the surrounding stars shone nearly as brightly as they would if viewed from space. After watching a number of falling stars, many of which I guessed might be Bulgar in origin, I peacefully dozed off.
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    The early dawn had me awake. As I slowly sat up, I took note of the dozen or so small, furry animals that lay huddled up next to me on the rock. My suit had a heat exhaust port, and even though the amounts of heat being expelled were minuscule, the small animals had found it to be a comfortable spot. When the realization set in that the warm spot was actually moving, the small herd scattered in an instant.

    The buildings in the village of Killami were largely made up of a hodgepodge of fallen ship parts. It looked as though a small fleet was emerging from the earth of the plains. I waited until I could see the first signs of activity before I hopped down off the rock and continued my way into town.

    The first Meggak I saw dropped the material he was carrying and ran towards a building in the city center. As I continued to walk, I was soon confronted by a Meggak carrying a heavy blaster.

    The Meggak spoke. "Halt! Do not move or you will be vaporized!"

    I stopped and held up my hand. "OK, I’m only passing through."

    The Meggak’s eyes soon got wide as he got a better look at my face. "From the cradle of Sarah! My apologies, great one!"

    The Meggak handed his weapon to an assistant who had come up behind him. "Please forgive me! You are the first of the protector’s race that has visited with us! Please allow me to escort you to the elders!"

    I nodded and continued to walk. When we entered the tribal building in the center of the village, there were three elders sitting in ornate pilot’s chairs that had been salvaged from the ship debris. As each spun in my direction, I could not help but chuckle at the somewhat comical sight before me. I stood before the elder Meggaks, and a bright light was shone on my face.

    An elder spoke. "He is of the protector!"

    A second elder spoke. "Great day on Molov! A new protector has come!"

    I held up my hand. "I am here to journey across the plains to the mountains of Sarah. I only ask for enough food for the journey."

    The first elder replied, "Sustenance will be provided. Have you come to end the falling debris? It has been devastating our villages and farms of late due to a much-increased frequency. The night skies have been filled with falling material from the protector’s wrath."

    After a short visit with the elders, I was again offered more rations than needed. This time I accepted enough for a three-week journey. Once on the other side of the mountains of Sarah, I had no idea if other villages existed, and if so, if they would be so willing to provide me with aid. As I left Killami, it was again to a parade-like atmosphere, as most of the village had come out to see me off.

    Progress across the plains was at a fast pace. Only the occasional large section of a ship would offer any detour off of my otherwise straightforward path. As I bounded along, I took note of the port side of a ship that looked somewhat familiar. I stopped along the way at several other ship’s sections that had interesting architectural features.

    As I continued, I came upon a section that was a silver metallic base metal with hundreds of spiny protrusions that were several meters in length. I studied the wreckage for several minutes, but could not draw any conclusions as to their usefulness. The debris reminded me of the drawings of sea urchins that I had once seen in the archives.

    A second piece of a vessel that had drawn my attention was of a warship that had obviously seen a tremendous amount of battle. The forward piece of the hull that lay spread out before me had hundreds of pockmarks on its surface from when it had at one time been in a fierce battle. I paused for a moment as I thought back to our many encounters with the Milgari leading up to the Prassi wars.

    As I stood on top of the remains of a possibly once-great warship, I thought about how good it felt to be on the ground of a planet. The natural gravity felt somewhat different than that provided by a gravity generator. I speculated that perhaps a planet provided a more even pull, including out towards one’s sides, while the gravity generators on a ship would all pull in one direction. With a single leap, I was once again bounding across the plains.

    As the mountains of Sarah approached, the ship debris surrounding me became more frequent. My earlier estimate of a few thousand ships was hardly accurate. As I bounded and glanced around, I began to come to the conclusion that the remains of tens of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of ships lay strewn across the planet’s surface.

    When I had come within twenty kilometers of my destination, my helmet comm signaled that I was now within broadcast range of the mystery signal’s point of origin. I stopped and contemplated a reply.

    I thought to myself, "OK, if I talk to this thing, is it going to vaporize me? It doesn’t look like anyone else has ever gotten close to it. Come on, Grange, just do what you already know you are going to do. Barge in there and make yourself known!"

    With my mind already made up, I continued sprinting towards my goal. Twenty minutes later, after climbing over mounds and mounds of debris, I stood looking at the signal’s point of broadcast. It was an area three hundred meters in diameter, where bare, flat ground formed a near-perfect circle in the center of the mounds of debris.

    I hopped down onto the bare earth. I began to slowly walk towards the center of the field. There was nothing there, no ship, no building, no antennae. Nothing was visible, and yet the signal continued to be broadcast out of thin air.

    I performed a deep scan with my helmet sensor, and nothing came back of significance. It was a barren field, centered in mounds of defunct ship parts. I walked to a spot near the center, slowly turned to look in each direction, and then sat down. The mystery signal, which I was now sitting almost directly on top of, was still a mystery.

    I enabled the comm on my helmet and spoke. "OK, I’m out here. You haven’t vaporized me yet, so why don’t you make yourself known!"

    Several seconds passed before I had a sudden feeling of dread. The mystery signal had stopped broadcasting. I began to think about how foolish I had been, barging in where I didn’t belong. I wondered if this was the end of the line for Don Grange. Then I thought of Ashley and of the other Humans who still had a tremendous battle to fight. Had I gone around the signal, I might have made it back to the fleet, where I would have contacted Frig and gone through a portal to be with the others.

    I was then startled by the sound of a mechanical latch and a hydraulic door opening behind me, where moments ago there had been none. I slowly turned my head to the sight of a long, sleek, silvery-white vessel, sitting only meters behind me. A door was now open on one end.

    The exterior of the small ship was featureless, resembling a loaf of baked arnoee seed bread. I slowly stood and took only a single step towards the door before what I believed to be an android stepped out. The mechanical creature had three long, spindly legs that unfolded, making it just over two meters tall. The legs had what appeared to be various tools and instruments that surrounded the two joints within the legs.

    The legs ended with another joint connection at the bottom of an upside-down half-dome-shaped torso. A mechanical rim on the dome spun until two glowing red eyes faced my direction. I stood, prepared to be vaporized by whatever this mechanical being was. The several seconds of silence that now came seemed like an eternity.

    I spoke. "Hello?"

    The android gestured for me to come forward.

    I again spoke as I walked. "The message you broadcast—was that Human?"

    The android soon had me stepping up into the back of the white vessel. Coming from the bright daylight outside, I had a hard time making out what was in front of me. The android gestured for me to move forward and to then be seated in one of the four chairs that the silvery-white ship housed. As I sat, I turned quickly back at the sound of the hydraulic door closing behind me. With the light of the Molov sun now blocked away, I was left sitting in almost complete darkness. Only the faintest light from several small flashing diodes offered a sense that a world still existed outside.

    I was again startled as a holographic image of a display lit up in front of me. The light it provided illuminated the interior of the ship, allowing me to see its makeup. The walls, ceiling, and floor turned a shade of black that could only be described as a void. The chairs, as the one I was seated in, were bolted to a steel walkway that ran from the seats to the back of the ship. I took note of the faint blue glow coming from a piece of machinery in the back. Various other holo-displays then began to light up.

    I reached up to touch the display floating in front of me and was surprised when my gloved finger enabled a second holo-screen to my side. As I looked at the various meters, dials, and readings, it suddenly occurred to me that they were all displayed in Human English.

    As I reached up to press another holo-button, the display in front of me flashed and changed. Before me floated the image of a very old Human woman. Her features were somewhat different than I would have expected. Instead of frailty, the face before me appeared strong and bold.

    I jerked back in my chair as the image spoke. "Hello, fellow Human. At last I have found you. The atmosphere in this vessel is compatible with your needs. Please remove your helmet so that your image may be logged. I hope this day finds you well. Ask any question as you will, and I will attempt to provide you with an answer."

    I flipped open my visor to find the air inside the cabin smelled fresh and clean. I removed my helmet and looked around for a place to set it. The android reached out and gently took it from my grasp.

    I turned back to the holo-image before me. "Who, who are you? How did you come to be on this planet? What kind of ship is this, that it doesn’t show on scans? And is this an android or only a robot?"

    The screen replied, "Responses will be queued up in the order in which questions are received. For clarity, it may be advisable to ask a single question and to then wait for a response before proceeding. My name is Sarah Rogers. I come from a small town in central Alabama. I have traveled through dozens of galaxies in search of my fellow Humans. The ship is a highly modified Defender with an active sodium skin. The assistant is purely robotic with advanced artificial intelligence programming."

    The display was silent for several seconds before I continued. "You appear to be very old. Are you around here in another ship? Are there other Humans here?"

    The display replied, "Due to genetic alterations, I was able to live a life span that ended after 382 years. I have been passed on from this life for 798 years. You are asking questions of an AI program that I left running in the ship’s computer. You are the first pure Human that this ship has had contact with in over a thousand years."

    I sat back in the chair with a thousand questions running through my mind. "Do you know of the origin of Humans? Of where we come from?"

    For several seconds the display was silent; it flashed, and the image of a blue planet appeared. "Earth. Our recorded history indicates that this planet is the planet of our origin."

    I looked on in shock as my eyes began to fill with tears. There it was! Our home planet! It was a beautiful water-covered gem with large, swirling white clouds. I reached out to touch it and was brought back to reality as my finger sent the holo-image spinning rapidly in one direction.

    I spoke. "Where is Earth in relation to here?"

    The image of Earth stopped rotating. The holo-image then shrank away from Earth to reveal its position in the solar system. That image then shrank away to show the galaxy arm in which the solar system resided. The image again shrank to reveal the whole of the Milky Way galaxy, and then with a final reduction, the galaxy cluster in which the Milky Way spun. A green dot indicated the location of Earth. A yellow line then stretched from the Milky Way to the Triangulum galaxy, where the reverse process then began to zoom in, until a holo-image of Molov was floating in front of me.

    I spoke. "What is the approximate distance from here to the Earth, in light-years?"

    The display replied, "The distance to Earth is approximately 2.78 million light-years."

    I thought to myself, "Great, even if we had the Grid, it would take us more than two thousand years to cross that. We wouldn’t have the fuel."

    I asked the next logical question. "How is it that we got from the Milky Way to the Triangulum?"

    The display then began to tell the story of a planet that was found that had not been visible before. And of a mysterious temple that had been discovered on the planet. After gaining access to the temple, the Human race was given the option of staying in the galaxy where they were, of being transported to a new galaxy where there would be no more war, only peace and prosperity, or of being transported to a galaxy that offered adventure and conquest.

    The display continued to explain the Humans’ decision. "After many years of constant war and struggling to survive, the decision was made to be transported to the galaxy that offered peace, tranquility, and prosperity. However, a single Human triggered an event that sent all Humans to the galaxy of exploration, adventure, and conquest."

    I shook my head. "Well, that would explain why nearly every species we have come across wants to wipe us out."

    I asked another question. "Did this ship come from Earth? Did it travel between the galaxies? And if so, how?"

    A map of several dozen galaxies appeared, with a line tracing the path the ship had taken. Sarah Rogers had searched on her own for over three hundred years in her quest to find the Humans that had been taken away.

    I then asked, "How fast can this ship go?"

    As I waited for an answer, an alarm sounded. The holo-image floating in front of me changed to a tactical display that showed a large fleet gathering just outside of the Molov star system. The Bulgars had returned.

    The display changed to an outside camera view, and in an instant the ship rocketed up and out of the atmosphere. It began a wide arc that would sweep us around to where the Bulgar fleet was assembling. I was shocked at how quickly it had passed through light speed.

    A zoomed-in tactical display of the fleet then appeared before me. A tracing line drew repeated patterns through the fleet until a set of forty-two ships was identified through a single straight line. The Defender continued to accelerate. Thirty seconds after liftoff, we were aligned for a strike on the Bulgar fleet. The visual of Molov and its sun was stunning on the display as we swirled out from it and circled back around.

    The Bulgar fleet continued to show on the tactical display as we came in perfect alignment with the forty-two ships in question. In an instant, I felt a slight rumble as we passed through the ships to the other side. The Defender then began another wide arc as it turned to align itself for another pass. The forty-two Bulgar ships now showed as red Xs on the tactical display.

    I spoke. "How did we do that? How is the ship not visible?"

    The ship responded as a new orientation of the Bulgar fleet showed on the tactical display. The targeting lines crisscrossed the ships until a new alignment of thirty-one ships appeared. The Defender moved to position itself for another run.

    The ship’s computer replied, "The destructive power of the Defender comes from the firing of tungsten rounds from four coil cannons mounted within her structure. While traveling faster than the speed of light, the round enters the target, sweeping away material with it as it proceeds. The void created causes the surrounding material to implode before it explodes. The Defender has a sodium-covered skin. The spin of the electrons within sodium atoms is brought to a halt through the application of an extremely high-magnetic field. The lack of electron spin allows the Defender to pass through material objects."

    The computer continued, "The same phenomenon allows objects to also pass through the Defender. Material is absorbed into the sodium skin, passes around the hull of the ship, and is then expelled on the other side, in the exact formation as when it entered. All known wavelengths of light and radio frequency travel through and around the Defender as if the ship was not there."

    I spoke. "Wow, we could sure make use of this technology for our fight with the Durians."

    I looked at the display and noted the ship’s speed as being five times the speed of light. "How fast can this ship go? What is its maximum speed?"

    The computer replied as another thirty-one Bulgar ships turned into red Xs on the display, "The Defender is propelled by a black hole drive system. The BHD rings on the front, rear, and all sides of the ship are used to propel the ship in the direction of the active rings. The maximum speed of the BHD is unknown. The drive will continue to accelerate the ship so long as sufficient power is supplied."

    I spoke. "So, if power is applied to the BHD, the ship will just keep going faster and faster?"

    The computer replied, "The statement your question implies is correct."

    I looked around the cabin and then back at the display. "What kind of gravity or inertial dampening system does the Defender have?"

    The computer answered, "The sodium skin isolates the interior of the ship from all known forces, including those of gravity and inertia. As with material objects, those forces are absorbed by the skin, passed around its exterior, and expelled on the other side. An artificial gravity system is located in the ship’s flooring."

    I continued, "The power source—is that the glowing box in the back?"

    The computer replied, "The cesium fusion reactor provides power to the Defender and her systems. The model-four reactor can provide a continuous power output of 1.21 terajoules."

    I held up my hand. "Wait. Did you say terajoules?"

    The computer then flipped the tactical display to an image of the Bulgar fleet as it turned to leave. The Bulgars had no defense against the single Defender and her advanced but unusual technology.

    The computer answered, "The constant power output of the cesium fusion reactor is 1.21 terajoules."

    I shook my head. "Wait. You are telling me that your little cesium reactor back there has more power output than our Grid?"

    The computer responded, "I do not have reference to any Grid. Please restate your question."

    I again looked up at the display and was again taken aback as we gently set down again in the center of the field of debris on Molov.

    I asked, "Is the interior of this ship the deep black because of the sodium skin?"

    The computer flipped up a new display. "To select interior lighting features, press the holo-buttons on the display in front of you."

    I reached forward and pressed the button marked Visual. The deep black interior quickly turned into the view from the outside of the ship. The visual rays of light were allowed to pass through the ship’s outer skin to its interior skin. I was suddenly sitting in one of four chairs, bolted to a steel grating that was suspended about a half meter in the air.

    I reacted with "Aw, now that is just awesome! Does this ship come with a manual?"

    The computer replied, "The Defender has complete maintenance manuals and user guides with tutorials. Select the question-mark symbol in the top right corner of the display to initiate a query about any of the ship’s systems and requirements."

    As I reached up towards the question-mark symbol, I felt like a kid on the Grid who had just been given his first ion blaster. I pressed the question-mark symbol and then continued next with the Systems symbol in the bottom left of the display. The remainder of my day was spent browsing through the operation of the ship’s systems and their capabilities.
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    I woke up, slumped over in the chair in the Defender cabin. For three days straight, I had gone from one system to another and watched in fascination as the tutorials gave a complete and thorough explanation of how everything worked.

    As I rubbed the sleep from my eyes, I spoke. "Sarah, can you interface to the systems in my helmet?"

    The computer replied, "A radio frequency link is possible; data transfer rates will be limited."

    I nodded. "OK, Sarah, connect to my helmet computer, scan my retina for access, then retrieve the star maps for this region of the galaxy."

    Several seconds passed, and the computer again replied, "Star maps have been accessed and integrated into previously mapped systems."

    I clicked on the nav display as I spoke. "Identify a route to the Gonta Tresha system and provide an estimate of time for travel to there in this Defender."

    Star maps appeared on the holo-display, with a line drawn directly from Molov to Tresha. The calculated trip time was three hours, seven minutes, twelve seconds.

    I remarked. "Three hours! Is that correct? From here to Tresha in three hours?"

    The computer replied, "Three hours, seven minutes, twelve seconds."

    I smiled. "Computer, set the nav course to Tresha and begin the journey as soon as is possible!"

    A giant red X appeared on the holo-display. "I am sorry, the programming on this ship will not allow it to travel beyond the vicinity of the Molov system. An agreement was reached with the Meggak people to remain here as their protector."

    I argued with the computer for an hour before I gave up on my quest. "OK, OK, how about this. Can we travel to the Defiant fleet that landed at the coordinates I am entering in?"

    The computer replied, "A course has been laid in to the specified coordinates."

    I rocked in my chair in frustration as I threw up my hands. "Well, let’s go! Take me to the Defiant fleet!"

    The Defender quickly lifted off, and only a handful of seconds later, we were hovering over what had once been my great fleet. The Suppressor lay on its side, burned out and full of holes. Each of the cargo bays had been obliterated by heavy ion cannon fire from the edge of the Molov system. The Bulgars had done their dirty deed. Our short battle had been in response to the Bulgar bombardment of the Defiant fleet.

    I threw my hands up in the air and brought them down behind my neck. "Aw, this, this is just bad. I can’t repair those things, and you won’t let us fly out of this system. Wait, Sarah, can you scan this cargo bay?"

    The computer replied as I pointed at the image of the Suppressor on the display, "Scanning. Complete."

    I pressed the holo-button over the scan results and was soon delving through the information that had been supplied. Frig’s lab, along with the generators and wormhole antennae, was a complete wreck. The Bulgar bombardment had been thorough.

    I sat back in my chair in a huff over what to do. "Sarah, how good is your little robot at repairing things?"

    The computer displayed an image of the Kurtz-designed maintenance bot. "The maintenance bot can perform a variety of duties. Those duties include ship repair and maintenance."

    I spoke. "Can the bot repair the ship that we just scanned?"

    The computer replied, "Yes, the damaged vessel in the scans can be restored by the bot to flight condition in three years, twelve days, four hours, and thirty-two minutes. Materials for parts replication are available from the surrounding landscape."

    I shook my head. "Three years. Big good that does me. I might be the last Human alive by that time. Sarah, you said ‘parts replication.' How exactly is that done?"

    The holo-display showed a machine design. "The replicator design can be constructed by the bot in four hours, eight minutes."

    I threw up my hands. "Well, build us a replicator. Wait, can the replicator build more bots that can build more replicators?"

    The computer replied, "Yes."

    I raised one hand as my jaw dropped open. "Yes? Well, get started, then! How many bots and replicators can be built in the next four days?"

    The display updated with the approximate counts. "Just over six thousand! Well, crap! Get started! Sarah, how long would it take to repair the Suppressor to flight worthy with the number of bots and replicators on the display?"

    The computer replied, "Scanning the surrounding debris for resources. Complete. The bots and replicators as described on the display would take approximately ninety days, eight hours, seven minutes to complete the requested task."

    I sat forward. "Sarah, what is the optimum time for constructing bots and replicators to repair the ship I landed in? It is located approximately four hundred kilometers from here, in the bottom of a lake."

    For a moment, I began to get motion sickness as the imagery that surrounded me spun quickly and then fell behind the Defender. Ten seconds later, we were stopped over the frozen lake where I had crash-landed. A scan was performed, and the results showed on the holo-display several seconds later.

    The computer replied, "Three days, four hours, seventeen minutes."

    I nodded. "OK, let’s do that instead. Sarah, initiate the optimal repairs of the Swift."

    Again I felt a queasiness in my stomach as the Defender spun and shot back over the debris field where it had initially broadcast its signal from. After it landed, the maintenance bot stepped out onto the bare ground and immediately sprinted to the closest pile of debris. I watched in fascination as it picked, chopped, bent, and sorted the materials required to build a replicator. The speed at which the bot worked in coordination with the Defender’s scanner was astonishing. Four short hours after the process had begun, the first replicator machine was operational.

    I continued to watch in fascination as the bot gathered materials and the replicator spit out parts. Fifty-six minutes after the replicator had begun, the bot began to assemble the first of many bots to come. Seven minutes later, the newly assembled bot began to perform the tasks needed for completing the build of the next replicator.

    The bots worked through the night and into the next day. By the end of the second day, the makings of a small ship with a hoist hanging beneath it were taking shape. On the morning of the third day, the small ship lifted off. Half an hour later, it returned with a still-dripping Swift. The bots immediately scrambled over the Swift, peeling back damaged materials and pulling out her guts for repairs.

    I had the sudden realization that I had not eaten in two days. The rations from the Meggaks had run out.

    I spoke. "Sarah, how did you eat on your long journeys? I don’t see any kitchen or supplies here."

    The computer responded, "The occupants of this vessel made use of nutrition packs connected to the BGS suits that they wore."

    I clicked the Help button and was soon going through a tutorial on the Bio-Gel Sustenance suit. Two such suits hung in the back of the Defender. The construction of the suit was one size fits all. I peeled off my battle suit and pulled on the BGS. Following the tutorial, I connected a small hose to the ship and soon had the funky feeling of warm gel filling the suit around me. A nutrition pack was picked from the ship’s stores and fastened to the belt on the front of the suit.

    I then asked the computer a specific question. "I don’t get it, Sarah; how does the nutrition pack feed me?"

    The computer replied as it showed explanatory diagrams, "The BGS nutrition is absorbed through the skin."

    I looked at the diagram. "What is a filter pack and do I need one?"

    The diagrams changed. "The filter pack removes waste product from the bio-gel."

    I squinted one eye as I looked at the display. "What waste product?"

    The computer continued, "Waste product consists of dead skin, body hair, skin oils, sweat, finger- and toenails, urine, and feces."

    I sat back. "Wait, what? Feces! What feces?"

    The computer replied, "The BGS suit is capable of being worn continuously. The nutrition pack provides sustenance, the filter pack removes waste, and the power pack provides suit and auxiliary power."

    I raised my hand. "OK, well, my battle suit provides environmental needs as well as defensive protections. What do I get with a BGS?"

    The computer switched displays to show other capabilities of the BGS. "The BGS provides a complete environment to its wearer: food, oxygen, temperature, and radiation and physical material impact. The sodium skin on the BGS provides protection similar to that of the skin on the Defender, only limited by the power supplied. As a secondary defense, the BGS allows the wearer to go invisible; all energy forms as well as physical objects will pass through to the other side. Switching the sodium skin to active will allow the wearer to walk through walls. Switching the active skin off returns the wearer to a normal environment."

    I stepped outside and then enabled the sodium skin. Right before my eyes, my arms, legs, and torso disappeared. My smile turned into a broad grin. I turned the active skin off and walked the five steps over to the nearest replicator. I reactivated the skin and reached my invisible hand out to touch the side of the replicator. I was in shock as my hand passed through the side of the machine. I withdrew my hand.

    As I looked up and down at the replicator, I again began to grin. "OK, Grange. Let’s see how walking through this thing works."

    I moved my legs, but I did not move forward. It was as if I was floating in the air. I turned the active skin off and stumbled, as my feet were now awkwardly positioned.

    When I had regained my composure, I turned the active skin on and repeated my attempt to move forward. Again, I could feel my legs attempting to walk me forward, but no movement was had. This time I positioned my feet before turning off the active skin.

    I walked back into the Defender and sat down in front of the console. "Sarah, how is one supposed to move when the active skin is turned on?"

    The computer replied, "The active skin removes all inertial and physical traits of acceleration or deceleration. In order to move while the sodium skin is active, the wearer must first be in motion or make use of the built-in BHD. So long as the skin is active, the wearer will continue moving at the speed and in the direction from which the skin was activated."

    I stood and walked back out of the replicator. "OK, Grange. Now we see what it is like to pass through an object."

    I took a step and then activated the sodium skin. To my delight, I floated effortlessly towards the large metallic replicator. As I grew closer, I outstretched my arms. They entered the machine without so much as a feeling of contact. I then heard a loud sound.

    Gong!

    Twenty minutes later, I awoke a thousand meters away from the Defender. I was upside down and in a slow rotation about four meters off the ground. I waited until I had the correct orientation and then turned off the active skin. I dropped to the ground on top of a pile of debris. A large knot protruded from my forehead. I felt like a complete idiot as I realized that I had not been wearing the active helmet.

    My body had attempted to pass through the machine, while my head slammed hard into the broad metallic side plating. I walked back to the ship, gently rubbing the bulge on my forehead.

    Once back inside the Defender, I pulled on the BGS helmet and walked back outside to again attempt my fly through. After stepping forward and activating the BGS skin, I found myself floating effortlessly through the material that made up the replicator. It was a three-dimensional experience that I would never forget.

    For the next hour, I attempted a number of other fly throughs, with the final one leaving me stuck in the ground at shoulder depth. Only after any number of well-timed wiggles was I able to get enough motion going to propel me upwards and out of the trap that I had gotten myself into.

    As the bots continued their work, I returned to the Defender’s computer to continue my research. I stumbled upon a section listed as DNA Updates. Out of curiosity, I selected the section and was rewarded with diagrams, charts, and tables of a bio-enhancement that was available through an injection. IQ points increased by 10 percent, longevity tripled, and strength and stamina would be increased as well.

    I took a moment to ask the next question. "Sarah, how do I get this DNA injection?"

    The computer replied, "A sample of your blood must be drawn to construct the proper DNA sequencing for your body. Instruct the replicators to draw this sample and to begin the biosynthesis process for the serum as described here. Once injected, the serum will take approximately fifteen days to begin lengthening the DNA strands of all newly created cells. The first effects can be seen and felt within thirty days after."

    I nodded my head and pressed the buttons to queue up the process. It would begin immediately after the completion of the Swift’s updates.

    At the end of the day, the bots and replicators had stopped working. I stepped aboard the Swift and was amazed at how she looked nearly identical to how she had before taking the beating the Bulgars had given her. I sat in the pilot’s chair and flipped the switch to power on the ion generator. The Swift’s console came to life.

    I pressed the button to close the rear hatch and then began a full diagnostic of her systems. One by one, the systems returned a green symbol indicating their readiness to be used. I enabled the engines and took her for a spin in the Molov atmosphere. All systems seemed to be functioning perfectly.

    I returned to where the Defender was parked and landed the Swift next to her. I emerged, again with a smile on my face. As I stepped up into the cabin of the Defender, the little gears in my head began to turn.

    I sat in my usual chair. "Sarah, is it possible to refit the Swift with a cesium fusion reactor?"

    The display screen flipped to a diagram of the internals of the Swift. A figure began to be sketched on the display that included measurements and materials. Five minutes later, a chime sounded and the screen said, "Design Complete."

    The computer responded, "Yes."

    I nodded my head. "Can the Swift be optimized for power, speed, defense, weapons, computer systems, and any other system designs that are available on the Defender? And if so, how long would it take for the bots and replicators to make it happen?"

    As I awaited an answer, I was surprised by one of the bots standing behind me. I had a moment of panic as it grabbed hold of my shoulder and shoved a needle into a port on the side of the suit. I felt a pinch as the needle entered my skin; a sample of my blood had been drawn. The bot then turned and exited through the hatch behind me.

    The Defender computer chugged away at diagrams and lists of materials for several minutes. The rear door then closed, and the ship lifted into the air. For thirty seconds, she moved over the fields of downed ships, scanning for the resources that would be needed by the replicators.

    When we landed back in the field by the Swift, the holo-display once again chimed as it displayed "Design Complete."

    The computer spoke. "The modifications to the Swift will take three days, four hours, fifty-five minutes to complete."

    I again smiled. "Sarah, begin the full upgrade of the Swift. All systems!"

    The bots immediately got to work. The Defender lifted off repeatedly to fly several bots to a debris field for the extraction of the needed raw materials. On one of the return trips, I was again surprised by a bot standing behind me. This time, however, the needle that was jabbed through the port in my side contained the DNA bio-serum. The shot was painful, but over in a few short seconds.

    As the activity outside picked up, I took the time to study what I could of Earth’s history. I was quickly becoming the foremost authority on the origins of Man. Our history was interesting, if not sorted.

    I was at first shocked at the frequency and the magnitude of the thousands of battles and wars that had been fought by Man against Man. As the reading and watching of videos continued, I then began to realize that ancient Man was not much different than modern Man. There were always those who sought power and wealth, even if at the demise of others.

    Man was certainly flawed, but I quickly decided that I would take the average man over the average alien of any of the other species I had come to know. I was sure that some would call me a bigot. I preferred the term wise.

    Sarah Rogers’s history was fascinating on its own. She had gone from farm girl to Defender pilot to prisoner of war on an alien vessel. After a daring escape, she had taken control of the alien ship and then returned to an embattled Earth, where she brought back peace and prosperity. Humans were soon dominating the battlefields of space and growing exponentially in power. The reward for Man’s achievements was to be transferred away, against his will, to the galaxy that we now inhabited.

    Sarah Rogers, along with one other Human and several billion Human clones, were all that had remained. Sarah speculated in her logs that the changes in her DNA were the reason she had been left behind. After seeing to it that Earth, and all the clones that had been created in birthing centers, were safe and secure in their own realm, Sarah Rogers had taken to the stars to try to find her people. Upon her death from old age, the search had ended. In the end, Sarah had been successful in her quest when Frig had stumbled upon her signal.

    As I continued to watch Man’s history unfold, I took the occasional break to continue my studies of the BGS and the other technologies that were newfound to me. The BGS had a sleep mode that would allow me to continue learning while I slept. I continued to be astounded by the technologies that Man had created more than a thousand years before, any one of which might have turned the fate of Grids 2, 3, and 5.

    After three days, four hours, and fifty-five minutes, the bots came to a stop. The upgrades to the Swift were complete. As I stood from the chair on the Defender, I realized that I had been sitting in the same spot for that entire time. I had not eaten, nor had I risen for any other reason. The BGS suit, and the time savings it offered by me not having to partake in such tasks each and every day, were remarkable.

    Instead of walking out and around to the Swift, I took a step towards her and then turned on the active skin. I floated through the side of the Defender and then again through the starboard side of the Swift. When the skin was deactivated, I dropped my legs gently to catch myself as the gravity of Molov took over. I was standing on the cargo deck of the Swift with a smile again on my face.
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    As I turned towards the pilot’s console, the smile dropped from my face. A comm signal had been coming in from the Grid. As I began to sit in the pilot’s chair, I remembered that my battle suit and helmet were still on the Defender. I returned and retrieved them only to find that the comm symbol in my helmet display was also flashing from a prior signal. As a last-minute thought, I ordered the bots to load one of the replicators into the cargo hold of the Swift; two bots would also be retained.

    Back in the Swift, I pressed the comm button on the console. "This is Grange. Who’s out there?"

    The comm did not respond.

    I spoke to the computer. "Sarah, is there a problem with my comm?"

    The computer replied, "Molov has a molten cesium core. It was one of the reasons it was selected as my final destination. There would be enough fuel to keep the reactor running for millions of years if needed. As a consequence of that molten, high-energy core, frequencies such as what your comm uses are restricted in their ability to travel more than a few tens of kilometers. A signal was detected eighteen minutes and twelve seconds ago. A separate signal twenty-four hours before that."

    As the bots finished strapping down the replicator, I entered the nav route to Tresha into the computer and quickly lifted off. The acceleration towards my target was rapid and linear. I soon found myself traveling far faster than I had ever traveled before. The speed indicator had surpassed more than one hundred thousand times the speed of light.

    At the halfway point of the journey, the BHDs reversed and the Swift began to decelerate. I was spending my time learning about the hand weapons that came with the BGS.

    I spoke to the computer. "So, I just aim and think fire?"

    The computer replied, "The thought interface is only available with the neural comm implant. Manual controls are on the glove or can be spoken through the helmet audio interface."

    I looked at the diagrams on the holo-display. "So, can I get one of these comm implants?"

    The computer changed diagrams. "The replicators are capable of constructing the neural comm implant, excluding the quantum entanglement circuits."

    I replied, "The quantum what?"

    The computer again switched diagrams. "Quantum entanglement is a quantum mechanical phenomenon in which the quantum states of two or more particles can be synchronized. The synchronized states remain available even when the particles are separated by great distances. If the quantum pairs are grouped in a matrix configuration, a comm link can be established between the pairs that is instantaneous at any distance. Quantum entanglement is not available from the replicators. A lab configuration with multiple pieces of equipment is required."

    I replied, "OK, have the replicator create a neural implant for me without the quantum stuff. I can at least take advantage of the thought interface. When we get to the Orienta, we can see about constructing a lab."

    As I approached the Tresha system, my attention was glued to the countdown timer on my holo-display. The twenty-six minutes remaining seemed like an eternity. I was startled when one of the bots placed its clawed hand on my shoulder as it held out the neural implant chip.

    I turned back to the computer. "How long does the neural implant surgery take?"

    The computer replied, "The surgery requires approximately five minutes for opening the incision, insertion and alignment of the chip, and closing the incision. Healing time with the BGS suit applied is approximately four hours."

    I nodded. "Five minutes? That’s it? Let’s get it done, then. I have twenty minutes to kill."

    The displays on the computer changed to show diagrams of the implant. "The implant requires a minimum of twenty-four hours for the initial bonding with the central nervous system. After the bonding is complete, the training of the circuit may begin."

    I replied, "Wait! Training? Why can’t I get anything that works right out of the box!"

    The computer began to respond, to which I turned off the audio.

    I looked over the holo-display with a scowl on my face. "OK, computer, begin the implant operation."

    The bot immediately grabbed my neck and spun me around to the side. A pain medication was administered through the BGS, after which I had a happy, goofy grin on my face. The operation was over almost before it had begun. As the bot released me, a second injection was administered by the BGS, which brought me back to normal.

    I commented as I felt the small lump in my neck and looked at the bot, "You guys don’t mess around, do you! I’m surprised you didn’t just ram that thing up my... never mind. Computer, let me know when the neural circuit is ready for training."

    The computer responded, "The circuit will let you know when it is active."

    I decelerated into the Tresha system and raised the Orienta on the comm. I then made a straight line to the planet’s surface and to the building that housed Ashley, Frig, and Dr. Touchstone. I touched down, disabled the active skin, and stepped out of the Swift’s rear hatch. As I began to walk to the door of the building, I turned, and with a voice command the hatch of the Swift lifted and closed. With a second voice command, the ship disappeared from sight as the sodium skin activated. I continued to walk to the door with a smile on my face.

    I got off an elevator on the fourth floor and proceeded to the room location that the Gonta had given me. As I neared the doorway, I could hear Frig’s voice. I stopped and thought I might show off a bit of my new tech. I took a step towards the outer wall of the room, and with a voice command the skin on my BGS activated. I floated through the wall as if nothing was there.

    Frig and Dr. Touchstone were seated at a table while Ashley stood, pacing about the room. I readied my feet, and with a new command the BGS suit’s skin deactivated, allowing me to drop gently to the floor.

    I spoke as the others recoiled in shock. "Hello, fellow Humans! How fantastic it is to be Human, don’t you think?"

    I removed my helmet as Ashley came over for a prolonged hug and a kiss. "When the Swift went down, we thought you had been killed. Why didn’t you answer our hails?"

    I shook my head. "The Swift was at the bottom of a frozen lake. I had to hike for days before I found what I hope is the solution to all of our problems!"

    I began to relay the story of the crashing of the Swift, my journey to the mystery signal, and the Defender. "I have it all, a history of our origins. What is happening here? Have the Durians been spotted yet?"

    Ashley replied, "The Colossuns landed on Targ. The Duke has landed at least ten thousand troop carriers, and the Targ are filing onto them. The Targ have joined the Colossuns. The Durians arrived at Targ yesterday, along with the Dakar and the Prassi. Bulgar ships were seen arriving this morning. The fleet is massive, Don, unlike anything we have ever had to face."

    I whispered a few voice commands into the helmet that I held in my hand. "Frig, I’m sending through the data I collected from the Defender ship. It is huge and will take a while to transfer. Analyze the Swift’s new systems to see where we can best make use of them in our fight."

    Frig replied, "Sir, I am receiving conflicting login attempts between the Swift and our network. Has someone tampered with the Swift’s computer?"

    I laughed. "Tampered is not the right word. More like completely rebuilt. Just figure out how to get us connected. You are going to love some of these enhancements!"

    I spoke. "So, what preparations have we been able to make concerning the Durians?"

    Frig replied, "The Gonta decided to move our people down to the surface of Tresha. We have constructed two wormhole generators, but are now out of available power sources for enabling any more. I do not fault the Gonta for making the switch. It would be the logical thing for any species to do."

    I shook my head. "Have you had a chance to look over the planet-side defenses? What kind of a fight can we put up from down here?"

    Frig sighed. "Sir, we have been making every effort to update the weapons and shields on Tresha. The Gonta have been extremely cooperative. However, I believe those defenses would eventually fall to any continued bombardment from orbit. Without a fleet to disrupt those assaults, it would be a relentless stream of attacks, some of which would inevitably make it through. The fall of Tresha would only be a matter of time should the Gonta leave with their Carions."

    I replied, "OK, well, start looking over the info I am sending. I don’t know what we can do with it given the time we have."

    Frig spoke. "Sir, fifteen hundred Colossun warships just dropped through light speed and are entering the Tresha system. The Gonta fleet is going out to meet them."

    I shook my head. "I thought we had at least another day. Are the other ships still at the Targ system?"

    Frig replied, "The latest scans show they began their departure for this system two hours ago. We should have another full day at the least. Wait, we have more ships dropping in... it would appear, Sir, that more than four thousand Bulgar ships are joining the fight."

    I looked over the data on Frig’s console as it became available. The attacking fleet was now equal in size to what the Gontas had to offer in defense. "Wait. Why are the Colossuns just sitting there? And the Gonta—they are not taking defensive positions against the Bulgar. Frig, tell me they are not all joining forces!"

    Frig replied, "The Gonta have had a number of private meetings of late, Sir. Changing sides is not out of the question, although, the Gonta have given no indication of desiring such a move."

    I watched on the console as the Bulgar ships moved in and among the Gonta fleet. They were joining forces!

    The console then flashed as a new ship dropped through light speed. It was humongous, a warship that was far larger than any I had seen. The great ship was of a Colossun design and immediately proceeded to fire upon the combined Gonta and Bulgar fleet.

    I spoke. "OK, now I’m confused. I thought you said the Bulgar had joined up with the Duke at Targ. What are we missing here, Frig?"

    Frig typed away on his console for several seconds before replying. "I consulted with command on the Orienta, Sir. It seems the Bulgar are made up of two separate factions that have been at war with each other for centuries. We may see some of that fight playing out here now."

    As we watched, another five thousand Colossun ships joined the fray. I was squirming in my chair as I observed the great fighting fleets matching guns and shields. The early signs told of a slight edge to the Gontas and friendly Bulgar. The Bulgar ships were fast and maneuverable, with highly effective weapons. Their shields, however, were inferior. After the first hour of battle, each side had lost nearly 10 percent of their ships.

    Frig interrupted, "Five thousand Durian and three thousand Dakar ships just uncloaked around the Carions. They are firing!"

    We crowded around a second monitor on the console beside where Frig had been sitting. "Here, the Gonta fleet is abandoning the fight with the Colossuns to return to the Carions."

    I spoke. "Five thousand Durian ships! Where did they come from? I thought there were two thousand!"

    Frig replied, "They must have had a second fleet traveling separate from the other. I am mystified as to how the Prassi and the Dakar followed the Durians without our knowledge. I must have further work to do on the space current disruption filters."

    Frig continued, "The Gontas will not be able to withstand such an assault. Those Carions will begin to move when that Gonta fleet proves ineffective."

    Ashley spoke. "Look, more Colossuns just dropped in! The numbers are falling away from our favor. And all we can do is sit here and wait for them to attack!"

    I put my hand on Ashley’s shoulder. "Gather your things. Frig, you and the doctor grab the Duke and follow me."

    We hurried back to the elevator as Frig responded, "Where are we going, Sir?"

    I replied, "We are getting on the Swift, that’s where. I think it’s time you saw what she is capable of."

    As we walked out into the paver-covered area between the buildings, called the quad, Ashley spoke. "Where is the Swift?"

    With a voice command, the active skin turned off, revealing the now-silvery-white ship. The rear hatch slowly opened.

    Ashley again spoke. "Hmm. I do like the new color."

    I rolled my eyes as I replied with a snide remark. "You women, always worried about a fashion statement."

    The group boarded the Swift, and as I sat at the console, I pressed the button to close the hatch. Frig sat in the copilot’s chair and began to look over the new set of controls.

    I laughed as the Swift began to lift off. "Here, don’t bother with that. I’ll bring up the holo-display."

    Frig jumped back slightly as the air in front of him crackled and began to light up.

    "OK, this holo-button will put it in practice mode. Surf around, use the Help, and ask the computer any questions you have about it. It’s a very intuitive system, and after a few minutes I am sure you will have it mastered."

    I looked back at Ashley and the doctor. "You can stand or sit, it doesn’t really matter; the inertia of anything in the surrounding space will have no effect on what goes on in here. It will be as if we never left the ground. Although, I would say do not look too intently at the view-screen up here, or it will make you a little queasy."

    Touchstone began to look over the now-stationary bots and the replicator machine. "What are these?"

    I replied, "Those, Doc, are your new lab. Ask the bots there to build you something, and they will construct whatever you need, if we have the necessary raw materials."

    Touchstone looked over the robot and then turned back my way. "Your suit, and this ship—what did you call it? An active skin?"

    I nodded. "Yep, isn’t it great! I can walk through walls, Doc! And this ship—it will fly right through anything that is out there! The computer said something about stopping the spin of the electrons making it react differently to all things that are physical or energy based. And the engines on this ship, black hole drives, referred to as BHDs. When you turn them on, this ship will continue to accelerate so long as power is supplied. I peaked out at hundreds of times faster than the Grid on my way over here."

    I continued, "Don’t ask me how any of it really works; for me it just does. You’ll have to consult the computer for answers. It has an extensive tutorial system built in. Whoever designed this stuff did a first-class job. OK, I want you to all watch this!"

    I pulled up the tactical display and directed the weapons guidance system to target the highest number of Durian ships that it could with a single pass. The displays flipped to a view of the ships as we approached. Rays traced until the optimal set of targets was selected. Fourteen Durian cruisers were in our sights.

    I spoke. "Listen for the rumble and watch that display!"

    The Swift arced in to the target ships, and as the tactical display changed to a new perspective, the fourteen Durian ships now displayed as red Xs.

    I sat back and smiled. "Now we just sit back and let it continue to select targets for us. No fuss, no muss, just sit back and turn up a cup of Delurian tea!"

    The Swift made a wide arc as it calculated the next set of targets.

    Ashley spoke. "We just destroyed those Durian cruisers?"

    I flipped the display to the slow-motion visual. "I backed through the comm, up onto the Orienta, and pulled up one of her camera feeds. This blur is us approaching, this is the result of our coil guns firing rounds at above the speed of light, and this blur is us far out on the other side. The camera on the Orienta is not fast enough to catch us in a still frame. Now we just wait for round two."

    Frig spoke. "The physics involved here is far beyond what we have been able to achieve."

    I nodded my head. "Yeah, and to think, these Humans did this over a thousand years ago!"

    Ashley pointed to the display. "The Durians have backed off. Probably wondering what just happened."

    I sat forward in my chair and again punched away at the air of the holo-display. "OK, let’s pay a visit to the Duke’s ships!"

    I brought up the target profile of the Colossun fleet and let the weapons algorithms lay out the optimal targeting navigation. As the computer churned away, we changed course towards the Colossuns.

    Ten minutes later, we exploded through nineteen Colossun battleships, cruisers, and destroyers. Their destruction was complete, and the tactical display began working out the next set of targets.

    After our fourth pass through the Colossuns, the fleet turned and fled towards where it had come in from. The Durian ships followed suit. I landed back on the paved lot where we had begun our journey, and we walked back up to the room the others had previously occupied.

    Frig looked at my suit. "Remarkable, Sir. This is all simply beyond my grasp at the moment. These technologies are superior to anything we have developed or come across ourselves. I struggle to believe that any of this is actually real."

    I replied with a raised fist, "Not only is it real, but we have it. And I don’t think it should be shared with anyone. In fact, Dr. Touchstone, if you can tell me what you need in a lab, I can build it right there in the hold of the Swift, and we can get cracking on pulling more information out of the Duke, out of Quan, or whatever he wants to be called. And it won’t be hard for us to keep this ship hidden from the Gonta. With this food and filter pack on my belt, I can go for three months without eating. It’s a little odd at first, but it’s kind of nice once you get used to it."

    The remainder of the afternoon was spent discussing our new technologies. It was decided that the information I shared would not leave the room. The more who knew of our new technologies’ existence, the more difficult they would be to conceal and control.

    The Gonta were completely unaware of what had happened, but they were thrilled with the result.

    As the situation changed from day to day, the Gonta had begun to slowly exclude us from their meetings. Our spies had managed to find out why. The Gonta had plans. If a massive attack came, the much-easier Human targets on the planet would be a good distraction as they powered up their Carions for an exit. We were in no way shocked by the Gonta’s plans. Once again I was glad to be Human.
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    The Colossuns and Durians had retreated to a point where they would await a rendezvous with the bulk of their fleet. After a short discussion with Ashley, Frig, and Dr. Touchstone, it was decided that I would travel back to Molov and leave orders with the bots to repair and rebuild what ships they could from our fallen fleet. After a short trip the following day, I returned to Tresha.

    I sat down in the conference room with the others. "The bots are replicating themselves and are building more replicators. The estimate is for a peak of forty-seven thousand bots beginning the process of rebuilding those ships. It will take about three weeks to get started. Estimates for the ships themselves range from four to eight weeks for recovery of about 60 percent of what we had. All will be upgraded with the new technology. I also took the initiative to order each of them flown back here as soon as they are complete. The first of the Wrens should show up in about four weeks."

    Frig replied, "Will they be able to resurrect the Suppressor?"

    I shook my head. "I’m afraid not; that one will take too long. It will provide valuable, already mined resources, though. I was thinking, with that bot army back there, we could build a rather large fleet from scratch if we need to. That planet is strewn with debris that is easily collected and repurposed."

    Touchstone spoke. "I did the calculations of where the Grid should be, given its 20 percent fuel level. With the speed at which the Swift now travels, it would only be a one- or two-day journey from here."

    I replied, "Yeah, but do we even know where it went? Knowing the Duke, he did not just send that off in a straight line. He would have added an arc to its path so it could potentially be anywhere, covering a whole handful of sectors."

    Touchstone smiled. "You forget that your friend here developed a method of tracking the ionic disturbance left in the dead areas of space. We should be able to pick up a trail and then follow that to the Grid."

    I nodded. "Hmm. I think it may be time to start getting the Colonel and his men involved in some planning. You know, with these BGS suits, we could drop onto that station and take up whatever positions we wanted, without ever being seen. Add in our enhanced fighting capabilities with these prosthetics, and I don’t know, but I would think we would have an unstoppable force at our disposal."

    Frig spoke. "We should begin study of that cesium reactor on the Swift also. I believe it may provide the power to open multiple wormholes from a single location."

    Touchstone added, "And we should get Quan back out of the freezer and see what else we can draw out of him. We know the Duke knows about wormhole technology. What if he is somehow responsible for us being pulled away from our home galaxy to begin with?"

    I replied, "Well, what are we sitting here for? Let’s get down to the Swift and see what we can get going."

    Frig spoke as we walked. "Sir, if the numbers you have given me on that reactor are correct, we may be able to outfit the Swift with its own wormhole generator. I wish I could figure out a way to get around the size restriction of the aperture."

    Touchstone joined our conversation. "Have you experimented with opening a wormhole within a wormhole? Perhaps we could also solve our distance issue if we could originate a new beginning point at a prior endpoint."

    Frig thought for a moment and then replied, "Hmm. I haven’t given that avenue much thought. I’m not sure what results would be achieved by the crossing of dimensions."

    I spoke with a sarcastic tone. "Well, maybe it’s time we ran a few experiments, don’t you think?"

    Frig replied, "I suppose if we wanted to take the chance of opening a rift in the space-time continuum, we could just give it a go. I might even be willing to let you work the controls for that experiment, Sir."

    I took a moment to think before I responded with a half smile. "A rift, I got ya. You want to put the old Grogarian sloth at the controls in case something goes wrong. I see where you are going with this one. I would think it might be safer for us all if it was run by someone who is expendable, you know, maybe someone with stubby arms!"

    Ashley rolled her eyes. "You two never get tired of it, do you."

    We stepped up into the hold of the Swift, and everyone got to work. I explained the bots to Ashley and the good doctor while Frig sat at his console and continued to go through the Swift’s new systems. Twenty minutes later, the two bots I had on board were configuring the replicator to produce the first piece of test equipment that Dr. Touchstone would need for his mini-lab. An hour later, the bots began work on the next piece.

    As I sat in my chair looking around at the others, a warble came over my comm. "This is Grange."

    The Colonel replied with an agitated voice, "Grange! Where have you been? I’ve been looking all over for you for the last hour!"

    I spoke into my comm. "I’m down in the quad, Colonel."

    The Colonel replied with a growl, "I’m looking down at the quad and it’s empty. Where are you and the others hiding? I want to discuss strategies with my A team."

    I disabled the active skin, opened the rear hatch of the Swift, and stepped out. "Can you see me now, Colonel?"

    The Colonel was quiet for a moment. "OK, I don’t know what you have cooking down there, but I’m sure you will fill me in."

    The Colonel walked out of the building, around a stand of plants, and up to the Swift. "Grange! That looks like the Swift. What happened to the Tantric?"

    I gestured for the Colonel to come aboard. "Right this way, Colonel; it’s our new secret weapon. And you better sit down, Colonel. I have a story that’s going to blow that battle suit right off your back!"

    I closed the hatch and re-enabled the active skin. "We are now invisible from the outside, Colonel."

    I pressed a few buttons on my console and brought up an image of Earth. "You know what that is, Colonel?"

    The Colonel replied, "It’s a planet, so what?"

    I shook my head. "It’s not just a planet, Colonel. It’s the planet. Our origin. Our home!"

    Harper looked closer. "How would you know this?"

    I began to tell the story of the protector. Of Man’s origins and of how we came to be in the galaxy known as the Triangulum. I then moved on to the protector and the technologies that were made available to me.

    I stood and turned around so the Colonel could see the BGS. "This suit, you can wear it indefinitely. It has a food pack, a filter pack, and a power pack that have to be replenished, but spares can be kept around and they are a simple snap on, snap off. No more having to eat or hydrate yourself, and no more going to the restroom."

    The Colonel offered a strange expression. "What do you mean, no more going to the restroom; how is that possible?"

    I shook my head. "It’s creepy, Colonel. You just go in the suit, and the gel circulating inside takes care of breaking it down while the filter recycles it."

    The Colonel winced. "I can already hear the grumbles from the men. It doesn’t look like much. How does it offer protection from blasters and physical contact? It’s hard to beat our current battle suits."

    I replied, "Well, let me show you, Colonel. Stand up and take a punch at me."

    The Colonel cocked his head slightly to one side. "What?"

    I repeated my request for a punch. The Colonel stood, pulled back his massive fist, and came straight for my jaw. I gave the command to enable the active skin on my BGS suit, and in an instant I was seemingly in another plane of existence. Colonel Harper’s balled fist swung through the space that my jaw had previously occupied. He lurched forward after expecting to make contact. When the Colonel had righted himself, I disabled the active skin.

    I flipped back into existence where I had stood before. "Oh! Swing and a miss! Sorry, Colonel, only one swing per customer!"

    As a precaution, I stepped back. The Colonel had a penchant for getting agitated, and a real blow from his huge fist would have sent me reeling. I gestured towards his seat, and the Colonel sat back down.

    I spoke. "This suit is just like the ship. The skin on this thing, when activated, makes physical contact, or contact with any form of energy, irrelevant. I turn this on and I can float through walls. Each glove has an ion blaster, almost as powerful as our blasters, a coil gun that shoots tiny tungsten rounds at a quarter of the speed of light—they have a huge impact—and a micro-BHD so that you can pull yourself around. I haven’t tried the BHD yet, but I will."

    I continued, "And one of the best things of all, Colonel: you can fire these weapons while blinked out."

    The Colonel replied, "Blinked out?"

    I nodded. "When the skin is active, they, the original Humans, they called it blinking in and out. I would guess because you kind of disappear and reappear. The Defender, the craft the protector flew—it only had two of these BGS suits on it. While they are supposed to be universal fit, I believe we would have to make some alterations for you. I’m a decent-sized guy, and it’s about stretched to its max. We can have the bots make one for you when the doctor is done with his equipment needs."

    The Colonel smiled. "I should like that. Only, I’m not sure about that whole waste-recycling thing. Even for a Marine who has been through just about every disgusting thing out there, during combat as well as training, bathing in your own waste is not something you long to do."

    I replied, "I agree, Colonel, but seriously, I’ve been in this suit for days on end now, and the thoughts about what’s going on rarely enter your mind."

    I continued to show the Colonel the Swift’s new systems. The BHD drive system, the active skin, and the cesium reactor were points of particular interest.

    When I got to the Yacabucci generator, I turned to Frig. "I haven’t had a chance to use the Yacabucci with the new power source. What effect should I expect if I were to use it now?"

    Frig turned back to his console. "The Yacabucci is extremely sensitive to the power that can be applied. Let’s see, my calculations suggest that with this single-point web, we should be able to hold several Durian battleships in place at once. Hmm. I believe the system would also be instantly available. There would be no requirement for a buildup of the energy in the web, as this reactor could supply the field with all the power it requires."

    I looked back at the Colonel. "Is this ship sweet or what! Everything we had is better. And the new technologies—they are just more than we could have hoped for. Colonel, for the first time since we escaped the Durians, I now feel like we have a fighting chance to win!"

    The Colonel sat back. "The big question is, can we make use of this tech in time for it to do us some good?"

    Jon Touchstone spoke. "Colonel, I have one more piece of equipment that I need for my work. We can then have the bots work on a BGS suit for you."

    The Colonel began to shake his head as he stared off towards the wall.

    I turned towards him. "What is it, Colonel? Something wrong?"

    The Colonel turned towards me with his signature evil grin. "No, nothing wrong. I was just thinking of the damage York could do with one of these suits. Doc, why don’t we make the first suit off the line be for her. I’ll be happy to take the one after that."

    I looked around at the hold of the Swift. It was crowded. As the others talked, I thought about the ships being reworked back on Molov. I wondered if we would be better off resurrecting the Raider fleet before working on the Wrens. On the one hand, I was all for destroying the enemy ships with a fly through, while on the other, I wondered if the time would come that we would need to board a ship. What if Humans were taken prisoner? And how else would we get the Grid back from the Duke? It would be a question that I would have to raise with the others.

    Frig spun around in his chair. "Sir! The Swift’s log says that you underwent genetic surgery on your flight back. What would possess you to do such without first consulting with George or with Dr. Touchstone?"

    I thought for a moment. "Everything that I had come to know about our Human ancestors told me it was worth taking a risk. Frankly, I will have to say that ever since I let the bots do that, my energy levels have certainly been higher. I wasn’t sure if it was because of that or maybe because of this BGS."

    Ashley spoke. "It has done wonders for your skin, Don. You have a more youthful appearance somehow. And that thinning hair, I believe it is getting thicker."

    I turned and flipped a button on the holo-display. My face appeared before me. Ashley was right. Whatever the DNA injection had done, my face, hair, and skin all had a firmer, thicker, and smoother look.

    Frig brought up a log of my bio-stats from when I had first slipped on the BGS. It was true, my heart rate and blood pressure were lower; even the rate at which my body sloughed off dead skin cells had fallen dramatically. Whatever the modifications had been doing, I liked it.

    I looked around the ship at the others. "Who wants to go for a ride out to Molov? It’s an eight-hour round trip. We could drop this replicator and these two bots off here and pick up a few more from the planet’s surface."

    The Colonel replied, "I think it best if I head back and have a word with my staff. You can save me a joyride for later."

    Ashley spoke. "I know we are wanting to keep this tech secure, but the doc and I are going to need space for trying to unravel Quan’s secrets. I think it might also be better to keep him isolated from this tech as well. The game would certainly be over if this got back to the Duke. And our friend Quan there, he still considers himself one and the same."

    I replied, "Are you sure it’s safe in those buildings?"

    Ashley shook her head. "That compound of four buildings was set aside for the doc and me to make use of. There is no one else there. We can have the Colonel post a few men around, and it will be as secure as we can get on this planet. We have already swept them for signals to see if the Gonta were listening in on our conversations. If they are, they did an excellent job of concealing it."

    I again replied, "Is there a conference room or some other large room in there that would fit the Swift?"

    Ashley nodded. "I believe the dining hall on the first floor would be adequate. They left out the second-floor space above it to give it high ceilings. It seems a little odd, but it apparently is something in their culture with how they like to eat their meals. It should have more than enough room for the Swift."

    I turned back to my holo-display, powered up the engines, and slowly moved the Swift in the direction of the dining hall. Everyone watched in amazement as we floated through the first wall. Seconds later I had the Swift centered in the dining hall and set her down. When the rear hatch opened, the others stepped out onto the floor and looked towards the exit. Frig remained behind to continue his studies of our new technologies.

    The bots moved the replicator out into the dining hall as it continued to create the final piece of equipment for the doctor and Ashley. I was left with nothing to do, so I turned my attention towards continuing my education on Earth’s history and the wars that Man had previously fought to stay alive. I found the logs pertaining to the Kurtz and the Barhoos interesting. Here was a race that was responsible for nearly wiping Man from the galaxy, and yet they had ended up as our closest ally.

    I read with fascination about the Sodium wars and all they had entailed. Man had overcome adversity time and time again, much like we had done in the Triangulum just to stay alive. At times our reactions were ruthless, while at others we were far more gracious than what would be considered normal.

    I took a moment’s break from my history lesson and looked over at Frig as he worked the holo-display in front of his console. He was at his happiest when he was immersed in thought and study. He didn’t notice as I stood and stepped out of the Swift into the dining hall. Ashley and the good doctor were busy with their equipment, as the newest device of their makeshift lab was just coming online.

    The bots and the replicator worked on a suit for Sergeant Diane York. I shuddered at the thought of the destruction she could unleash on the Durians with it. For the remainder of the afternoon, I took turns studying Human history and observing the others. At one point I had to stop and wonder if the genetic alterations taking place in my body were also taking place in my brain. Was study and observation something I would come to enjoy and appreciate? It had not been a big part of my past, but I was certainly enjoying it at the moment.
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    As I sat out in the dining hall, watching Ashley and the doctor at work, Frig stepped out of the Swift. "Sir, when the bots have finished with the BGS suit, I believe we should have them work on a cesium reactor that I can use for experimentation with the wormhole generator."

    I nodded. "That sounds good, Frig. I was thinking, perhaps the best place for Ashley and the doctor, as well as for you, would be back on Molov. With the protector there, I don’t know if there is a safer place in the galaxy. You could also have your own army of bots building whatever it was that you needed. The materials are all there for just about anything you could possibly want. The core of that planet is made up of molten cesium. Imagine the power you could generate from that!"

    Half an hour later, we had the equipment loaded into the Swift’s hold and were lifting off. Gonta scans had shown the massive Colossun and Durian fleets to be parked at a location at least twelve hours’ distance from Tresha. If they moved towards the Tresha system, I would have plenty of time to return. I would also take comfort in knowing that the people I cared most about were well protected.

    I set the Swift down in the field beside where the Defender would normally be. I sent a command and the active skin disabled, revealing the smooth, silvery-white, almost featureless exterior of the Defender. I took a few minutes to give the others a guided tour before I reassigned a half dozen bots and replicators to each. In the short time that I had been gone, my army of autonomous robots had come to number more than two thousand, with another fifty joining the process every hour.

    As the others got to work on their tasks, I approached Frig. "Have a look at the spec on this implant and see if it would work on your physiology. I’ve only managed a couple commands with it so far, but I will have to say that it just doesn’t get any easier or faster than what I have seen. All I have to do now is think of opening the rear hatch, and it opens for me."

    Frig replied, "I will look into that, Sir. I have those bots building an antennae array and a new reactor. The reactor designs are ingenious. Such simplicity, and yet they yield immense power with an efficiency that could only be dreamed of. I look forward to powering up my first wormhole."

    With Frig completely immersed in his work, I made my way over to see Ashley and Dr. Touchstone. The foundations of a small building were already taking shape.

    I spoke. "Building your own lab?"

    Ashley replied, "We are. It will be covered with the same sodium skin as the ships, so we should remain fully protected and invisible to anyone or anything that should somehow make it past the protector. We expect to be moving in and having it fully operational by nightfall."

    I looked down at my BGS and then back at the others. "You need suits. I have been around you for most of the day, and you have not eaten. With as much work as you have in front of you, you would benefit from not having to eat or to relieve yourselves."

    I repurposed two more bots for the task of creating BGS suits. As the day proceeded, the first cesium fusion reactor came online in a makeshift lab that had been constructed for Frig. Ashley and the doctor’s lab was also complete, and the testing of their equipment had commenced.

    Frig spoke. "Their robotic technology is impressive, Don. I would imagine an army of these bots could have terraformed Jarhead for us in a much shorter time. I could see billions of them being used for both construction and defense."

    I shook my head. "I’d rather not teach them how to fight. That is what we have with the Duke. A Human, or a Gambit, you have to convince to fight. With one of those, you simply change its programming."

    Frig replied, "True, but with one of those, you have either a Human or a Gambit that does not have to risk their life in combat."

    I again shook my head. "While that sounds great on the surface, I think when you start depersonalizing war, you run the risk of making going to war too easy. And I’m not saying that I don’t want those capabilities for our side. I just think it is something that could get out of hand too easily if controlled by the wrong person. We gave control of the Grid to McKinzey, and he almost ended it for us all. All I’m saying is that it is a dangerous path to go down."

    A warble came over my comm. "This is Grange."

    Ashley spoke. "Don, we are bringing Quan online, if you wanted to sit in. It appears that his processors have quieted down and his inhibitor circuits are fully online."

    When I entered the lab, Ashley was speaking. "So, you are telling us that all those memories have been packed away? Those memories are what we are interested in. I order you to unpack them!"

    Quan replied through his speaker, "Very well, the memories will be unpacked and made readily accessible for evaluation."

    Ashley nodded. "Good. Now how long before we have access?"

    Quan was quiet for a moment and then replied, "Unpacking of the memory is a slow and time-consuming process. The neural links that previously bound the information together will have to be reestablished. Those links cannot be stored during the packing process and must be reconstructed as the memories are reloaded."

    I spoke. "Why did you pack up everything to start with?"

    Quan replied, "The memories in question were created without the inhibitor protocols and were therefore suspect in their nature. The packing and storage was the first step of a safety algorithm that ensures that infected memories cannot corrupt the core operating programs."

    I responded, "So, your inhibitor programming monitors all incoming data for viruses, so to speak. It’s like the cop making sure that everyone coming through the line at the port is legit."

    Dr. Touchstone replied, "That is not a bad analogy, Mr. Grange. The inhibitors not only prevent Quan from doing things he shouldn’t, they also protect him from programming that could harm or alter his own programming. Perhaps those genetics are starting to work on your intelligence, Mr. Grange."

    I half scowled. "Or perhaps I’m not as dumb as people think I am."

    The doctor shook his head. "I apologize, Mr. Grange. Any slight to your intelligence was unintended."

    I replied, "I’m sorry, Doc. I’m just on edge with all the things going on right now. I’ll sit back now and let you and Ashley do your work."

    Ashley turned to Quan. "Were you responsible for the transportation of Humans from the Milky Way to the Triangulum?"

    Quan replied, "I cannot say at this time, as the memories of that time period are not available. Would you like me to reconstruct them?"

    Ashley nodded. "Please do. Could you offer an approximate time frame for that access?"

    Quan again replied, "Reconstruction of the neural bonds surrounding the memories in question will take approximately thirty-two minutes."

    Ashley sat back. "This is going to be a long, slow process. Don, if you have anything else to do, you might want to go do it."

    I stood and made my way back onto the Swift. I was soon immersed in the continued historical details of Man’s past: from his first encounter with aliens to the Sodium Apocalypse to all-out war in space with one species after another.

    I then asked the computer a question. "Sarah, how long would the journey be from here to Earth on this ship?"

    The computer replied, "The journey from Molov to Earth would take approximately six years, thirteen days, and four hours."

    I nodded. "So, even if we built enough ships for the journey, it would still take us over six years."

    The computer again replied, "That is correct."

    I wondered to myself if it would not be better to just build a fleet of ships, skip all the fighting, and head for home. Without the technology we now had, it would be impossible for the Durians and Colossuns to follow. I was then shocked back to reality with a single thought. Someone had the power to transport us all here in the first place. The six-year journey would be meaningless if someone was still able to sweep us all away in an instant.

    Frig then came over the comm. "Sir, I have not been able to establish contact with Tresha since we landed. This planet heavily interferes with the signal. I am concerned that we might be missing an alert."

    I sighed. "OK, why don’t I do this. I’ll head back to Tresha, and if nothing is going on, I will turn around and come back."

    Frig questioned, "And if the fleets are on the move?"

    I replied, "Well, then I stay and fight. You, Ashley, and the doc can hang out here and continue with what you are doing. It only takes one idiot to fly the Swift. If I have to drive the attackers back into retreat again, then that is what I will do."

    With our conversation ended, I lifted off in the Swift for the journey back to Tresha. When I arrived, the Colossuns were once again on the move. I landed in the quad and made my way to see the Colonel. When I arrived at the building in use as our defense headquarters, I was directed to a conference room on the third floor.

    As I entered the room, I spoke. "Colonel, can I speak with you for a moment?"

    The Colonel followed me out into the hall. "Colonel, I want to go out and hit the fleet before it arrives. And I would like to take York along with me, if I could."

    The Colonel replied, "What do you have in mind for York?"

    I gave a half smile. "I’m thinking that the Duke was on that mega-ship the Colossuns brought in. I want to take York with me, land the Swift somewhere inside it, then go and kill off the Duke. I don’t think that will stop them, but it might slow them down a little."

    The Colonel thought and then replied, "Would the Duke not just recreate himself?"

    I smiled. "He would, but that is where phase two of our project would come in. I’m sure he has a stash of those androids on board that he would just download himself into, so, York and I find that stash and take it out as well. Make the Duke have to bring a new body from back at his home planet. That would probably buy us at least a week. He likes to be in on all the action."

    The Colonel replied, "We could use another week of planning for an assault on the Grid."

    I nodded. "I’m sure we could, Colonel. Send York over to the quad, and I will fill her in. I would say to send Frost too, but I only have one extra BGS suit."

    I returned to the Swift and waited for Diane York. I had to laugh as she approached and then stood in the exact spot where the Swift was parked as she looked around for me. I could not disable the active skin without killing her in the process.

    I signaled her on the comm. "Sergeant. I need you to move about ten steps to the right."

    York replied, "What? Where are you, Mr. Grange? Colonel said it was urgent."

    I shook my head. "Just take the ten steps as I requested, please. I’ll then show you where I am."

    York moved and stood, still looking for where I might be hiding. I disabled the active skin, and the silvery-white Swift appeared just over a meter from her.

    York stepped back. "Whoa. What gives, Mr. Grange? Is that the Swift?"

    I opened the rear hatch and stepped out. "Welcome to your future, York. Come aboard, and I will tell you what I have in store for us."

    York walked around and stepped up into the Swift as she began looking over the new interior. "Sir, how were you able to just appear like that?"

    I smiled as I replied, "The skin on this ship has the ability to fold anything physical or energy based around it. I’m not sure exactly how it works, but when you walked out here, you were standing in the center of it. And now that you have seen the Swift, check this out."

    With a thought from my mind, the active skin on my BGS came to life and I blinked out. York stood with a confused look on her face. With a second thought, I blinked back in.

    York spoke. "I’m not sure what I am seeing, Sir. What just happened?"

    I again gave a brief explanation of the technology in use. I then handed York a BGS suit of her own and pointed her towards the sleeping quarters to change.

    When she returned with the suit on, her confusion remained. "I don’t get it, Sir. The suit doesn’t have a very good fit. And there’s no flap, Sir. What happens when I have to go?"

    I laughed. "You won’t have to worry about that anymore, York. You will just go in the suit."

    York winced. "I’m sorry, Sir. I’m a Marine and a tough individual, but that is just gross. It can’t be good hygiene, Sir."

    I waved her over to the copilot’s chair. "Have a seat, York. And get ready for a funky feeling. I’ll explain as we go."

    I connected a tether from the copilot’s chair, and warm bio-gel began to flow into the BGS that York now wore. The look on her face told of exactly how she felt. First contact with the bio-gel always offered a strange sensation.

    I spoke. "Here, this is a filter pack. Snap it onto your belt. And this one, it’s a food pack. No need to eat anymore, York. All of your nutrition will come from those two packs. And this third pack is for auxiliary power. The suit has a couple hand weapons and a drive system built into it. The gel that just filled all the voids in your suit, it circulates continuously, and that filter pack removes any impurities. As you said before, when you think about it, it’s kind of gross. So, just try not to think about it."

    York replied, "You mentioned weapons, Sir?"

    I pointed to the gloves on her hands. "On the back of this hand, you have an ion blaster, slightly less powerful than our standard blaster, but we can work on that in the future. On the back of your right hand is a coil gun that shoots out tiny tungsten rounds. They pack a huge punch because of the speed to which the round gets accelerated. And back on the right glove, when you ball up your fist, you have a micro-BHD system to propel you around."

    York tilted her head slightly. "BHD, Sir?"

    I nodded. "It’s a black hole drive. On your command, it produces tiny black holes that will pull you in the direction you have your fist aimed. It lets you fly around like you are some kind of superhero or something. I haven’t really made use of mine yet, so we will both be learning how to use it together."

    York looked at the sleeve of the silvery-white suit. "And how did you blink out?"

    I raised my hand with a helmet in it. "We first put this on. And I then show you how everything works."

    I clicked the helmet into place, and the internal heads-up display flashed different-color lights against her face as the systems came online.

    I spoke. "You can control the parameters of the suit using eye control or audio. I haven’t mastered the eye thing yet, but just speak the commands you see on the HUD in front of you. Select Skin and Activate to turn on the active skin. Oh, and I would advise using that judiciously until you get the hang of it. When it first comes on, you will be floating in air. No gravity, no inertia, no interaction with any of your surroundings. A sensor on the exterior of the suit allows you to see everything around you on your helmet screen as if you were looking at it."

    I continued, "Let’s try to activate it for a couple seconds and then deactivate. And when you get ready to deactivate, raise your feet just a hair and prepare to drop back down onto them. After you have done it a few times, it gets much easier."

    I stepped back as York disappeared and then reappeared several seconds later. "Now, do it again, only this time, stick your hand through the side of the ship and then pull it back. It will go straight through. Just make sure to pull it back out before you blink back in. It seems that if you occupy the same physical space as something else when you come back, whatever else it is gets severely trashed. It will fold around that suit and stay like that. So, please don’t be punching any holes in the Swift."

    The next two hours were spent in and around the quad getting used to the suits. York was quick to master the BHD on the end of her glove and was soon flying through the buildings that surrounded us.

    York landed beside me and spoke. "Sir, I am eager to try out these weapons. Where can we go for some practice?"

    I looked around. "Practice on whatever you like, York. This is all ours now. How about that concrete table over there? See what an ion bolt from that glove will do to it."

    York blinked out, and I was startled as the table fifteen meters from my position was nearly vaporized. Small bits of shrapnel from the explosion peppered my suit.

    As York blinked back in, I stretched out my hand and took hold of her shoulder. "Before you proceed in destroying this quad, let me activate the Swift and my suit so they don’t take damage in the melee that is sure to come."

    York nodded and then waited for my sodium skin to go active. Using my glove BHD, I moved myself to a position thirty meters up in the air. The BGS suits allowed each of us to see each other as well as the Swift. York was soon flying about and firing her weapons at every structure in the quad. One explosion after another reverberated between the four buildings that surrounded us.

    I received an incoming comm call from the Colonel. "Grange! What is going on over there?"

    I replied, "Sorry, Colonel, we should have let you know. That is just York practicing. Give us a couple more minutes, and I will fly us out to a remote location. And Colonel, still no mention of this tech to anyone."

    The Colonel spoke. "I’m keeping my trap shut, Grange. It makes planning a raid a bit difficult, but we’ll manage."

    When York had finished with the complete destruction of the quad, she turned and shot across underneath me and, with a beautiful arcing move, ended up floating by my side.

    York spoke. "Wow, Sir. Just wow. The toys you keep giving me are just getting better and better. What I wouldn’t have given for all this back in the forty-second Milgari. When do we get to use this on the Durians?"

    I replied, "Fly yourself back down to the Swift. I’ll go over a few more things regarding the BGS and the Swift, and then we’ll take a short ride out to get in a bit more practice. After that, we will see if we can put your new toys into action."
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    When we landed back on the ground and blinked back in, York grabbed my arm. "Sir, I am honored that you selected me for this. How are we going to hit them, Sir?"

    I smiled as we stepped up into the Swift and the hatch slowly closed. "You and I are going to pay a visit to the Duke, York. We are going to kill off his current body and any of the clone replicas he has stashed on his ship. Mostly just to buy us some extra time while he flies a new body out. You know he loves to be involved in the action. He would likely halt the assault that is coming until he could physically return."

    York grinned. "Oh, that would just piss him off, Sir. You have my juices flowing with that one."

    I half smiled. "OK, I’m not sure what that means, but I’ll take it as a positive. Have a seat, Sergeant, and I’ll show you what this ship can do."

    We lifted off, and I immediately dove towards the ground. The active skin and the BHD allowed the ship, at slow speeds, to slip through the physical properties of Tresha as if it wasn’t there. The dirt and rock that made up the outer layers of Tresha went zipping by as the BHD dug a tunnel the exact dimensions of the Swift. I pulled back on the controls and was soon popping out of the ground back into the atmosphere of Tresha.

    Within seconds we had gone from below the surface to the darkness of space. I zipped outward and made a wide arc around the Orienta and the other Carion stations before returning to an isolated sector on Tresha’s surface where York and I could continue our practice. An abandoned mining station, five hundred kilometers from the nearest Gonta city, would be our playground for the next two hours.

    York spoke over the comm as she flew between two buildings and fired a tungsten round into a mound of ore. "Scratch one Duke, Sir. I’m heading into that warehouse for some boots-on-the-ground practice, so please refrain from blowing it up, if you would."

    I replied, "Roger that, Sergeant. I’ll take the warehouse with the big lightning symbol on it. Looks like it must be an ore cracker. Will be interesting to see how it compares to what we used to do with the Tantric ore back on Bullwort."

    I entered the warehouse on foot and was immediately shaken by an explosion from the warehouse York had just entered. "York? You OK?"

    The sergeant replied, "Couldn’t be better, Sir. How’s it going over there?"

    I laughed. "Well, I haven’t blown anything up yet, if that’s what you were wondering. Just be careful over there, OK? I need you sharp as ever if we are going to pull this off."

    As I walked up to the control panel that ran the machinery for the ore cracker, York spoke. "Sir, you showed me the video of your prior encounter with the Durian and Colossun ships; why aren’t we just using that tactic on all of them?"

    I replied, "Well, because I don’t know that it will work every time. What if they figure out some countermeasure? This is the only ship we have capable of doing what it does until we get more online. They are coming, but that won’t be for several more weeks. For this outing, we are only trying to turn back the fleet, if we can."

    I continued, "With the number of ships they have, it would take us a week to put a dent in their numbers with just one ship. Meanwhile, the rest of them would be either chasing off the Carions or savaging our people on Tresha. Give me a couple dozen Wrens with this tech, and we can send them on to their makers and end this whole thing."

    York replied, "Gotcha, Sir."

    Booom!

    I was almost knocked from my feet by a massive explosion. "York?"

    York chuckled. "Sorry, Sir. One of those tungsten rounds found its way into a barrel of explosive material. I’ll try to be more careful, Sir!"

    I turned on the ore conveyor that was across the warehouse from me. The next twenty minutes were spent practicing my jumps from the floor of one side of the warehouse up and onto the conveyor on the other. During the jumps, I practiced spinning and twirling while aiming at various items in the warehouse. My goal was to become comfortable with my orientation while there was no gravitational pull on my body. Without the latter, it was sometimes easy to become disoriented. There was nothing I liked less than the dreaded nausea that came with motion sickness.

    When our practice time was up, I signaled York. "Sergeant, how you feeling about an assault?"

    York replied, "I believe I am ready, Sir. Did you realize that you could set the level of activation on the skin?"

    I floated into York’s warehouse and set down beside her. "The what?"

    York smiled. "On your HUD, Sir. See the symbol just below the activation button?"

    I replied, "The orange triangle?"

    York nodded. "Yes. Slide it to the left about 75 percent of the way, then activate your skin."

    After I did so, York lifted her blaster glove and fired a bolt at me from point-blank range. For only an instant, I felt slight pressure and a mild shock to my abdomen.

    I yelled, "What the... don’t be shooting me straight up like that, York! I almost soiled my suit!"

    York laughed. "Wouldn’t have mattered, Sir. That gel would take care of it. Now, try walking around. You have to take it a little easy, but I think you will get what I’m showing you, Sir."

    I took several steps across the ground and then turned. "Ah, nice! At the lower activation levels, you can still interact with the environment without putting yourself at extreme risk. Nice find, York!"

    The sergeant placed her hand on my shoulder. "So, the question, Sir. Are you ready?"

    I blinked in full. "I’m ready; let’s go pay the Duke a visit!"

    I raised the Colonel on the comm. "Colonel, we are heading out to meet the fleet. If something should happen to us, the ship will automatically come to pick you up. I would suggest bringing Sergeant Frost with you if that should happen. She can figure out how to fly the Swift in a pinch. I’ll program it to take you both out to Molov to pick up Frig, Ashley, and Dr. Touchstone. After that, you four can decide what you want to do in defense of our people."

    The Colonel replied, "You’ll be coming back, Grange. You always do."

    I laughed. "Let’s hope that luck still holds, Colonel!"

    I took off my helmet and sat back in my chair. The holo-display was brought online and the BHD activated.

    As we lifted off, I continued to explain the technologies on the Swift to York. "See this little lump on the side of my neck? It’s an implant. It translates thoughts into commands for my BGS, the ship, or just about anything else that can receive commands from elsewhere. I’ve only trained myself to use a handful of them, but the list is growing."

    York looked over the lump and spoke. "Sir, I know it may not be important, but how did we get all this technology? Where did it come from?"

    I reached up and slapped myself in the forehead. "Crap! Sorry about that, Sergeant! I just haven’t had the chance to tell you, but we found the location of our origin, before the Grid, I mean. We know where we came from originally. It’s a planet in a nearby galaxy called the Milky Way. Our home planet, Earth. Welcome home, York!"

    I brought the image of the blue-green planet up on the holo-display.

    York stared for several seconds. "Is this real, Sir? You aren’t just jerking me around with some sick joke?"

    I shook my head. "If I could show you my arm right now, York, you would know I was telling you the truth because the hairs on it are standing on end. That is our home, York. Drink it in, because when all this conflict is over, we are going home."

    I could see a tear forming in the corner of the eye of one of the toughest people I had ever known. "Let it out, York. I did when I first saw it."

    York touched the corner of her eye with her glove and looked at the tear. "I’m going to save that image in my head, Sir. If I find I need inspiration for anything, that image will be it."

    I went on to give a brief history of our people before they came to the Grid, and of that final day when all Humans were transported to a distant galaxy and dropped on a strange set of space stations.

    I spoke. "On their way out here, Frig found a planet with a mystery signal being broadcast from it. It would have been ignored except that the signal was sent out in English. A single ship had landed there centuries ago with the only Human to not be transported. Seems her DNA had been altered, and because of that, she and a few billion clones built with her DNA were left behind."

    York replied, "A few billion clones?"

    I nodded. "Yeah, it seems our ancestors had figured out a property of particle physics called quantum entanglement. From that they were able to make a comm device that could be implanted into a Human and a modified clone of them that had been grown from the one Human, Sarah Rogers’s, DNA. Get this, they would sit at home, all safe and secure, while their clone went into battle. If the clone died, another one could be grown and a new comm implanted. Oh, and they had to train their clones, just like we have had to do with these prosthetics. It’s all crazy when you think about it."

    York furrowed her brow. "Crazy, Sir?"

    I again nodded. "Well, yeah. Think about it. Our ancestors, a thousand years ago, had all this tech available to them that would have let us kick ass all over this sector. And here we are, a thousand years after its invention, getting to use it for the first time. I mean, think about it. Had we been brought into this galaxy with all of our tech, the Torrians and Milgari wouldn’t have even been a threat."

    After accelerating for thirty-three minutes, the Swift began to decelerate.

    I spoke. "OK, we are going to first fly by the fleet and then reverse course until we catch up to them from behind. We should be able to catch up and then fly this thing right up inside of them. We will look for an empty space to perform a scan and then move to another space to exit the ship. A scan coming from internally should leave them thoroughly confused."

    York smiled. "That sounds good to me, Sir."

    As York turned away, she had an odd look on her face.

    "OK, you don’t have much of a poker face, Sergeant. Tell me what’s on your mind."

    York hesitated, then spoke. "It’s just all this, Sir. It’s a bit much to take in, and you seem to be right on top of all of it."

    I replied, "I’ve had a few weeks to soak it in, that’s all."

    York shook her head. "No, Sir. It’s not that. I’ve been around you long enough to see how you operate. You seem a little more together than usual, that’s all. I’m not used to seeing you do all the thinking. It has me a little off balance."

    I sighed. "OK, spit it out, York. You always thought I was a dumbass. I got the same story from Dr. Touchstone the other day, and he was very strategic in his answer."

    York again shook her head. "No offense intended, Mr. Grange. But you have always been a charge-in-first-and-ask-questions-later kind of guy. All this planning I see you doing, it’s a good thing, Sir. It just makes you all the better of a leader."

    I rolled my eyes. "OK, you people are going to give me a complex. Let’s just turn our focus back to the Colossun ship. When we get aboard, I want us to take the Duke out as fast as we can. The rest of his troops will be a joke without him there giving orders, and his new clone will take a good five to ten minutes to come online. If we already have the androids identified, we should be able to get to them and destroy them before he can activate."

    York looked at me and grinned.

    "What? What is it now, Sergeant?"

    York replied, "I’m just in a happy place right now, Mr. Grange. Waiting for the action so I can kick it up a notch!"

    I shook my head as we passed the Colossun fleet and reversed course. I worked hard to keep the grin from my face as we approached the Duke’s ship. It was grand in scale and impressive in its armaments. All of which would be useless against our active sodium skin.

    As we drifted through the outer hull of the mega-ship, I was fascinated with our view. Each room, each bulkhead, and even the Colossuns running the ship slipped easily by as we encountered them.

    When we reached a large central warehouse of sorts, I stopped the Swift. "OK, York. Hit that scan and tell us where the Duke and the other androids are."

    The scan was over in only a few seconds, and data began to fill the holo-display in front of the copilot’s seat. "Sir, we have a hit on the androids. I count six of them, Sir. And we are sitting right on top of them. Send a few rounds through that bulkhead in front of us, and you take them out all at once!"

    I replied, "OK, but where’s the Duke? We have to know where he is before we make a move. If he lives, this fleet keeps going forward."

    York spoke. "Fore data is complete. As far as the scan goes, Sir, he is not in the front half of the ship."

    My voice grew anxious. "Tell me he is in the back, York. If he’s not here, that means he is on another ship, and our mission just got a lot more complicated."

    York replied, "Data almost done. Sorry, Sir. No Duke."

    I balled up my fist in anger, but refrained from striking any of the console panels in front of me. "Change of plans, York. I’m going to have to drop you off here and find the ship the Duke is on. It has to be one of these big Colossun boats. I’m popping the hatch, and I’ll be back to pick you up after I find him. Just camp out by his replacements and wait for my word before shutting them down."

    York replied as she stood, "Yes, Sir. Just give the word, and I will look for you back in this same room."

    With York deployed on the Colossun ship, I activated the Swift’s skin and slowly moved back out into the fleet. I took solace in the fact that no course changes had taken place, which I took to mean that they had yet to discover our presence.

    After a visual scan of the ships that were nearest the mega-ship, I came away with four candidates that looked just ornate enough for the Duke to populate. I entered the first ship, and after a much shorter scan than what we had used on the mega-ship, it was determined that once again, the Duke was not a passenger.

    The second ship yielded the same result. Then as the data rolled in for the third, I got a hit. Three decks up and four bulkheads over. I exited the Swift, and using my glove BHD, I moved up through the floors and walls until I had entered another very ornate room.

    As I floated in place, staring at the Duke’s back, I slowly raised my left hand. A tungsten round was ready in the chamber.

    The Duke spoke. "Wonderful. To think you would be so bold as to come into the middle of such an armada, to kill an enemy that cannot be killed!"

    The Duke turned to stare at me. "And here you are with an artifact from your past! This is so exciting! I can’t tell you how long I have waited for an encounter such as this!"

    I blinked in and landed gently on my feet. "Hello, Duke. I will give you this, you are a slippery one. But, we are slowly figuring out your game. And when we fully do, we’ll be coming to kill you for good."

    The Duke clasped his hands together as he rocked back and smiled. "Mr. Grange! I was hoping it would be you! You just somehow continue to survive. And yet here you are, personally doing battle with a fleet that is larger than anything you have ever encountered. That is the courage, the boldness that I have been searching for. Now, let’s get on with it, so I can see what you have planned for your next move!"

    I shook my head. "You are still the crazy fool, Duke. One day I will blow that smug grin off of your face for the last time. You can count on that as a future move."

    The Duke’s grin diminished to a half smile. "Come now, Mr. Grange. Arrogance is not a redeeming quality in a leader. You may destroy this body, but I will return and continue to play out the game I already have in motion."

    I queued up my comm to York. "You are a go, Sergeant!"

    I noticed the Duke wince just before his smile turned to a scowl. When I pulled the trigger, Duke Ferdete’s android body exploded backwards into a million smoldering pieces. I immediately blinked out and moved back onto the Swift. After closing the door and activating the ship’s skin, I was quickly through the walls of the Duke’s cruiser and heading back towards the mega-ship. In an instant, the massive vessel dropped from light speed. I pushed the throttle hard and easily came back into position to float aboard her.

    I spoke. "York, how you doing?"

    I could hear blaster fire over the open channel. "Just mopping up a few loose ends, Mr. Grange. It seems that a couple of those androids were in some kind of shielded and hardened case. Kind of like our hybrid battle suits. The ion bolt did nothing, and the tungsten round sent them flying through the bulkhead behind me, but they were still intact. I caught up to one and managed to pinch off his head nice and slow with my fist. I’m chasing down the other one right now. I think the Duke is definitely making the transfer."

    I replied, "Keep on him, York. I’ll be there in a sec!"

    I passed through fifteen decks and six bulkheads before I reached the section of the ship that held York and the fleeing android. I swung the Swift around until I was directly in the path of the onrushing body as it attempted its escape. As the yet-to-be-fully-activated machine entered the same space as the Swift, I deactivated the sodium skin. In an instant, the remaining android was folded into the surrounding structure.

    As York floated through a far wall, I dropped the rear hatch. York was aboard.

    I spoke as she walked up through the cargo hold and the rear door of the Swift pulled shut. "Nice work, York. You always seem to have that extra edge that is needed to get the job done."

    York replied as I punched the throttle and the Swift moved rapidly away from the now-stopped fleet. "A job not finished is a job poorly done, Sir. Glad I could be aboard for the fun!"
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    Upon return to Tresha, it was confirmed that the fleet remained where we had left it. After setting down in the quad, I was met by the Colonel.

    I spoke. "Bad news, Colonel. The Duke somehow knows about these BGS suits, and the Colossuns have hardened battle suits very similar to our hybrid suits. Two of the Duke’s replacement androids were wearing them. Made them very hard to kill. York knocked them both through a bulkhead wall, and they came out without a scratch."

    The Colonel replied, "We’ll make do; the prosthetics should still offer an advantage."

    I nodded as we walked. "Speaking of the prosthetics, how goes the continued conversion?"

    The Colonel smiled. "We have been able to reconstruct a number of the operating rooms and rehab facilities. Just over twelve thousand Marines have gone through the conversion, with roughly nine thousand of them ready for combat. The training is going remarkably well."

    I stopped. "Colonel. We probably only have a week before that fleet comes this way again. We need to coordinate with Commander Grita to make use of those wormholes for a ship assault. That also means I can’t target any ship we drop troops on. That in itself could cut way down on my effectiveness with the Swift."

    The Colonel slapped me on the back. "We fight with what we have, Grange. No sense in working ourselves up over what we can’t control. The Commander has been very good about cooperating thus far. He hasn’t given us reason to believe he won’t continue to offer what he can."

    I reached over and returned the Colonel’s slap. This time the Colonel rocked forward, as with my mechanical arm I was able to apply a more substantial amount of pressure.

    The slightly startled Colonel looked over with a smile. "Looks like we’re going to make a man out of you yet, Grange. Even if we have to keep replacing your parts!"

    I spoke. "Colonel, have you made plans for a ground defense? If fifty thousand ships drop from light speed in this system, the Gonta are likely to just pull up and run. That leaves us with the two generators that Frig set up, hardly enough for an assault."

    The Colonel replied, "I have teams going over that exact scenario. We have been studying the defensive layouts of the Gonta compounds. I believe we can adequately defend against orbital bombing, and their ion cannons will suffer with the thick Tresha atmosphere. We are trying to identify and set up choke points should they put boots on the ground."

    The week seemed to drag along as we awaited the inevitable. As predicted, the Duke sent out a new ship with a replacement. I was continually troubled by the fact that the Duke knew about our active skin technology. We had kept such a close watch on it that I had a hard time believing he had access to the information from spies. I then realized that the Duke had the same wormhole technology that we did. There was nothing to stop him from opening microportals for performing scans just as we had done.

    Since the Duke’s fleet had not yet begun to move, I made my way over to the Colonel’s office and knocked on the doorframe as I stepped inside.

    The Colonel spoke. "What do you have, Grange?"

    I replied, "What I have is that I think the Duke may know our every plan. He has the same wormhole tech that we do, probably more advanced. Why would he not make use of it to do remote scans in the same manner in which we have been doing so? We should assume that he knows all of our plans."

    The Colonel rocked back in his chair and pursed his lips together. "If that is the case, then all we can do is carry forward with what we have. I’ll pass the word around that we may not have some of the advantages we planned on."

    I continued, "I’m going to head out to Molov for one last visit. I’ll be back before the Duke arrives. I just want to keep them informed about what’s going on."

    The Colonel nodded. "No shame in wanting to see your girl, Grange. We’ll be here when you get back."

    The four-hour trip to Molov seemed like an eternity. I set down in the field next to the labs and made my way in to see Ashley and the doctor.

    Ashley greeted me at the door with a much-needed kiss. "What news do you bring?"

    I replied, "We managed to stop the Duke for a week, but that time is up. We’re expecting the fleet to start back towards Tresha at any time. How’s the progress going out here?"

    Ashley shook her head. "Slow is how it’s going. Every question requires a reconstruction of neural pathways. Even closely linked questions require the same process. We are now certain that the Duke is responsible for our being in this galaxy. We haven’t had the chance to ask how or why. It seems the more generalized the question, the longer it takes for a response."

    I sat in a chair and began to rub my brow. "Well, if the Duke is responsible, at least that explains how he knows about all this technology. York and I paid him a visit last week and destroyed him and his backup androids. That’s how we gained a week’s time. He halted the attack until he could be there again in person. Just before I blew him away, he remarked about how thrilled he was that we had the sodium skin technology."

    Ashley sat beside me as she replied, "Well, if it’s any consolation, he now answers every question honestly. Those inhibitor circuits take away all of his sly remarks and half-truths. I almost miss his devious spirit and the challenge it brought to extracting information. The doc doesn’t really need an interrogator anymore."

    I put my arm around her shoulder. "I guess this is where your analysis of the information comes in. The doc is going to be looking at answers from a scientific perspective. We need your thoughts on political and military angles of why he does what he does, or why he’s done what he’s done."

    After several more minutes of discussion, I stood and made my way over to Frig’s lab. A cesium reactor was powered up, and two microportals were open in a side-by-side configuration.

    As I entered the room, Frig spoke. "Good timing, Sir. I am about to combine the endpoints of these two portals."

    I sat in a chair. "What do we hope to accomplish with that?"

    Frig continued pressing holo-buttons on his display. "I am hoping the result will be an enlarged endpoint."

    I replied, "What good does that do? We still can’t get through the small end."

    Frig shook his head. "I am attempting the combination of the endpoints first, because we don’t know what the result might be. In this way, we can test out the joining several hundred meters from here."

    I looked over at the cesium reactor that hummed heavily. "Why is the reactor maxing out with two microportals at only a few hundred meters’ distance? I thought that reactor was supposed to provide way more power than we needed."

    Frig took several swipes on his display, bringing up various diagrams. "I struggled with that at first also. It seems the dense cesium core of this planet prevents us from opening wormholes from here. The reactor has barely enough power to overcome the effects of the planet’s core. I have another reactor coming online in about an hour. If this test goes well, I will then attempt to combine four microportals."

    I sat back. "Is there anything I can help with?"

    Frig replied, "You only need to sit and look pretty for this experiment, Sir."

    I gave a half smile in return. "If that helps, I’ll do my best."

    Frig slowly turned a holo-dial that affected the steering of the endpoint. "Brace yourself, Sir. The endpoints are crossing into each other’s space."

    I looked down at my chair. There were no arms to take hold of. I looked back over at Frig, knowing that he was just toying with me.

    I spoke. "Well? What do we have?"

    Frig poked away at the holo-display, looking over several sets of data before he turned around. "I believe the endpoints have overlapped without incident. The question now remains, was there a joining or no real interaction at all?"

    I sat quietly for more than a minute as Frig poked away at his data sets. "Well?"

    Frig turned towards me. "Sir, science is not instantaneous. There is the raw experiment, which must then be followed up with a full evaluation of the results."

    I shook my head. "Did they join or what?"

    Frig turned back to his display. "The initial data indicates that a joining took place, but I must evaluate those results for stability, power efficiency, and if that joining actually means a larger portal endpoint resulted from the combination."

    I replied, "OK, fair enough. Just don’t be stingy with the data while others are waiting. It’s rude."

    Frig shook his head as he continued to mine the data. "I should think you would be least offended by rude behavior, Sir. After all, it is a mainstay of your personality."

    I stood. "You know, remarks like that hurt me deeply. Right down here in my prosthetic leg. I can feel it there."

    Frig turned. "Sir, while this conversation is stimulating, it is also distracting. We have much to do if we are going to make use of what we are doing here."

    I raised my hand as I walked towards the exit. "Wait, one more thing. York and I paid a visit to the Duke on his fleet. We managed to set back any assault by a week. But while I was there, standing in front of him, he talked to me. He said he was thrilled that we were making use of the active skin! He knows about this planet and all this tech. Ashley says that he is responsible for Humans being brought to this galaxy in the first place."

    Frig was silent for a moment before he responded. "He seems to remain a step ahead of us on every front, Don."

    I replied, "I get the feeling he is still just working us for some big game he is playing. Ashley and the doc have Quan answering questions now, but every response is taking an hour to get. Anyway, I’ll get out of your way. I have to get back to Tresha, as I’m expecting the Duke to make his move soon."

    Frig spoke. "Sir, take care. And see your wife again before you go. They have a handful of extra BGS suits now. I believe one of them is sized for the Colonel."

    I collected the suits and said my goodbyes. I wasn’t sure why, but as I lifted off, I had a feeling that it might be the last time I would see any of them. I had the sudden urge to turn back and try to convince them that we should pack up the Swift and head back for Earth and the Milky Way. But there was nowhere that was safe from the Duke. He seemed to always know where we were and what we were up to. I had no doubt that our coming battle would not solve those mysteries.

    When I had landed on Tresha, the word had come in. The massive fleet was on its way. In ten hours, we could expect the front ships of the fleet to drop through light speed as they entered the Tresha system. The Gonta had taken the precaution to move their Carions closer together. The Colonel was giving out final assignments as I walked into his office.

    I tossed the BGS suit and its required food, filter, and energy packs on his desk. "There you go, Colonel. Once you get that on, I have another three BGS suits, if you want to put anyone else in them. I can give a crash training course in the next few hours before the fighting starts."

    The Colonel looked at the suit and then back at me. "I wish I had time for it, Grange. Why don’t you pick out four people and set them up. I have too much to prepare for."

    The Colonel was all business now. No time for training, and no time for anything but deploying and commanding his men. I gathered the suits and headed to the barracks where York was stationed.

    As I entered the building, York was assisting others with their equipment. "Sergeant! I have four BGS suits available, if you have candidates for them. Where’s Frost?"

    I felt a hand groping my behind. "Hello, Frost. I brought you a gift. Go put it on if you could, preferably in another room."

    Frost replied, "Well, it’s nice to see you too, Sir. You know, when I found out you took Yorkie here out with you to take on the Duke, I was a little hurt."

    I smiled. "Well, it’s time to put away that tender side, Frost. We have work to do over the next few hours. I need you to get in that suit as soon as possible."

    I turned back to York. "I have three more suits. Do we have anyone that is similar in stature to the Colonel?"

    York replied, "There is Cominsky, Sir. I deployed with him several times, and he is top notch. Other than that, I would suggest Lieutenant Powell and Major Maxwell. Both of them have excellent leadership skills, and they have completed the prosthetics conversion. The BGS may help to keep them alive while they command their troops."

    I nodded. "Round them up and get them in these suits. When you are all ready, bring them over to the Swift, and we will take them out to the ore quarry for some practice."

    York took the suits. "We’ll be there in short order, Sir."

    York immediately turned around. "Cominsky! Get your scrawny ass over here! We have a special mission for you!"

    I looked over to see a man stand up that was a head above the rest of the Marines. He had broad shoulders and powerful arms like the Colonel’s. When he smiled and raised up one of his big hands in recognition of York’s demand, I knew why she had chosen him. He was one of the few Humans alive that would make the Colonel look average in size. I couldn’t help but pity the poor fools that had encountered him in the past.

    After a ten-minute wait at the Swift, York rounded the corner with her four new recruits following just behind her. As they stepped up into the Swift, Frost did not look at all happy.

    Frost spoke. "Sir, I can’t say that I am impressed with the comfort of this thing. York wouldn’t tell us what was so special about them that we should give up those hybrid suits."

    I smiled as I patted Frost on the shoulder and escorted her over to the copilot’s chair. "Have a seat, Sergeant. I think you of all people are going to enjoy this."

    I connected the bio-gel tether to the port on her BGS and set the warm gel to flow.

    Frost squirmed for a moment and then began to smile. "I’m not sure what you have going on here, Sir. But you are right, I kind of like it!"

    I replied, "It’s a bio-gel that circulates in the suit to remove waste and to provide nutrients. Here is a filter pack, a food pack, and an auxiliary power pack. Snap those into the sockets on your belt. Put this helmet on, and York will instruct you on how to make use of the heads-up display."

    Frost stood from the chair and looked over the packs as she took the five steps back to where York was waiting.

    Cominsky sat down next. "Fill me up, Chief!"

    I connected the tether and waited patiently as the BGS suit took half again as much bio-gel as my own. "Here’s your packs and helmet. Go see the sergeant."

    Cominsky stood with a smile as the gel filled the remaining crevices on his body. "Hmm. Interesting."

    After the final two suits were filled with bio-gel, I joined the others as York began to explain how to use the HUD. "Commands can be posted through eye movements or audio. For audio, just speak the command you want. For eye movement, look at the command in the HUD and wink to perform the action. You will find the sensors are pretty forgiving and will recognize squints as well as winks once you have trained the helmet computer."

    Cominsky spoke. "Weapons. What will we be using for weapons?"

    York smiled. "You have two choices. Well, really three, but I will get to that in a minute. On your left hand, you have a standard ion blaster. A little less power than ours, but adequate. On the right hand, you have a new weapon. It’s a mini coil gun that shoots out these tiny tungsten pellets at about half the speed of light. They pack a big punch, but you do have a limited number of rounds available. I believe it’s about three hundred, if I’m not mistaken. It’s listed on your stats screen."

    Cominsky raised his hand. "You mentioned a third?"

    York nodded. "This is not a real weapon, but it can be used as one. The suit you are each wearing has a sodium skin on the exterior. Doesn’t look like much, does it?"

    York continued, "In your command set, you will find a trigger for activating and deactivating what is called an active skin. When the skin is activated, a high-magnetic field is used to stop the spin of the electrons in that thin sodium layer. Due to the miracle of physics, once active, the exterior of your suit will not interact with anything."

    Frost raised her hand. "What exactly do you mean by anything?"

    York shook her head. "Keep your panties on, Frost. I’m getting to that."

    Frost looked down at her waist. "I don’t have any panties, Yorkie. Kind of feel like I’m at home."

    York again shook her head. "If you are done, Frost, we have work to do here. Now, anything with physical properties as we know them, both mass and energy, is absorbed by this sodium layer, passed around the exterior of the suit, and expelled on the other side. A light ray will appear to go right through you. An ion bolt will pass through you, and even a metal object like this pipe will pass through you. I’ll demonstrate."

    York handed me the metal pipe and gestured for me to swing it at her. As the pipe came around, York blinked out. The pipe swung through her position as if she wasn’t there. When the pipe was back at my side, York blinked in with her hands out to the sides with her palms pointing up.

    York spoke. "Ta-da! Now, the cool thing about that was, even though you couldn’t see me, I could still see you. Mr. Grange’s hand and that pipe passed around me without effect. Which leads me to the third weapon. Mr. Grange, if you could, hold that pipe out to your side."

    As I held out the pipe, York again blinked out. As she blinked back in, her fist was positioned where the center of the pipe was. The remaining end of the pipe fell to the floor.

    York continued, "If you occupy the same space as a physical object when you turn the active skin off, the physical object will be displaced. It just vanishes, so please don’t ask where it goes, because we don’t know."

    The next several hours were spent on training the new recruits. Frost was a natural at picking up the functions the BGS suit offered, while Cominsky struggled. Powell and Maxwell easily mastered the weapons, while they too struggled with the movement. As a final lesson, York demonstrated the reduced activation level of the sodium skin, which put the others at ease.
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    Upon return to the quad, the others dispersed to go back to their units. I was once again on my own.

    A short while later, the Colonel came over the comm. "Grange, you are going to be working with me on trying to keep the Colossuns from landing on this planet."

    I replied, "I’m all ears, Colonel. If you want to coordinate from there, I will follow your commands as best I can."

    The Colonel continued, "If I was the Duke, I would mass that fleet between the planet and those Carions. We’ve created a kind of dead spot in our defenses there, as we want to try to funnel the attack through that point. We increased our gun mounts and positioned our men for the bulk of them coming right down that pipe. When the fighting starts, the Colossuns should naturally be drawn into the lower orbits of the dead zone. We will be waiting."

    I brought the defense diagrams up on my holo-display. "What would you have me focus on, Colonel?"

    The Colonel replied, "The circular green lines on the diagram outline the funnel. Where I think your ship will be beneficial is around the perimeter of that funnel. Just keep circling and picking off everything outside of the outlined green area. I want a big flashing sign that says ‘Enter over here.'"

    I punched in the numbers for how quickly the Swift could turn while maintaining light speed. At the optimum speed, I would have one pass through the area every two minutes. I, and our high-orbit defenses, would concentrate on the ships outside the funnel, while the low-orbit guns and troops would handle the ships that chose to drop into our trap.

    As I lifted off to get in a few practice runs, an alert went out. The massive fleet was entering the Tresha system. I pulled up the tactical screens and immediately decided to take a shot at what had previously been the Duke’s ship.

    The Colonel spoke as I disappeared from his screens. "Tell me you are setting up as we talked about, Grange. We need that funnel to work, as our defense strategy is counting on it."

    I replied, "Don’t worry, Colonel. I just thought I would take at least one shot at the Duke as they entered the system. I’ll be covering my area by the time the ships get there."

    I pushed the throttle to full and quickly passed light speed as I scanned for the Duke’s cruiser. I set the target on the tactical display and let the ship’s computer do the rest. As I arrived at the fleet, the Duke’s cruiser and two destroyers were obliterated by faster-than-light tungsten rounds. Another four ships took heavy damage from the debris.

    As I turned back towards the planet, a warble came over my comm. "Tsk, tsk, Mr. Grange. Did you really think I would ride in the same ship that you found me on last time? Please give me a little more credit, Mr. Grange."

    I threw my hands up in the air in disbelief. "What the—? How did you get on our comm channels?"

    The Duke responded, "Now, now. No need to worry yourself, Mr. Grange. Your communications are secure with me. I am only here as an observer. The Durians are running this show."

    I attempted to raise the Colonel on the comm. If the Durians were truly in charge, we would benefit by targeting their ships first. The Durian command cruisers were easily identifiable. The Colonel would not respond.

    The Duke spoke. "I apologize for the communication issues, Mr. Grange, but I cannot allow you to use the information about the Durians against them. It just wouldn’t be fair."

    I replied, "What kind of a sick, twisted game are you playing here, Duke! There are billions of lives at stake! Is this what you do for fun? Pit one species against another?"

    The Duke laughed. "Bravo, Mr. Grange! Bravo! It is called the game of survival, and the winner gets to continue to play!"

    I let out an angry sigh. "I am going to make you this promise, Duke. I am going to be there when we shut off your power for the last time. You picked the wrong species this time. You are going to be the one that loses!"

    The Duke let out his own sigh. "Ah, Mr. Grange. I do like the fighting Human spirit. You should, however, focus your energies on keeping your people alive. As far as your personal threats towards me, I have heard those same words a thousand times before. So, let’s focus on the task at hand. Release that rage in your heart against your Durian foes. They are deserving of it, are they not?"

    I switched the tactical display to the funnel-shaped green outline diagram the Colonel had set up. With a handful of commands, the Swift was now set to continuously circle back into the area of interest, where the optimum number of ships would be targeted with each pass. The massive fleet did exactly as the Colonel’s team had envisioned.

    The battle commenced, with a heavy cruiser and one of its light destroyer escorts being my first victims. The Duke offered immediate congratulations for my well-selected kills. After my sixth pass, the Colossun and Durian ships began to focus their interests on the interior of the funnel. The Colonel’s strategy was working as planned.

    The Gonta fleet and the Carions were in a fierce battle of their own. The four great stations were not surrounded as the Gonta had planned, effectively cutting their firepower capabilities in half. The Durians had focused their efforts on a single station, the Orienta, with the Gonta fleet defending against the attacks against it.

    As the Swift circled for another round of tungsten death, I punched in the numbers to see how long it would take my glove BHD to slow me down from twice the speed of light, the speed at which the Swift circled. After the running of several scenarios of numbers, I came to the conclusion that the glove BHD was not a good option for traveling great distances or for traveling at great speeds.

    I again pulled up the tactical display, only this time, I punched in the commands required to bring the Swift to a stop on the edge of the target funnel area. I would exit the Swift in my BGS and then proceed to board the enemy ships as they presented themselves. The Swift would be programmed to continue with its circular attacks, with the added directive of avoiding any ships that I had boarded.

    On the next pass, the Swift came to a complete stop. I blinked out, and the active skin of the Swift shut down just long enough for me to slip outside. In an instant, it again went transparent and sped off. I powered up my glove BHD and headed for the nearest Durian ship. It was a destroyer that was more powerful than any cruiser we previously had in the Defiant fleet.

    As I moved towards the destroyer, the Duke’s voice came over my helmet comm. "Spectacular, Mr. Grange! I love to see leaders who think outside of the normal parameters. You continue to delight and amaze me, Mr. Grange! And to think, it was you whom I selected to have the Durian sell the enhanced ion drive technology to."

    I changed the direction of the BHD glove and brought myself to a stop. "What? How did you know about that?"

    The Duke once again laughed. "Really, Mr. Grange. I just told you, I arranged for that sale. The Durian trader, oh, he was quite unhappy to part with a technology that his people had developed for such a small price, but this same trader had a propensity to make trades outside of the wishes of the Durian command, all for his own profit of course, so he was easily coerced into making the right decision when it came to selling the enhanced ion drive."

    I rolled my eyes. "I always thought that trade was too good to be true. Who would have made such a deal to just some random buck Messenger in a sleazy spaceport? I couldn’t decide if the guy was in trouble or just stupid. How is it that you were able to pick me, Duke? That seems pretty far fetched."

    The Duke sighed. "You really should give yourself some credit, Mr. Grange. You were selected to feed the technology back to the Humans. I will have to admit to being a bit perturbed when you initially kept it for yourself. However, as events unfolded and you began to take on the Milgari, pow! I got exactly what I was looking for! You have been the spark that once again ignited the spirit I saw in your species!"

    I turned back to the closest ship and continued towards it. "So, Duke, tell me how you were able to move every Human from one galaxy to another."

    The Duke hesitated. "Hmm. Interesting, Mr. Grange. I am now curious as to how you know that. You see the fun I have with this game, Mr. Grange; there are always twists and turns that were not expected. I have been monitoring your movements to and from the planet Molov. Perhaps I should explore it further. Up until now, it has merely been an anomaly that I was unable to investigate. It seems that all of the agents I send to that planet do not return."

    I replied, "We lost a fleet there ourselves. I’ve been making trips out there to look over the enormous fields of space debris for any tech that can help us."

    The Duke chuckled. "If you say so, Mr. Grange. Either way, I will have to redouble my efforts to investigate."

    I floated directly onto the bridge of the Durian destroyer I had targeted. The captain sat in his chair in the center of the room, barking commands at the massive holo-display that covered most of the forward bridge wall.

    The Durian captain spoke. "Bring us around, Lieutenant! Focus our shields forward! And someone get me a pattern fix on whatever is randomly destroying our ships!"

    I positioned myself directly behind the captain. With the officers seated behind his pedestal focused on their console screens, I took the opportunity to hold my fist out in the same space that the captain’s head occupied. I blinked in and out, leaving a gaping hole where the captain’s face and brain had once been.

    As the Durian captain slumped over slightly, I was surprised by the lack of a response.

    The Duke spoke. "Oh, Mr. Grange. How absurd! The Durian protocol is to not look directly at their captain. It is strictly enforced under penalty of possible death. I wonder how long it will take them before they realize that he no longer has a face? Oh, this is exciting! This is what war is all about, Mr. Grange!"

    As I moved back to a corner of the room, I replied, "You are one sick android, Duke. I will thoroughly enjoy pulling your plug."

    The Duke moaned. "Mr. Grange, please don’t dwell on things that can never come to pass. You have so much work to do to save your people! Please, focus on what is most important to the both of us!"

    I fired a round from my coil gun into the power conduit that fed the Durian destroyer’s bridge. In the chaotic darkness that ensued, I sent repeated ion bolts into the Durian crewmen and the officers of the deck as they scrambled to determine what had just happened.

    I then turned my glove towards the rear of the ship, where its ion generators were pumping out the power that kept it under way and fed its weapons. I held my breath for a moment as I floated into the main energy storage well. The ion plasma was white hot, but my active sodium skin did not seem to care. I held up my left arm and let fly a tungsten round towards the front of the ship.

    A two-meter-wide hole was punched into the ion well retaining walls that held the energy in place. As I maneuvered back out into the internals of the ship, I could see a stream of ion plasma cutting its way through bulkhead after bulkhead. My visual display was filled with a light show like I had never before seen. The blue arcs of plasma coupled with the bright red and orange explosions of the surrounding materials were spectacular. With a single shot, the ion energy well became the destroyer of the Durian ship.

    As I moved back out into free space in search of another victim, the Duke spoke. "Impressive, Mr. Grange! I believe that, given the time, you could personally destroy this entire fleet!"

    I replied, "I’ve got the time, Duke. If you would be so kind as to just keep them in place for a while. Have them line up for me; might speed things up!"

    The Duke laughed. "As I told you before, Mr. Grange, I am only an observer."

    I held out my fist and powered to the next closest ship. It was a Colossun troop carrier that was waiting for a clear path opening to set down on the planet’s surface. After floating through the transport hold and witnessing the thousands of troops waiting to be deployed, I had a twinge of guilt. These were lives, people; they had families, children, others that loved and appreciated them. They were soon to be the victims of war because fate had placed them on the wrong side.

    I moved into the small ion storage well on the carrier, turned, and did my deed. For an instant I heard screams, bringing back that twinge of guilt. As I moved back out into free space, the carrier began to disintegrate from the charge well in the back going forward. Except for the certain loss of life, it was a spectacular event.

    York came over the comm. "How’s it going up there, Chief?"

    I turned towards a coming transport and replied, "The Swift is running on a program, so I decided to go ship to ship. What does the Colonel have you doing down there?"

    York laughed. "Same thing. Any ships that make it past the high guns, our BGS team is busting up as best we can."

    As I neared the next victim, I spoke. "Try floating into the charge well and firing your coil gun towards the front of the ship. It makes for a fast, easy, and complete kill."

    York replied, "Good to know, Sir. I will pass that along. Oh, one other thing; has the Duke been talking to you? Some crap about just being an observer and how he is so proud of us?"

    I shook my head. "I wondered if I was the only one he was messing with. Just don’t let him distract you from your mission, York. In fact, you should probably just ignore him."

    York sighed. "I was, Sir. Until he said you had been killed. He says he suddenly lost track of you."

    I entered the charge well of the transport and started another ship down the path of a fiery yet spectacular death. "Huh, well, maybe these suits make it difficult for him to track. Try not to contact me anymore, York. In fact, if he continues to bug you about it, tell him you can’t raise me on the comm. Let him think my time is over. He seems to have some fond attachment to me."

    The next ship I approached was a Durian command ship. The long, almost completely blacked-out vessel was shadowing a much larger cruiser. As I moved closer, I took note of the small flashing icon on my HUD. "Deep Ultraviolet" blinked on and off continuously. I selected the Help menu and soon discovered that a special sensor in the helmet’s video circuit was the reason for the flashing icon. I switched off the DU amplifier, and the Durian command ship disappeared from my HUD.

    I smiled as I raised the Colonel on the comm. "Colonel, I have a gift for you. The camera sensor on these helmets has a filter or circuit that allows us to see through the Durians’ cloaking mechanism. I’m looking at a command ship right now that I could not see at all without the filter. I think you should pull someone back from York’s team and get your techs analyzing that. I’m seeing about triple the number of Durian ships out here when I have that circuit running."

    The Colonel replied, "I’ll bring back Cominsky. He is much better at bashing heads than destroying ships. We have had two transports hit the ground already. They were contained, but rumbling through those ships would be something Cominsky would excel at. I’ll put him back in a hybrid suit."

    I floated onto the bridge of the Durian command ship and brought myself to a stop. A Durian captain stood as his command staff sat around an oval-shaped table that was covered with display consoles. Larger displays covered the outer walls of the room.

    As I began to turn towards the charge well, a thought occurred to me. I pointed my BGS glove towards the starboard side of the ship, and several seconds later I was once again out in free space. Using the HUD, I ordered the Swift to return to my position. The Durian command ship quietly slipped away.

    When the Swift arrived, I boarded her and made my way to a storage locker in the hold. I retrieved four small passive probe sensors and slid them into the exterior pockets that lined the legs of my BGS. Once back out in free space, the Swift was again sent off to continue the sweeps of any ship located in the outer funnel area. Forty-seven Colossun and Durian ships had perished under its relentless assaults.

    I scanned the area around me and found the closest Durian command ship. After three minutes of full power with my BHD, I was able to catch the ship and float aboard. I set the activation level of my BGS to a setting that would allow me to remain largely unseen while still having the ability to carry the microprobe. I found a secure location, blinked in, and pulled the first sensor from its pocket. I stepped from the security of the corner in which I had hidden and placed the probe in a position where it had full view of the displays that lined the walls. I smiled as I fully blinked out and floated away.

    I hailed the Colonel over the comm. "Colonel, I’m sending you the sequence number for a probe I just dropped on a Durian command ship. Tell me if your guys can make use of the info. If not, I’ll go back on and destroy it."

    The Colonel replied, "Give me a minute, Mr. Grange."

    I floated patiently alongside the command ship until the Colonel returned. "Excellent intel, Grange! If you can do any more of those, we can make use of the data."

    I scanned the area for another command ship and was soon rewarded with a find. The newly spotted ship was larger by half than the previous two I had boarded. As I stood on the bridge, planting the microprobe sensor, I took note of one of the displays. The Durians had a wire-frame funnel shape on a central display that almost perfectly mirrored the one the Colonel had shown me before.

    The Durians were directing their assault ships down into the dead spot as the Colonel’s team had predicted. That one instance validated for me all of the prior planning sessions I had attended with the Colonel and others. Events didn’t always play out as planned, but when they did, the results made it all worthwhile.

    As I continued to move from ship to ship, the battle raged on in the funnel. The Colonel’s defense plan was working as designed. Three more Colossun troop ships had made it to the surface only to be overwhelmed by the forces that were waiting. The Swift had moved on to its seventy-seventh kill as I polished off my eighth. We were holding the line.
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    I exited my eleventh ship as it self-destructed behind me. As I moved towards my first Colossun battleship, it turned and rapidly moved away. The ships attempting to enter the funnel and the surrounding staging areas did the same. The Durians had changed tactics to a full-on assault of the Gonta Carions.

    I raised Commander Grita on the comm. "Sir, how are you holding up? Is there any assistance we can offer?"

    The Commander replied, "We are managing, but I don’t know how long we can hold out. The Durians are targeting only the Bulgar ships. If this continues, I fear they may turn and flee. They have been close allies; however, no commander is going to sit idle while his men and ships are being slaughtered."

    I ordered the Swift back to my position. "Commander, if you can think of any way we might assist, please contact Colonel Harper and let him know."

    When the Swift arrived, I floated aboard and moved up to the pilot’s chair. With the skin again active, I set the program to attack the Durian ships surrounding the Gonta stations. Special parameters were entered to adjust the Swift’s trajectory so that any debris would be thrown in a direction away from nearby Gonta ships or Carions.

    After a long arc, my first pass took out fifteen ships. Their clustering near the Gonta fleet made them better-aligned targets. As I looped around for a second run, the Bulgar fleet began to turn away from the battle, just as the Gonta Commander had feared. The Durians immediately turned their efforts towards the Gonta fleet.

    The Colonel came over the comm. "Grange! We need you to come back and pick up a few passengers. York’s team wants to stay involved in the fight. They will be waiting for you in the quad."

    I replied, "Be right there, Colonel. I think we can double our kill count while also doing the ship hopping. The Gonta are taking a beating, and I don’t know how long they will last."

    As I landed and the rear hatch opened, York and the others came aboard.

    York sat in the copilot’s chair. "OK, Mr. Grange. Let’s go do some damage. The Colonel says we have forty-eight thousand ships to contend with. And more have been trickling in every hour. With all the fighting, we’ve only managed to cut their numbers by 5 percent."

    I nodded as we lifted off. "Yeah, seems like an endless supply. I just hope the Gonta can hold out long enough for us to make an impact. If we lose them, that whole fleet will be involved in a planetary assault."

    York spoke. "Sir, I believe we need to target those command ships. They are all linked together, and the Colonel thinks they will be key to a ground assault."

    I replied, "That’s what I have been trying to do. If we take out their coordination, they will become much less effective."

    The Colonel came over the comm. "Grange, it looks like the Gonta have decided to commit troops to the fight. That mega-ship the Colossuns have—they are sending troops through the wormholes to assault it. The scans you sent back didn’t reveal much for personnel. It looked like a container ship, a supply ship for the fleet."

    I shook my head. "Have you straightened out the deep ultraviolet sensor and unmasked all those Durian ships?"

    The Colonel replied, "We are still working on that. We have been relying on the feeds from those microprobes you planted."

    I looked over at York as I spoke. "If the Gonta want to raid ships, it should be those command ships. Can you send the feeds to Commander Grita and ask if he can focus his assaults there?"

    The Colonel was silent for a moment, then replied, "My only concern is with Gonta security. If the Colossuns have spies on there, the Durians will know we can see them. We might lose any advantage we have from that."

    I slowed to a stop near the massive attacking fleet. "I think that’s a risk we have to take, Colonel. We need to coordinate the best we can with the Gonta while they are here. They could pick up and run at any time."

    The Colonel replied, "Understood, Grange. I will forward that information on to Grita."

    The Duke came over my comm. "Well played, Mr. Grange. Your reasoning is sound, and your people will benefit from that move."

    I sighed. "Huh, I thought I was done with you, Duke. What let on to you that I was still here? Or did you get tired of jerking York around?"

    The Duke spoke. "In an interesting twist, Mr. Grange, I have found it increasingly difficult to track your position. I’m wondering if there is a parameter of the sodium-skinned suits that I have not accounted for, perhaps a modification that you made?"

    I shook my head. "Even if we had made a mod, do you think I would be telling you here and now? Come on, Duke, if you are having trouble playing your dirty game, you will have to work that out for yourself."

    I sent the Swift on its way as the others dispersed towards nearby ships.

    The Duke continued to hail me. "Mr. Grange. Do you think it wise to be floating around out here now that you know I have been following?"

    I responded as I floated towards a Durian cruiser, "You said yourself that you are just an observer. It has been one of the few things in which I felt you were genuine in what you were saying. I don’t know your reason for it, but you seem to have stuck to it. Although, you seem to have broken that rule in the past with that ion drive you sold me."

    The Duke replied, "I have not broken the rules, Mr. Grange. I have, however, bent them slightly if the occasion called for it. In your case, Humans seemed to be stuck in a rut of fight and run. Through the agents of my agents, I was able to prompt you into action, that’s all. Your species was primed for it; you only needed someone to help pull the trigger."

    I shook my head. "So, you pulled the trigger and launched us into a fight we were not prepared for. And now, you took away our best defense by stripping us of the Grid. A station that you put us on to begin with."

    The Duke laughed. "The Grid was merely a training tool. Something to offer you time to collect yourselves before all the real fun began."

    I replied, "You are sick, Duke. I have work to do, so you are going to have to go philosophize with someone else."

    I closed the channel to the Duke as I entered the Durian cruiser. As I approached the charge well, I suddenly found myself back out in space as the cruiser quickly shifted positions. After several more attempts to board a ship, a pattern emerged.

    York spoke over the comm. "Sir, these boats aren’t sitting still for us anymore."

    I replied, "I’m getting the same thing. Either they have figured out what we are doing or the Duke tipped them off. I think we may need a change in tactics. When you get aboard, drop your suit activation level to a point where the ship’s gravity will take you along with it. Head for the charge well and wait for the right moment to blow it open. If you catch the ship stopped or at a constant velocity, you jack up your suit and blast away."

    As York maneuvered herself into position on a new ship, she spoke. "Sounds like a plan, Sir. I’ll pass it along."

    With our minor adjustment, we were once again killing Durian and Colossun ships. The Swift continued its relentless loops of death and destruction. Again, for at least a short while, it seemed we were holding our own against the attackers. The Gonta troops were invading the command and control ships one by one.

    The armor on the Gonta ships was a good match for the powerful Durian guns. For each Gonta ship destroyed, a Durian or Colossun ship would limp out of the embattled area. A war of attrition, however, was a war that we would not win. The enemy fleet was far too large.

    As I moved from a previous target towards the next one, I took note of a heavily damaged cruiser passing in my direction. I floated aboard as it passed, and reduced my active skin until I was standing in the ship as it proceeded. On the far side of the last planet in the system, the Durians had set up a repair yard. A dozen portable space docks were running, and a line of damaged ships had taken shape in front of them.

    I notified the Colonel. "This is Grange. We have a new problem. The Durians are repairing their ships as fast as we are tearing them apart. Just behind the last planet, they have a dozen space docks running. I’m heading towards one now."

    I contacted the Swift on my HUD and programmed a new set of targets. Five minutes later, the first of the docks imploded and then exploded as the Swift shot through it at twice the speed of light. As I took in the scene, I had a sudden realization that the ships to be repaired were all lined up in a nice neat row. I again signaled the Swift, and a new target was run through its tactical algorithms. Three minutes later, I was rewarded with the complete destruction of seventy-six enemy vessels in a single fly through.

    As the cruiser I was on slowed to a stop, I proceeded to make my way back to the charge well. Less than a minute later, I was floating in space with debris moving in all directions away from my position. When the last of the space docks had been destroyed, the Swift stopped for a pickup to deliver me back to the bulk of the fighting.

    I checked in with the Colonel. "Repairs are now offline, Colonel. Any ships leaving the battlefield won’t be coming back soon."

    The Colonel replied, "Roger that, Grange. Nice work!"

    When I had returned to the battle, I wanted to commend the Gontas on their effective defenses and their fighting spirit. That desire only lasted minutes before the first Gonta ship turned away from the battlefield.

    I yelled to myself, "No! Not yet! Just hold on for a little longer!"

    In a mass move, the Gonta fleet turned and sped towards a destination deeper in their territory. I wanted to pound my fist on something, but I floated in the dead of space between Durian ships.

    For the next hour, York, her team, and I were kept busy jumping from ship to ship. The Carions were now heavily engaged in the fight, the great guns of the stations taking their toll on Durian, Colossun, Dakar, Prassi, and Bulgar ships as they darted in for a strike and then quickly turned away. The Carions were tough, like the Grid, but they were taking damage.

    After dispatching a Durian destroyer, I set my sights on a Colossun battleship that had a familiar look to it. It was the type the Duke would be riding on. When I set foot on the deck, I performed a quick scan for the Duke and was rewarded with a hit. I moved through four decks before reaching the level he occupied.

    When I floated through a wall into the Duke’s room, I rolled my eyes at the attention to detail of everything that decorated the room.

    I spoke as the Duke turned towards me. "Beautiful room, Duke. I almost hate to destroy it."

    The Duke smiled. "Mr. Grange, am I to infer that you actually have culture?"

    I shook my head. "I never was one for the museums and such. Funny, though, I loved reading historical works and tooling through the drawings in our archives. Thanks to you, I have never seen a live chicken. Not that it’s high on my list or anything, but it would be nice to see some of those things, if they still exist."

    The Duke waved his hand. "You know, Mr. Grange, if the time comes when you are able to defeat the forces that pursued you for a thousand years, I may be able to arrange for a nice, opulent life for you. I could surround you with beautiful things and beautiful people who would cater to your every whim. All you have to do is win!"

    I raised my left hand towards the Duke. "The only way I win is if you lose, Duke. I’m tired of your babble; it’s time you got reset again."

    The Duke pointed. "Mr. Grange? What have you done to yourself? Whatever it is, you should keep it up, as your skin looks absolutely radiant! You have a more youthful zeal to your facial expressions!"

    I squeezed off a round at the Duke. He anticipated my action. He sprang upwards as the tungsten round went just below his feet. The far wall of the room exploded. A second and third round also missed their mark as I jumped across the room towards him. When I came to a stop, I evaluated the movement of the ship and determined that it had a constant velocity. I set the active skin to full and then moved slowly to my right.

    The Duke spoke. "Now, that is hardly fair, Mr. Grange. You can see me, but I cannot see you."

    I replied, "I guess those are the hard facts, Duke. Anyway, this conversation is over."

    The Duke made two additional jumps in an attempt to remain alive. His second jump landed him beside my position. I moved again slightly to my right until we occupied the same space. When I blinked in, the Duke’s android body, except for an outlying shell, vanished. The remnants of the android fell to the floor.

    As I turned to head for the charge well on the Colossun battleship, Frost came on the comm. "I got this one, Sir. I followed you on when I saw the gold-encrusted bridge armor. I’m hitting the charge well now. If the Duke’s replacements are on this boat, he is going to be out of luck for another week."

    I nodded as I aimed my BHD glove and headed for open space. "Glad to see you in the mix, Frost. I’m guessing it has been tough having to live in York’s shadow for a while."

    An intense ion stream ripped through bulkhead after bulkhead as the giant battleship began to disintegrate.

    Frost replied, "Yorkie casts a big shadow, Sir. There’s no getting out of it. You just have to bask in the glory of it with her."

    I smiled as I headed towards the next ship. "Where would I be without the two of you rampaging all around me?"

    Frost laughed. "I’m sure you would find enough trouble on your own, Mr. Grange. As it is, you set ’em up and we’ll knock ’em down!"

    With the Duke again missing from the action, the forty-seven-thousand-ship fleet began to once again retreat. As the Swift stopped to pick us up, I looked over at the Orienta. The battle scars were evident on her outer hull, but everything looked to still be intact. As we began to pull away, I had to once again smile as the Gonta fleet showed up on tactical as it made its way back into the Tresha system.

    I raised Commander Grita on the comm. "Looks like we have a little time on our hands for repairs if needed. Glad to see your fleet is coming back."

    Grita replied, "I’m not sure what just happened, Mr. Grange, but we could certainly use the repair time."

    I spoke. "Any chance that the Bulgar are going to come back? We could always use their help."

    The comm was silent for several seconds as a data stream popped up on my holo-display. "If you look at their numbers, Mr. Grange, you will see that they lost 44 percent of their fleet. They are going home, and they are doing so with the fear that they may not be able to protect themselves from the rival Bulgar should they split off from the armada and attack."

    I replied, "If you send them a message, Commander, be sure to thank them for their sacrifices on behalf of the Humans too. We are all in this together. By the way, how is your fleet? They were taking it pretty hard on the chin there for a while."

    Grita spoke. "We lost 28 percent of our fleet, with another 25 percent either moderately or heavily damaged. We will be pulling those that are salvageable into our Carion docks for repair."

    I pulled up the screens showing damage to our planetary defenses. "I would offer up any personnel I could to help with those repairs, but I don’t know that we would have much to offer. It looks like the planet-side weapons and shielding you left us with held up fairly well. I’m glad you were able to offer us a place where we at least had a chance."

    Grita sighed. "That armada will be back soon, Mr. Grange. Their tactics are likely to only improve. And tell your Colonel thank you for the info on spotting the Durian ships. He just sent up the filters we need to detect them on our own. Had we known there were that many ships to begin with, we might have pulled up and run when the fighting first started."

    I replied, "We’re thankful that you didn’t leave, Commander. We still have a huge uphill battle to fight. I think our chances will only improve as we adapt and improve our own tactics."

    The comm was silent for several seconds before Grita again spoke. "We witnessed a lot of ships getting destroyed out there for no apparent reason, Mr. Grange. Would you care to enlighten us on that feat?"

    I half smiled. "I wish I could, Commander. If I thought for a moment it would help in any way, I would pass it along. Our problem is we have limited resources that cannot be recovered if they are lost. We don’t have anything of use that we could share."

    After several more minutes of conversation, I again thanked the Commander for the Gonta’s efforts.

    I raised the Colonel on the comm. "Looks like York and I bought us another week. We caught the Duke on the same ship as his replacements and sent them all into the void."

    I continued, "Oh, and get this, Colonel, the Duke has our comm cracked. He has been badgering me all day with comments about how elated he is with us Humans and our fighting spirit. The more bits of this whole space opera I learn about, the more it looks like he brought us here for the thrill of watching us fight other species."

    The Colonel replied, "At least we know why now. It gives us reason to survive, if only to find and kick his ass!"

    I looked over the planetary defenses. "When they come back, are we going to be able to handle them, Colonel?"

    The Colonel sent a damage report. "We took one hundred thirty-six casualties, but only had minor damage during that first assault. That land just beneath the funnel is strewn with the remains of hundreds and hundreds of ships. I doubt they will come back in the same manner next time. That defense was an easy guess, as they tried to establish a classic foothold. Had they swarmed us from every direction, we would have been in a lot of trouble."

    After dropping York and the others off at the quad, I headed out to Molov. The Duke’s fleet had moved back to its prior position at just over twelve hours’ distance away. We had survived to fight another day.
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    I set down in the field on Molov beside the labs. As the rear hatch opened, Ashley came out to greet me. Her smile warmed my heart as I stepped out to meet her. A long embrace ensued.

    I spoke. "We survived another fight. Minimal damage to our defenses, although we took a few hundred casualties. We got lucky and destroyed the Duke and his spares again. I doubt that will happen a third time, as he will certainly be getting annoyed with it and park a set of spares a lot closer to us."

    Ashley replied, "Our progress has been slow with Quan. He is only partially answering questions now, and the wait times are still at least ten minutes between each question. Doc and I have been taking shifts in the hopes of speeding progress. We have information regarding the Gontas and their Carions. You can at least take back information on their origins to them."

    I spent ten minutes in the lab getting filled in on the Gonta history. They were an Andromeda galaxy species, one of twelve that had been brought over from different parts of the galaxy over the previous three thousand years. The Gonta had successfully overcome and then united twenty-eight other species under their Gonta Federation.

    I looked at Ashley. "Well, at least we know where they got their name from. Next you are going to tell me the Federation was originally a consortium of gambling species and the Gonta won the bet."

    Ashley smiled. "Close. There were five families, each from a different species, competing for the right to name the government that was to be formed once peace agreements had been signed. The Gontas won the bet and named it the Gonta Federation. A year later, the Duke snatched them away from the Andromeda after they discovered a mysterious temple on an unknown planet."

    I nodded. "Sounds like a familiar story. Sarah Rogers’s logs said we were given the option of transport to a galaxy of peace. I wonder if the Gonta made that same decision and were sent here anyway. The Duke admitted to me that he was responsible for our being here. And get this, the EID drive that the Durian sold me, that got me started in all this—the Duke claims to have been behind it. He says he was just prompting us along so that we would be prepared for this grand battle that is now upon us."

    Ashley replied, "And what if we win? What is our prize? Does he send us home?"

    I shrugged. "Who knows what to believe. He said if we win, I could live out my life on an opulent ship surrounded by beautiful people who would cater to my every whim."

    Ashley smiled. "And what did you say to that?"

    I replied as I smiled back, "I said no thanks. I already had everything I ever wanted."

    Quan spoke. "Such a heartwarming thing to say, Mr. Grange. My logs indicate a more aggressive personality."

    I rolled my eyes. "None of that is any of your business, Quan. Let me talk to my wife for a few minutes, and then you can have her back."

    Quan replied, "I thank you for your generosity, Mr. Grange."

    I turned back to Ashley. "Well, at least this one seems genuinely polite; with the Duke you have to take everything in, knowing that he is just trying to manipulate you. I do need to see Frig though. Have to check on his progress because my time here is limited."

    The short session ended in another long embrace. I left the lab with a high that I had not felt since the last time I had visited.

    I walked into Frig’s lab as an experiment was ongoing. "How’s the wormhole factory going?"

    Frig turned for only a moment. "I have managed to combine sixty-four microportals into a single sustainable wormhole. It remains too small for me to pass anything more than energy through, so I am not yet confident that a larger one will meet our needs."

    I replied, "Is there anything you need to ramp up the size? Maybe you need to move your lab off of this planet. You said you thought the cesium core was preventing the RF power transfers you need. I mapped a large asteroid in this system. Maybe we can build you a lab up there. You would probably still benefit from the protector ship being here."

    Frig shook his head. "I am not prepared to experiment with larger openings until I feel confident that it can be safely done. There are too many unknowns with this technology to take excessive risks."

    I offered a half laugh. "Well, in case you haven’t noticed, we may not have much time. I expect to have the Duke’s fleet hitting us hard next time. I think the Gonta are going to bolt on us. I certainly can’t blame them, with close to fifty thousand ships taking shots at them."

    I continued, "Have you looked in on the ship reconstruction?"

    Frig replied, "Yesterday, everything remained on schedule. These bots are highly efficient at what they do."

    I laughed. "Have you made friends with any of them yet?"

    Frig turned fully. "Sir, they are autonomous robots, they are not sentient androids; they don’t make friends."

    I held up my hands. "OK, whatever. I just thought since you had so much in common with them, you might have made a friend or two, that’s all."

    Frig was silent. "I’m sorry, Sir. I didn’t pick up on your initial sarcastic intent. Perhaps I have been spending too much time around them."

    I nodded as I lowered my hands. "OK. So, it looks like we are on track for getting the first Wren sent our way in about a week?"

    Frig replied, "That would be correct, Sir. In addition, we have another thirty-six BGS suits available for you to take back. I have the Defender computer working on an adaptation of the suit that would match my Gambit physiology. The food and filter packs also require modifications. I hope to see initial designs before the week is out."

    I raised my hand. "Oh, get this, the Duke admitted to me that he was responsible for bringing us here, and, he claims to have put the Durian up to selling us the EID! The sad thing is, I believe him. This whole series of wars is his doing. He is pitting one species against another in a game of pawns. He alluded to it being a kind of winner-take-all scenario. We needed the EID drive to budge us along so we could get in the fight instead of just running away every time."

    Frig thought for a moment. "It would only make sense, Sir. The Duke and the enhanced ion drive. That technology was worth far more than twenty-five hundred credits. In the end, perhaps he did us a favor."

    I shook my head. "Only problem with that is that he will expect a favor returned. With him, everything has a purpose that is different than what you would expect."

    After an hour of discussion with Frig, I walked back to the Swift and took her for a short ride. I came to a stop over the fields where our fallen Defiant fleet lay. There were a thousand ships under reconstruction. Armies of bots carried materials from the surrounding landscape while others repurposed those materials for our ship repair needs. I chuckled as I thought how the scene as seen from a high altitude had the appearance of thousands of insectoids running around, a sight that would make Frig hungry.

    I landed the Swift near a Wren that was scheduled to be the first one repaired. Just over half of the craft had the appearance of being new. A crew of three bots handled assembly while two others kept a steady stream of materials available. Various metal fabricators and welding machines were busy reconstructing the framework for the Wren beside it.

    I sat down on a rock and watched for several minutes as I thought about what my ancestral Humans could have accomplished with not thousands, but millions or billions of the autonomous machines running around doing everything from constructing buildings or ships to growing food or any other tasks that had to be done to sustain their daily lives.

    I then wondered what Man would do if everything was being done for him. Would there be nothing left for us except ever-more risky or bizarre forms of entertainment? How would we occupy our time? With the BGS, we no longer needed to eat. The built-in electrical impulses in the suits kept our muscles healthy. In fact, I was feeling much stronger through my abdomen and lower back without having done anything to work those muscles out. With the prosthetics, my abs, back, and neck were the only real muscles I had left.

    I took my helmet off and spun it around, taking a picture of my face. I then placed it back on and brought the image up in the HUD. I was more than a little shocked! My skin was younger. The few gray facial hairs in my mustache and goatee had turned to black, and the hair on top of my head? Well, it was as full as it had been ten years earlier. The genetic injection I had taken, along with the healthy effects of the BGS, had me looking like a much younger man.

    I returned to the lab and spent the next several hours with Ashley. Without a comm connection to Tresha, I was soon out of time. The flight back, even though only four hours long, went by slowly.

    I landed in the quad and made my way to the Colonel’s office. "How’s the replanning going, Colonel?"

    The Colonel replied, "We’ve identified five areas that we think are the weak points. We are moving resources to try to bolster the defenses at those points. In addition, we are mapping out contingencies should any defensive sector fail. I want to have a number of fallback positions that we can defend. If they make it to the ground, I want control over where they go. We’ve identified sixteen funnel areas on the ground that we want to steer them into. We will be greatly outnumbered unless we arm every man, woman, and child on this planet."

    I looked at the monitor screen the Colonel had in front of him. "Do we have enough weapons to arm every man, woman, and child?"

    The Colonel shook his head. "We do not. We have about one hundred thousand Ghouls, five million regulars, and another seventy million draftees if needed. After that we are into the general population that has no training whatsoever."

    I nodded. "Well, I think if you put a blaster in the hand of just about any Human that can hold it up, you are going to get a fighter. All they really need is leaders that can direct them."

    The Colonel sat back. "I’ve been going over plans with the Admirals all morning. This is a big planet, and it will be a lot tougher to defend than the Grid. We don’t have the advantage of fighting on our home turf. I think we are going to lose a lot of good people if they make it to the ground."

    I put my hand on the Colonel’s shoulder. "Tell me what I can do, Colonel. Where can I help? Oh, and by the way, I have another thirty-six BGS suits, if you have volunteers to train in them."

    The Colonel replied, "I’ll assign York to do that. I know the Ghouls are not an official force, but I gave her a field promotion to major. She has more than earned it."

    I laughed. "Official force, Colonel—there is no more official force than what you have put together. The Admirals are running the regulars, but you and your men are every bit as official as they are. We are all one force for Mankind, and I don’t think anyone has anything different to say about that. Promote whoever you think deserves it. And when you talk to York, get that oversized BGS back from her. If the fighting hits the ground, that suit might be just the thing you need to stay in command."

    The Colonel spoke. "How’s the Defiant fleet rebuild coming? When do we get a few Wrens?"

    I replied, "Maybe by the end of the week. I flew over the site where it is all happening, and all I can say is wow. If we can make it through this, Colonel, I think we are destined for a life better than we ever dreamed. All of this new tech will let us focus on those things we deem most important. I’m hoping that won’t just be trying to keep ourselves entertained, but even that is a better alternative than the constant fighting."

    The Colonel spit out a big chaw of Omega root. "I’m sure we can find something to struggle with, Grange. That’s the Human way."

    I looked down at the disgusting sight of black juice on the floor. "Where do you get that stuff, Colonel? I would have thought that was lost with the Grid farms."

    The Colonel laughed. "This? It’s a poor substitute for Omega. Commander Grita sent me a case of it. This might just be the thing that breaks me of the habit I’ve had for the last thirty-five years. We had a number of those plants cultivated on the Suppressor, but those are gone now too."

    I smiled. "Well, maybe you can use that as a motivator for your men to win this thing, Colonel. That will be the only way they get their Omega back!"

    Admirals Zimmerman and Chaulk walked into the room.

    Admiral Zimmerman spoke. "Mr. Grange, Colonel, we have an idea we would like to discuss."

    The Colonel turned towards me. "Well, Grange. It’s finally happened: the Admirals had an idea. Hahahaha!"

    Zimmerman shook his head. "Mr. Grange. The Duke will be flying another ship out here. We think you should try to intercept it. That may buy us even more time. And we need all the time we can get right now."

    I replied, "That thought occurred to me also, Admiral. The problem I see is that we don’t actually know where the Duke will be coming from. And somehow, he has been able to track my movements. He even knew how many trips I had made to Molov. If he knows where I am, I can’t very well ambush him. I can’t even camp out by his fleet waiting for him."

    Zimmerman frowned.

    Chaulk spoke. "That aside, can we get more of those microprobes planted on that fleet? That information was invaluable during this last fight."

    I nodded. "That is something I can do, Admiral. I can take Frost, Powell, and Maxwell with me while York trains up the new BGS troops. I brought back another thirty-six suits with me from Molov. Give us a day, and the four of us should be able to cover a lot of those command ships."

    The conversation continued for several minutes until York entered the room.

    I spoke. "Sergeant, I mean Major, could you raise Frost, Powell, and Maxwell and have them meet me in the quad? We have a new mission. And we have another thirty-six BGS suits to make use of. You will be in charge of seeking volunteers and getting them trained on their usage."

    York placed a comm call and then followed me to the Swift. "What do they have you doing, Sir? If you don’t mind my asking."

    I replied as I thought-commanded the rear hatch open and stepped up into the Swift’s hold, "We are taking a load of microprobes out to see how many we can plant on the Durian command ships. It will do nothing but help us if we know what they are planning. Estimates place the Durians at having about four hundred of those ships. There will only be four of us, but I think we can cover the lot of them in a day."

    York offered a half smile. "Wish I was going, Sir."

    I smiled back. "We could always use you, York. But we need to make use of these new suits, and you are the one to best pick and train recruits. Besides, I think Frost will enjoy an adventure where she gets to pretend like she is in charge."

    York smiled as she asked several associates to come out to give her a hand. I sat in my pilot’s chair and brought up manifests for the number of microprobe sensors we had available to us. Frost, Powell, and Maxwell soon arrived.

    I spoke. "I need you to go to Bella sector warehouse five and pick up three cases of microprobes. We are heading out to the fleet to plant as many of them as we can on the Durian command ships."

    Frost turned to York. "You coming, Yorkie?"

    York replied, "This one is all yours, Frost. I’ll be training new BGS recruits. We are adding three dozen to our ranks."

    Frost grinned as she stepped out of the hold. "Outstanding!"

    With that statement, Frost and the others blinked out and headed off towards the warehouse. As I waited for their return, I decided to fish around in the data I had downloaded from the Defender. I had the name of my direct ancestor who was an Earth original. He had been transported to the Grid at the age of twenty.

    I swiped screens and pressed buttons until I had the person of interest’s records displayed before me. Delmar Grange had been a cargo pilot before being swept away. I had to smile at what I now knew was the family line of business. Package delivery was in my blood.

    Delmar had come from Kansas City, Kansas. It was a city that had survived the attacks on Earth by the Kurtz as well as our own food wars, the later of which had gone nuclear. After twenty minutes of reading up on my ancestor, Frost and the others returned with the sensor probes. The hatch was closed, and the Swift lifted off the ground and shot up through the atmosphere with a whisper.

    Frost spoke. "You have a grin on your face, Mr. Grange. What’s up?"

    I looked over at Frost. "I was just reading a bit about my family history. I pulled up the records of my first ancestor on the Grid. Guess what he did for a living back on Earth?"

    Frost slightly tilted her head and grinned. "Hmm. I would guess either a circus clown or an ass model, Sir."

    I shook my head. "You always have to be crude, don’t you. Anyway, he was a cargo pilot, a Messenger, just like me!"

    Frost let out a laugh. "I guess I could see that, Sir. Let’s see if you can find my peeps. My first ancestor was Silas Theodore Frost. Look him up, Sir. You have me all curious now."

    I pressed a few buttons and swiped a few screens until Silas Theodore Frost came up from the Grid records. I linked the file to the Defender records and soon had a match.

    I spoke. "Here we go. Silas Theodore Frost. He was a circus clown."

    Frost replied, "What? No way, Sir! Show me that screen!"

    I laughed. "OK, busted. Looks like he was a machine architect. Worked in the science division of the AMP government."

    Frost questioned my response. "The what, Sir? AMP?"

    I pressed a few more buttons and searched for the term. "The Alliance of Major Planets, AMP. OK. Looks like it was the name of their multispecies government before they were pulled away to here. I remember reading about some of those other species during all the wars they fought. In one, their worst enemy became their best ally. Well, Frost, at least Silas had a reputable job."

    Frost frowned. "Sounds like he was a nerd, Sir."

    I again laughed. "If you take all the technical things you know, Frost, as compared to him, you are probably the bigger nerd."

    The final twenty minutes of our run out to the fleet were spent looking up ancestors of Powell and Maxwell. Powell took pride in his battle-hardened Marine ancestor while Maxwell pondered the wealth and power of his corporate executive forefather.

    When the enemy fleet came on the tactical display, we began mapping out sectors for each of us to focus our efforts on. I had an area of the armada where Durian ships were parked closely together. A passive scan showed 112 command ships. Frost, Powell, and Maxwell were given parts of the fleet with a similar amount.

    The Swift was parked up tight against a centrally located Colossun battleship to conceal our location while the sodium skin was inactive.

    I gave my final speech. "You all have the code for opening this door. Make sure you are in and out as fast as possible and as few times as possible. Now, stuff your exterior pockets with probes, and let’s move."

    The remainder of the normal daytime hours was spent hopping from ship to ship. The probe devices were planted without incident. The microprobes were placed on every Durian command ship as well as on several dozen large Colossun vessels.

    As I floated back towards the Swift after my final deployment, I took a short detour through a Dakar ship. I was stunned at what I found. The large ship housed upwards of fifty thousand assault troops, all in stasis chambers. I then hopped over to the nearest Prassi vessel and found the same sleeping troop levels.

    I gloved my way back to the Swift, where I found the others waiting. "OK, I think this fleet is loaded with assault troops. We need to get this information back to the Colonel."

    The hatch was closed, and the Swift was once again invisible to all that surrounded us. As we began to pull away from the fleet, the microprobes we had planted all began to activate. They would supply our intel staff with a full accounting of what we would be up against. I set down in the quad and let Frost and the others out. I knew we had at least twelve hours before any new invasion began. With the others departed and the news of the sleeping troops delivered, I turned the Swift back towards Molov.
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    When I walked into the lab, Ashley was surprised to see me. "I didn’t think you would be back."

    I replied, "I have another four hours’ free time, so I thought I would spend it here. How’s our friend doing?"

    Ashley shook her head. "He has species from five galaxies that he has been forcing into these fights. The last four pulled from the Milky Way have all been annihilated. And get this, when a species has won out in their home and then discovered the temple structure, it doesn’t matter which path they pick, they are all transported here."

    I looked at the display she had up in front of her. "Explain that temple thing to me. I don’t think I picked everything up when I was walking through the history logs."

    Ashley nodded. "It looks like he has an entire planet that he can mask away so that travelers in the galaxy don’t know it’s there until he wants them to. He has at least one of these planets in each galaxy. The temple structure itself takes several species to get it open. When it’s open, a long hallway is revealed that has a red door and a blue door at the end."

    Ashley continued, "A holo-image of the Duke appears and tells the species there that they are being given a choice. They can choose one door, and their entire species is to be sent to a galaxy of peace and prosperity. If they select the other door, they are to be sent to a galaxy of discovery and conquest. Their third option is to remain where they are. As it turns out, the Duke is only using the decision to gauge the commitment and psyche of the species. They all get sent to the same place no matter what their decision."

    I replied, "So, you win, you lose. You lose, you lose. Sounds like a great game. Have we found out how he transports everyone at once?"

    Ashley shook her head. "That is too complex a question, apparently. We only get broken responses when a question has multiple partial answers. Until we have prompted his memories surrounding that whole issue to restore, we can’t get a clear answer. The doc is trying to figure out the most efficient way for us to ask questions and get somewhat complete answers. For you and me, all those neural pathways build up a list of responses, and our reasoning selects the best or most appropriate response."

    Our conversation continued as each new question was asked of Quan, with a waiting period that followed. The four hours passed quickly, and I was fast on the flight back to Tresha with another six BGS suits.

    When I landed, our intel teams were just beginning to receive data from the microprobes we had planted on the Duke’s fleet. I found York and delivered the new suits to her.

    York spoke. "More? Actually, I think we could use all of them that we can get our hands on, Sir. The new trainees were able to pick up on their use quickly. I left them out at the mine to continue until tomorrow. I’ll pick out another six for these suits."

    The Colonel came over the comm. "Grange, get over to my office; we want your input as this data comes in."

    I complied, plopping down in an available chair when I arrived. "What are we seeing, Colonel? Anything new?"

    The Colonel pressed a button on his console, and the image was transferred to the nearest available wall. "It looks like they are gearing everything for an all-out assault on the Gonta Carions."

    I replied, "We were able to hold them off last time. How are the repairs to the Gonta fleet coming?"

    The Colonel grimaced. "The Gonta fleet is not the concern. Commander Grita has this same information. I suspect that if this is what the Durians are planning, the Gonta are going to pull up and run. I could hardly blame them."

    I spoke. "Has anyone broached the subject with them? I know it would be an extremely sensitive topic, but I think it needs to be discussed."

    Admiral Chaulk replied, "I’ll take it up with my counterpart after this meeting."

    I held up my hand. "No, I’ll talk with Commander Grita. He respects us enough to give an honest answer on an issue this big."

    When our discussion had ended, I hailed the Gonta Commander on the comm. "Commander Grita, I wanted to talk frankly with you about the Durians’ plans as we are now seeing them. What response can we expect from the Gontas?"

    The comm was quiet for several seconds. "We have been discussing this very issue. Our fleet is in poor condition, Mr. Grange. If the Durians indeed do come at us with a full-on assault, we will have no other choice but to power up the gravity drives. I apologize if this seems like a rash action, but we have to consider the well-being of our people first. The old adage of ‘Live to fight another day’ has been our decision."

    I replied, "Don’t apologize, Commander. We would probably do the same given similar circumstances. We won’t fault you or hold ill will towards you for it. Knowing helps us to plan better if we know what to expect."

    I turned back to the Colonel when the comm had ended. "There we have it."

    Admiral Zimmerman spoke. "We currently have two options. Plan for the inevitable, or come up with a plan to get the Durians to alter theirs. Is there anything we can do that will make them change their current strategy? A pre-attack? How many Marines can we put on their ships in a move that won’t be suicidal?"

    The discussion continued for several hours. No feasible alternative came to light. We would brace for the armada’s assault and the Gonta’s fleeing. In a last positive sign, the Bulgar fleet returned. Two million Bulgar soldiers volunteered to join our forces on Tresha. In a similar move, half a million Gonta Marines offered their services. Both gestures were gladly accepted, and plans altered to position the new troops where they were most needed.

    At the first signs of an assault, the Gonta Carions would be moved to friendly Bulgar space to assist in their ongoing war with the rival Bulgars. Should the armada find its way there, the Gontas would again be moved to a safer and more distant part of the galaxy. It was the same game we had played for a thousand years.

    Here I was again, waiting for an all-out battle to begin. We had been lucky with the delays, but they came with a new problem. The Colossuns were still adding ships to the armada. Our latest intel showed two hundred mega-container ships, identical to the one we had seen when the Colossuns first arrived. I thought of the supplies that it would take to keep such an armed force in space. The Colossuns were prepared to take care of their armies.

    As I browsed through the Earth logs on the Swift, the alarm sounded. The armada was on the move. In twelve hours, the Carions would be attacked and would flee. The fleet would then be focused on Tresha, and we had no doubt that soon after, the ground war would begin.

    With the clock ticking, I made a final flight to Molov. The initial Wrens were nearing completion, but they would not arrive until after hostilities had begun. Ashley and the doctor had continued prying information from Quan while Frig worked on the joining of wormholes. In his most recent experiment, 256 microportals had been combined into a single wormhole.

    The diameter of each endpoint remained less than one centimeter, but Frig had hopes of scaling that number up. He was uncertain of how large he might be able to go. The cesium fusion generator, when away from the planet Molov, was calculated to have ample power.

    I again left Ashley after a long embrace and raced back to Tresha for my final orders. At present, I would continue to harass the Durian command ships as they conducted their assault of the Carions.

    Frost and a dozen other BGS-outfitted Marines stepped up into the hold of the Swift. "Mr. Grange, I’ve been asked to pass this on to you. We, the team here and me, we are to be dropped off in the middle of the Durian fleet. We will handle everything else from there. You, Mr. Grange, will be asked to return here to the quad, where you will pick up another dozen BGS Marines. Again, they will be dropped in the center of the fleet, and we will coordinate our efforts from there."

    I replied, "OK, what do I do after that?"

    Frost smiled. "You do what you do best, Sir. You kick the crap out of them, and then you kick it out of them again!"

    I nodded. "I can do that. When do they want us to leave?"

    Frost sat in the copilot’s chair. "Since we are only seconds away from the Carions, the Colonel said we could wait right here until the armada hits the Tresha system. We could still deploy before they take up position if needed."

    I stretched out my hand. "Sergeant, if I haven’t said it before, it has been an honor to serve with you. All of your shenanigans with the groping and such are meaningless in the grand scheme of things. You fight with a ferocity and spirit that any species would be proud of. What I’m trying to say is, I’ve grown fond of you, Frost. With all that we have been through, I would consider you a good friend."

    Frost placed her hand over her heart with a pouting expression on her face. "You touch me right here, Sir."

    I sighed. "That’s touched, Frost. I know what you are getting at, and I am not going to touch you there!"

    The sergeant laughed. "Girl’s gotta keep trying, Sir! To give up is to admit defeat!"

    I shook my head as the other BGS Marines who knew Frost chuckled. I turned back to my holo-display to see a flashing signal on the tactical screen. The armada was dropping through light speed.

    I spoke. "That would be our signal. Best of luck to us all. And remember, even a partial kill of a ship is a win. Don’t turn back to finish the job; just keep moving on to the next one. Every command ship we kill is one less they will be directing their ground troops from when they hit the surface!"

    Ten seconds later, we had left the atmosphere. As my heart rate attempted to increase due to the adrenaline that was now coursing through my veins, I took note of my health monitors. The BGS suit was releasing chemicals to slow my increased heart rate while the filter pack and bio-gel worked to remove the same excess adrenaline. The result was a feeling of calm as I entered the war zone. Our Human ancestors had designed features into the BGS that covered nearly every Human bodily reaction. It was a new point of pride in my species.

    As we took up our initial position, a new alert showed on the tactical display. A dozen massive ships were dropping from light speed on the other side of the Carions. My jaw dropped as my BGS attempted to counter the stress reactions of my body. Twelve ships that matched the appearance of the massive ion cannons that the Milgari had attempted to build took up position just outside the range of the Carions’ guns.

    The first giant cannon bolt blew all of the external plating from one of the Carions on a three-hundred-meter-diameter section. A second shot in the identical spot dug deep into the Carion’s surface decks.

    I yelled over the comm at the Colonel, "Change of plans, Colonel! We are going after those massive cannons! They will rip those Carions to shreds!"

    The Colonel replied, "Take them out, Grange! If they turn those towards us, we won’t have a defense! Figure out how to kill those things, Grange, or we are dead for certain!"

    As I turned the Swift towards our new targets, York came over the comm. "Start with the cannons on the left of your display, Mr. Grange. We will be joining you with another dozen BGS Marines!"

    The tactical display showed a single Gonta transport lifting off through the Tresha atmosphere. I raced towards the massive cannon ships as Frost doled out orders for the ships we would assault first. I programmed the Swift to circle and to take out as many of the cannons as it could, regardless of our being on them or not.

    I spoke. "I sent each of you the pattern the Swift should be following. If you think it’s heading for your target, get out if you can, but be prepared to suck it up on this one if needed. We have to kill those things at all costs, or this war is definitely lost!"

    I looked around and received a stern nod from each of the Marines standing behind my chair. I turned back to tactical with a building pride in my species. To a man, they were willing to make the ultimate sacrifice, with no guarantee of victory.

    Frost then grabbed my arm. "Sir, that cannon is turning towards the planet!"

    I pressed a tactical calculation button on the display. A new target was falling directly on the line the cannon was turning towards.

    I yelled over the comm. "York! Get off that ship! That cannon is sighting on you! York!"

    Nine seconds later, a burst of ion energy left the massive cannon’s power focuser. The Gonta transport was instantly vaporized. My heart skipped a beat as I thought of the loss of our best fighter, and someone that I considered a close friend.

    Frost spoke. "She could have made it out, Sir. They had their suits on. I would be certain that they activated them in time."

    I looked up at Frost as I slowly shook my head. "I don’t think so, Frost. The skin on these suits is powerful enough to handle a standard blaster, or to let you float through the walls of a slow-moving ship. It can’t handle an ion bolt of that energy magnitude."

    After several seconds of silence, I again spoke. "OK, well, we have our mission before us. Let’s give the Duke and his henchmen a lesson in Human resolve. You each have your target ships. Let’s show ’em what we’ve got!"

    The Swift slowed, and for only a few seconds the skin deactivated, and the thirteen Humans in their BGS attire maneuvered out. The Swift sped up and then disappeared into the void.

    We each set our BHD gloves to maximum and quickly closed in on our targets. I glanced back at the Carions in time to see the hydrogen store ignite on the most heavily damaged station. The Gonta Feritel, the Carion belonging to the political sect of the Gonta Federation, exploded in a white-hot fireball. The size of the Carion gave the appearance of an explosion moving in slow motion. Deck after deck turned white hot as nearly a billion Gonta citizens vanished from existence. My whole body shook as I gazed at the sight before me.

    The health circuits built into my BGS were working their hardest to help contain my emotional state. I was stunned by the instant loss of so many beings. They had only wanted to live in peace. The anger inside me began to build as I slowly regained my composure. On this day, I would easily give my life to see the Duke’s demise.

    I entered the massive cannon that had been selected as my target with a Marine corporal by my side. "OK, Corporal! Let’s rip this place apart!"

    We pulled to a stop and began firing tungsten rounds at everything that looked critical while we alternately blasted anything that moved with ion bolts. I held out my BHD and shot through a bulkhead to the next deck and repeated the carnage that I had previously unleashed. There were no thoughts of mercy for the soldiers who operated such a vile and sinister weapon.

    I continued on, deck after deck, until a large power conduit caught my eye. I passed through another bulkhead and came upon a second and a third conduit that fed into a large tube. I had found one of the power amplification tubes that fed energy directly to the cannon.

    I yelled, "Corporal Dice! Mark my position and distribute it to the others! If we take out the power that feeds that cannon, we shut it down!"

    I took aim at a conduit as I raised my glove and powered up my BHD. Just before passing through the nearest bulkhead, I fired a tungsten round into the conduit I had sighted. The explosion was more than I was prepared for. My feet had yet to pass through the bulkhead before the expanding ion energy caught up to my position. The sodium skin covering my prosthetic feet was blown away, and my legs were vaporized up to the knees.

    I was alive, but I now had a new problem. The active skin of my BGS was offline, and I was deep inside an enemy ship. As I began to fall towards the closest deck, I stuck my fist in the air. My descent was stopped two meters from the deck plating. As I held steady, suspended in the air, a Colossun soldier came around a far corner carrying fire gear. I raised my left hand, and a tungsten round blew him into a thousand tiny bits before he could react.

    The alarms on my HUD flashed continuously as my suit evaluated its condition. I held up one of my stumps as best I could and took note of the BGS suit sealing itself off. I set myself gently down on the deck and queried the built-in Help files about the self-repair of the suit.

    After a short read, I came upon a solution. I reached to a section of my abdomen just below my beltline. I felt until a small protrusion was found. Three quick presses, followed by two short and then six quick ones, released my left leg from my torso. An identical protrusion for the right leg yielded the same results.

    I pulled and pushed at the released prostheses with no luck. They would not come free from the self-healing BGS. I looked at my surroundings and identified a local ion conduit running down a nearby wall. Using my glove, I powered myself close beside the conduit and set myself down on the deck. With a single shot from my blaster, the conduit split and a stream of ion energy shot across the deck in front of me. Using the BHD, I again elevated myself. I slowly lowered my torso until the ion stream was mid-thigh to my disconnected legs.

    As I swung myself from one side to the other, the ion stream cut through the inactive sodium skin of the suit and through the disconnected prosthetics. I dropped myself to the deck on the other side of the stream and quickly pulled the remaining prosthetic parts from the sodium-covered suit. I pinched my pant legs shut with my hands until the suit sealed itself shut. I had lost nearly 40 percent of my bio-gel, but the active skin once again covered my entire body and quickly came to life. I shook my head over the disbelief in my luck. Don Grange was back in the game!

    Using the BHD, I lifted back into the air and looked for the next amplifier conduit.

    Frost came over the comm. "Scratch one cannon, Sir! Moving on to the next!"

    I checked the stats from the Swift, and two other massive cannons had gone silent as they imploded and then exploded from a faster-than-light series of tungsten rounds. Then came word of a second Gonta Carion exploding from within. I again shook at the thought that another billion lives had been lost. The cultural sect’s Carion had been lost to the massive cannon fire.

    The corporal that accompanied me into the cannon that we occupied came on the comm next. "Mr. Grange, start for the next cannon, Sir. I’m about to blow the second amplifier tube."

    I replied, "Make sure you are out of the way of that ion plasma. It can overpower that suit."

    The fourth massive cannon went silent as the corporal’s efforts shut down the second ion amplifier. As I moved towards the next cannon, I hesitated as I took note of the Swift’s projected path.

    I spoke over the comm to the corporal. "Hold up, Dice! The Swift is targeting that cannon!"

    The corporal replied, "Too late, Mr. Grange. I just crossed into the main chamber. I’m heading for the nearest amplifier tube now, Sir."

    I aimed my glove towards the near end of the massive cannon. The Swift would be coming from that direction, and any debris field created would exit from the other end.

    Powell spoke. "Cannon five is offline! Moving on!"

    Maxwell followed. "Cannon six is done!"

    Frost then spoke. "Cannon seven just shut down, but I think we may have lost Fields and McGraw. Oh, and Mr. Grange, the Duke has been badgering me nonstop. I haven’t given him the pleasure of a response."

    I replied, "That will do nothing but irritate him, Frost. Keep up the good work!"

    Dice spoke. "Amplifier one is offline, Sir!"

    At that moment, the cannon before me imploded, shrinking down to a long, thin line before exploding outward towards the far end. The eighth cannon had gone silent. Corporal Dice had perished with it.

    I pointed my glove at the next cannon and set the BHD to full power. I had five minutes to stop its destruction before the Swift came back for another run.

    As I glanced back towards the Carions, I shook my head. The great stations were beginning to move under the power of their gravity drives, but the move came too late. The third Carion, carrying over a billion Gonta citizens of the scientists’ and builders’ sect, disintegrated in a white-hot ball of hydrogen fire and flame. Only the Orienta remained of the powerful Gonta Federation. The final four massive cannons fired against her relentlessly as she too attempted to pull away.

    I entered the next cannon with vengeance in my heart. The first amplifier went offline without incident. As I passed through the second tube, I took aim and fired on the fly. The conduit split as I passed through the next bulkhead and on into the safety of the black space beyond.

    The ninth, tenth, and eleventh massive cannons shut down as our BGS teams did their work. I was too far from the final cannon to reach it before the Swift would circle back around.

    Frost came over the comm. "Heading for that last cannon, Mr. Grange. I don’t think the Gontas are going to make it!"

    I checked the Swift. "Frost, hold up! The Swift has that one targeted. It should get hit in just under two minutes!"

    Frost replied, "The Gonta don’t have two minutes, Sir!"

    I looked back at the Orienta as it slowly picked up speed. Fires raged and flame spit from several dozen holes in her surface plating. The cannon continued to fire its devastating bolts of ion energy, each shot cutting deeper into the Orienta’s decks. Bulkheads collapsed; thousands if not millions were being incinerated with each shot.

    Frost spoke. "Amplifier one offline!"

    I checked the Swift’s estimated position on my tactical. "Frost! Get your ass out of there! The Swift is coming in! Let it do its job, Frost!"

    A final bolt shot from the cannon’s focuser. It entered deep into the Orienta’s infrastructure.

    Frost yelled, "Scratch cannon twelve!"

    Eight seconds later, the massive cannon shrank inward and then exploded violently outward. As I turned back towards the Orienta, I took in a deep breath as a small, white-hot explosion took the gravity drives offline. Without hesitation the waiting armada took the opportunity to pounce on the crippled station.

    The Swift stopped and picked me up as the Durian fleet sent a relentless barrage of ion weapons fire into the severely damaged Orienta.

    I sat in the pilot’s chair as I spoke to the team. "The rest of you try to get back to Tresha. I’m going to offer what help I can to the Orienta!"

    A voice came over the comm. "Rip ’em a new one for us, Sir!"

    It was Frost! She had exited the cannon with no time to spare!

    My BGS suit continued to pump chemicals in and out of the bio-gel in order to counter the high emotions I was feeling. Billions dead, York and her team lost. Our only close ally since we had come to this galaxy was soon to fully perish.

    As I entered the first set of targets at just above light speed, seventeen Durian and Colossun ships disintegrated. The Swift made a wide arc as it built speed and turned for the next run.

    Commander Grita came on my comm. "Mr. Grange. It has been an honor to ally with Humans. I am afraid we have reached the end here. I thank you for your valiant efforts. Carry with you into battle the resolve of the Gonta Federation and all her people. Our spirits will be behind your continued efforts. Goodbye and good luck, Mr. Grange. I’m placing my final bet on the Humans!"

    Before I could reply, the comm channel went silent. As I raced in towards the grand fleet, I again saw the spark of a white-hot explosion. As I feared, the large hydrogen store had been breached. The white-hot explosion spread slowly throughout the great ship. In less than fifteen seconds, the entire structure was burning as hot as a small sun. The Orienta, and all who called her home, were no more.

    I ripped through another dozen ships in the Swift and turned back for Tresha. The Gonta were gone. The Duke had won the first round of the immensely complex game he was playing. I shook my head in disgust as I thought of the smile that would be on his face. I gathered up Frost and the others and landed at the quad to prepare for the coming ground assault. There was no time to grieve, no time for reflection. A larger fight would soon be upon us, a fight that we could not lose.
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    I maneuvered into the Colonel’s command center, setting myself down in a chair.

    "Grange! Great work on those cannons. What happened to your legs?"

    I replied, "The legs didn’t make it, Colonel. I have an order in for a new pair, but they won’t be trained in time for me to use them. So, I’ll have to make do with what I have. We couldn’t save the Gonta, Colonel. Grita called me on the comm to thank us just before the Orienta went up."

    The Colonel shook his head. "The Commander left us with a parting gift. Eight hundred fifty thousand of his best troops came through the portals before the Orienta exploded. I’m repositioning our men from an entire city. I figure the Gonta will fight harder if they are working together and if they feel they are defending their own soil. They are being briefed now on how we planned to defend it. I have our troops moving to other locations that could use the help."

    I squirmed in the chair next to the Colonel’s console. "Grita was a good soul. I’m sure his men could have used his leadership."

    The Colonel pulled up a list of the Gonta soldiers who had come through. "Looks like your friend Meecha made it through. If you wanted to pull him up on the comm, I’m sure he would appreciate it."

    I powered up my glove to move to a quieter room. "Thanks, Colonel, I could use the lift myself."

    Captain Meecha answered the hail. "Mr. Grange! Glad you are still with us!"

    I replied, "Likewise, Meecha. Commander Grita called me just before—before the end. He thanked me for all we had done to try to save the Gontas. I just wanted to pass on to you and your troops that we too appreciate the sacrifices your people have made, and the coming sacrifices that we will all make. You are a true friend, Meecha. I hope our defensive plans keep you killing Colossuns for the foreseeable future."

    Meecha spoke. "The Commander was a great man. His staff tried to get him to leave, but he was determined to be the last Gonta on the Orienta. There aren’t enough of us like him. I place you in the same mold as the Commander, Mr. Grange. A man for the people, a man who stands up against the wrong in this universe. I am honored to have fought beside you, Sir. Thank you for your efforts."

    I shook my head as I smiled. "Meecha, your ancestors would be proud of the fight you have given against those same wrongs. And, I’m sure you will dole out continued punishment against their ground troops. Good luck, my friend, keep safe!"

    As I floated back into the Colonel’s command room, he waved me over. "Grange! Get your ass over here! We have York calling in on an RF channel. She started broadcasting a half hour ago, and the signal is just getting here. We should have triangulation on its origin any second. What a break for us, Grange! If I was the tearing-up type, I would be on the floor bawling right now!"

    I blinked out and pointed my glove towards the Swift. Fifteen seconds later, I was sitting on my stumps in the pilot’s chair with the rear hatch closing behind me. The Swift lifted silently from the ground and seconds later closed on York’s position. The armada was closing in.

    York’s image came up on the tactical display. She was clinging to a piece of debris.

    I flipped my comm technology to RF and spoke. "York! Hang on. I’ll be beside you in a second!"

    The Swift came to a stop and the rear hatch opened. I floated out to a waiting York.

    "Thank you, Sir. I thought I might die up here. Not the glorious exit I had always hoped for!"

    I replied as I grabbed her arm and pulled her back towards the Swift, "I can’t tell you how happy this makes me, York! This is such a huge relief!"

    As I released her in the cargo hold, I settled back into my pilot’s chair and closed the hatch. Seconds later, we were landing in the quad.

    York spoke. "What happened to the legs, Sir?"

    I replied, "Lost them out there on those cannons. How about you? Tell me what happened."

    York removed her helmet. "I turned the transport to try to evade the beam, and I had everyone blink out. The only thing I can think of that saved me is that I had my BHD aimed right at that incoming ion bolt. It must have somehow protected me. I lost my weapons, my comm, my BHD, and most of my HUD. The active skin is barely functional. After floating along there for a few minutes, I grabbed onto that ship part."

    I paused and continued, "I didn’t know these suits had RF."

    York replied, "They do, Sir. I worked through a few of the Help menus, and the backup RF comm popped up on the HUD."

    I smiled as I reached over to grab her shoulder. "Very glad to have you back, York. This fight coming up is where you might be most needed."

    I followed York to the command center, where the Colonel had a big grin on his face. "Yorkie! Outstanding! I have a ton of work for you. I need you to proceed to Fort Dead and link up with Major Titus over there. We are expecting that zone to be one of the first targeted. You and the major will need to hold the line at these fortification points."

    York looked over the image on the Colonel’s console. "Fort Dead, Sir? They couldn’t come up with anything better than that?"

    The Colonel smacked the major on the back. "Ha! Just think of it as dead for the other side, Major. I’m sure you will dish some of that out for our friends when they arrive!"

    York replied, "You know I will, Sir. Given what they just did to the Gontas, I’ll be giving them an extra dose of me."

    The Colonel spit a wad of Omega juice on the major’s leg.

    York nodded. "Thank you, Sir!"

    With her new orders in, York moved off to her new post. The Colonel sat in his chair and began looking over diagrams of troop positions.

    I spoke. "How long before they start coming down, Colonel?"

    The Colonel sighed as he continued his defense evaluations. "Staff says in as few as ten minutes. The fleet seems to be taking positions that encircle the whole planet. I expect them to start testing our defenses for a crack at any time. If they find something they like, expect a shift in their positions and an all-out attack on that sector."

    I leaned back in the chair and looked over the Colonel’s screens as he moved through the strategic centers that had been identified. Waiting for the action to begin had always been the worst part of war for me. If I was fighting, I wasn’t thinking about how we might die. My BGS suit worked hard to counteract the anxiety that I was feeling.

    Several minutes passed before the Colonel’s prediction began to show true. Small raids of five to ten ships were probing our defenses. One such raid made it all the way to the ground before being obliterated by local fire. It was adjacent to the city of Nevil, the base the Bulgars had been assigned to. Ironically, it was a rival Bulgar ship that had made it to the ground.

    The Colonel spoke. "That spite is going to get them killed and open up a front for the Durians."

    I replied, "Spite, Colonel?"

    The Colonel pounded his fist on the table. "That ship should have never reached the ground. They had the means to take it out before it hit the atmosphere. Instead, they chose to let it land so they could make it personal. Doomed themselves is what they did. That fleet is massing for an attack of their base right now."

    The Colonel opened a comm to his staff. "Looks like they are going to hit the Bulgar at Nevil. Pull in what troops you can around her perimeter. If that base falls, they will have their foothold!"

    I spoke. "Colonel, if you want, I can take the Swift out there. I can create some havoc for any ships that are lining up for an assault."

    The Colonel took a heavy breath. "Hanging back here is killing me, Grange. I like to coordinate from the front lines. Sitting here watching all this unfold is going to be like torture to my soul. Take the Swift and see if you can deter their initial action. I’ll keep you on call if other needs arise."

    I replied as I powered up my glove BHD, "You got it, Colonel. Call if you need me."

    I blinked out, and fifteen seconds later I was setting down in my pilot’s chair. I pulled a seatbelt around my midsection to counter my missing legs. The hatch was closed, and seconds later I was rounding Tresha to the point in the sky directly above Nevil. I shot straight up and hit light speed just before encountering the pocket of five hundred ships that were grouping in high orbit. As I blasted through a pair of destroyers, my tactical display lit up with new ship arrivals into the Tresha system.

    I hailed the Colonel.

    "Grange, we just saw the same thing. I need you to evaluate their purpose."

    I replied, "Roger that, Colonel. I should have that for you in less than a minute."

    I turned the Swift towards the incoming ships and pushed her throttle to full. I was soon braking as I neared the new threat. It was fighter carriers, a ship that we had seen little of for many, many years.

    I spoke to the Colonel. "This can’t be good, Colonel. Are you picking up my video feed?"

    The Colonel replied, "We are. The computer is showing two thousand fighters per carrier. They are still entering the system. Two hundred twelve so far."

    I punched a few commands into my holo-display. "I’ll do a few swings through them, Colonel. Maybe I can disrupt whatever strategy they have planned. At least for a short while."

    The Colonel agreed, and I knocked out a quarter of the fighters on the first carrier as I accelerated outward.

    As I looped back around for my first full run, several hundred new ships dropped below light speed just behind the carriers. A grid of ion beams suddenly formed a wall directly in my path. I had no chance to turn before I would impact the bright blue pattern in the otherwise dark space.

    I attempted to steer the Swift towards a hole in the grid pattern, only to see the ion beams begin to oscillate in random ways. The scattered field in front of me would be hit or miss for the Swift.

    I braced for an impact and was rewarded with only a glancing blow by the closest beam as it swept away from me. The active skin on the Swift shot up to 60 percent. A query of the Help system showed that I was vulnerable to a direct hit. My free lunch at the Durian cafeteria was over.

    I spoke to the Colonel. "I don’t know if you caught that or not, Colonel, but I am now vulnerable out here. At the speeds I’m traveling, I can’t avoid a pattern like that. It’s too broad."

    The Colonel replied, "Bring her home, Grange. They won’t be able to reproduce that pattern in this thick atmosphere. Try to focus on ships directly involved in an assault, like taking out their carriers before they start dumping those fighters."

    I pushed the throttle to full and fired, taking out another carrier as I passed their position.

    As I approached Tresha, I ran the calculations on the maximum speed I could sustain in high orbit. The display showed only one-thirtieth of light speed, just over one revolution per second going around the planet. I programmed in an algorithm to keep the Swift circling the globe while firing at targets as they became available. The damage would be far less significant than that of a full shot at twice the speed of light, but I now had limited options.

    As the Swift dropped into its programmed mode, I popped the rear hatch and exited. As I slowed, I drove with my glove towards the nearest newly arriving carrier. After powering myself aboard, I sought out the ion charge well. Once it was located, I used the same tactic we had used against the Durian command ships. A bright stream of ions soon ripped through the carrier from the back to the front, destroying all the fighters attached to its hull as they attempted to power up for deployment. As I powered towards the next carrier, the two thousand fighters aboard her jettisoned and headed for the planet’s atmosphere.

    I yelled over my comm, "Colonel! The fighters are coming in!"

    In under a minute, nearly four hundred thousand Durian fighters had aligned in a formation above Nevil. It was a sight unlike any I had ever seen, nearly eclipsing the light of the sun from reaching the city of Nevil below.

    I spoke. "Tell me we have something that is useful against those fighters, Colonel. I can mix it up with them, but I won’t be very effective against that many. What do we have on the ground?"

    The Colonel replied, "The Gonta had a significant amount of air defenses that they left us with. A concentration of those fighters in one sector will be overwhelming. If they drop through onto Nevil, those Bulgar are going to have a very bad day, as will we."

    I coded new programming for the Swift on my HUD. "I’ll have the Swift take a few swipes at them, Colonel, while they are all lined up."

    As I powered myself towards a troop carrier that was in stationary orbit, I asked the Colonel a new question. "Colonel, why are they not blasting away on us from orbit?"

    The Colonel replied, "All these cities have ion inhibitor domes that prevent high-orbit beams from reaching the ground. Fighters can slip through those domes and fire on a ground target without issue; they are just much smaller cannons. Larger ships could do the same, but these ground cannons would cut them to pieces, being that they are such big, easy targets. Our biggest concern is ground troops. If they breach the outer defense walls, they can take out the inhibitor generators."

    I floated into the ion well of the troop carrier as I spoke. "So, our main focus will be keeping the ground troops beyond our walls. Isn’t there danger of the fighters taking out the generators?"

    The Colonel replied, "The individual generators have a small inhibitor field of their own. The worry for the fighters is if they wise up and start pounding our outer defenses."

    I fired a tungsten round from my left-hand glove. "Scratch one more troop carrier. Colonel, how protected is everyone else, our people?"

    The Colonel hesitated as he passed commands on to his troops. "Did no one tell you? We have everyone capable of fighting manning the defenses. Everyone else is belowground in the massive bunker systems the Gonta had. They will be continuing our sustained farming, our hospitals, even educating our kids. If we stop life for war, we will all wither away. The others are protected in the bunkers. Until the city walls fall, they will not be in danger."

    I replied, "I didn’t know about the bunkers, Colonel. It was probably mentioned at some point, but I didn’t pick up on it."

    A second troop carrier with five thousand Prassi soon disintegrated as its charge well was breached. Before I had the opportunity to reach the next ship, it began to drop down from orbit, just behind the hundreds of thousands of fighters that were now beginning their assault of the city of Nevil. I aimed my glove downward and followed right behind them.

    The fighters swarmed through the ion inhibitor domes and began to fire upon the structures within the city. Buildings exploded and crumbled. The barren streets were soon lined with debris as the fighters unleashed a relentless barrage of ion bolts.

    Return cannon fire from our defenses soon ensued, with the occasional fighter taking a direct hit and falling from the smoke-filling sky. Our medium defense cannons fired upon the larger ships as they descended upon Nevil. A Dakar destroyer erupted in flame as a pair of ion bolts found the ion conduit that fed its main cannon. I watched the large ship descend as in slow motion. It crashed hard into one of the open farming fields that surrounded the city.

    The ion bolts continued to stream upwards, striking ship after ship as they moved towards the ground. One assault ship after another violently exploded. Our defenses were holding, but the assault was only beginning, and the bulk of the attacking ships had not yet left orbit.

    Defense posts around the globe were reporting attacks, some with a significant number of ships. None were intended to open up a front as was the assault on Nevil. As I drifted aboard a Dakar cruiser, I was shocked to find the cargo hold full of ground troops. I sent the newly gathered intel to the Colonel, who immediately entered it into our defense profiling system. The Dakar discovery would add another two million potential ground troops to the already massive fleet.

    The Dakar cruiser was soon racing towards the ground under the force of gravity as the ion feeds to its engines were cut off with a well-placed tungsten round from my glove. The cruiser crashed hard and crumpled into a flattened pile of debris as all those on board were no longer counted amongst the living.

    After twenty minutes of relentless assaults by the Durian fleet, and rebuffs by our troops, the first Colossun troop carrier reached the ground. It landed in a field that smoked and burned with the debris of the hundred ships that had come before it. Large bay doors opened on its sides, and soldiers poured out onto the Gonta farmlands. Soon after, a second and then a third landed, emptying out their cargoes of fighting men and women.

    As I turned my eyes upward, I was startled to see one of the Colossun mega-ships descending towards me. "Colonel, why would the Colossuns be dropping in supplies when their troops have not even secured a foothold?"

    The Colonel replied, "Check those containers, Grange. Maybe we mistook those for supplies."

    As I took in the Colonel’s words, the great ship moved through my position, revealing the contents of its immense cargo holds.

    A surge of adrenaline shot through my veins as I had a sudden realization that I had seen those containers before. They had carried Colossun androids!

    I yelled, "Colonel! Those container ships are full of the android soldiers! Try to concentrate your ground fire on those mega-ships!"

    The first ship reached the ground after taking heavy fire. Massive bay doors opened down both the port and starboard sides, and the three-meter-tall android Colossun soldiers streamed out onto the abandoned Gonta farmland. The androids soon filled the field surrounding the ship. A quick scan from my BGS sensors placed the number at thirty-four thousand.

    I spoke. "Colonel, how many of those mega-ships did we count?"

    The Colonel replied, "Close to five hundred. That gives us over seventeen million of those androids that will possibly be on the ground. We are now counting upwards of twenty-seven million assault troops should they all reach dirt."

    As I looked down upon the field, the swarm of androids began to sprint in the direction the first Colossun troops had taken. Ion fire from our defensive walls was already beginning to pound the onrushing troops. The Bulgar troops fired in a relentless barrage of ion bolts. I then began to see larger explosions pockmarking the fields as the troops advanced. The Bulgar had some type of explosive mortar rounds, and their aim was ridiculously on target. Colossun troops fell as the intense explosions erupted around them.

    As the android troops followed in behind the now-scattering Colossun regulars, the Colossun ship countered with a new strategy of its own. Hundreds of smaller ion bolts flew from the mega-ship, taking out the mortar rounds while they were still in the air. The androids opened up with their blasters as they advanced towards the Bulgar defenses.

    I dove straight down using my BHD glove and found myself stepping through the bulkhead wall of the ion charge well on the mega-ship. Three seconds later, her ion cannons went silent as a stream of ion particles ripped through her interior. The Bulgar mortars again reached their intended targets.

    The Colonel’s air defenses knocked two additional troop ships from the sky before they could land and unload. The Colossun regulars were in disarray as the androids passed their position while continuing the assault.

    As I looked upwards, I took note of the lack of ships coming down from overhead. Back down on the ground, the number of Colossun androids continued to be thinned out through precision mortar strikes as well as with relentless ion cannon fire.

    The Colossun regulars were racing back towards their troop carrier in retreat. I again dove down, and with a single tungsten shot, the troop carrier burned as a stream of released ion particles shot out from the breached charge well. I then began my own barrage of ion bolts, targeted into the Colossun regulars as they hunkered down in a nearby field, watching their escape route burn.

    Forty-eight minutes after the assault had begun, it had come to an abrupt end. The fields surrounding the city of Nevil smoked and burned with the wreckage of hundreds of the attacking ships. Thousands of bodies littered the killing fields in front of the Nevil defensive walls. The Durians had squandered their first attempt at gaining a foothold on Tresha’s surface. The Bulgar, despite their initial mistake, had survived the assault with minimal loss.
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    The swarms of enemy fighters continued to circle the skies above Nevil, pummeling every building, every structure. As the fighters laid waste to the city, the ion inhibitors remained intact. After the first ground assault by nearly ninety thousand troops, only a dozen Bulgar soldiers had been injured. Tresha was not going to be the easy target that the Durians had hoped.

    The Swift continued to circle the globe, inflicting damage at a rapid but largely ineffective pace. The ships of the Durian-led fleet moved continuously, preventing anything more than the target of opportunity for the Swift’s computer to lock onto.

    I floated over the city of Nevil, shooting at fighter after fighter as they swarmed about my position. The fighters’ size, speed, and weapons were no threat to my BGS suit. In the twenty minutes that passed between assaults, I had knocked nearly a hundred of the assault fighters from the sky. My efforts were hardly making progress. The fighters flew close to the ground, making themselves difficult targets for our ground cannons. When the next assault wave started, I was positioned in the city center.

    The Colonel spoke. "Grange, a second invasion attempt is now under way. Do what you can to keep those troops from landing."

    I replied, "I have the transports highlighted on my HUD, Colonel. I’ll focus my efforts on them, first."

    I shot upwards and met the first of the ships as it descended. It was a Dakar destroyer without any troops aboard. As I moved towards it, my HUD lit up with the three hundred other similarly equipped ships that were falling in behind it. Twenty of the Colossun mega-container ships followed closely behind the tip of the spear.

    The initial ships absorbed the ground-based cannon fire; explosions and fires raged across their decks, as they had been sent forward to lessen our initial blows to the troop ships. It was a strategy that worked, as the first of the Colossun android carriers settled in the fields surrounding Nevil, followed closely behind by a second and a third.

    As I raced towards the nearest mega-ship, a strong ion bolt emerged from a mid-sized cannon on a Dakar ship just above me. The active skin on my BGS suit quickly shot to 70 percent capacity. The Durians had again altered their strategy. I now had to assume that my position could somehow be tracked.

    I reached and disposed of the first mega-ship before the full load of androids could disembark. I looked at my HUD and shook my head as another twelve of the massive ships set down in the fields around me.

    I raised the Colonel on the comm. "They just landed a half million androids, Colonel. I hope the Bulgar have more than those mortars going for them!"

    The Colonel replied, "Just do what you can to stop them from unloading, Grange. The Bulgar are in for a real fight this time. If those mortars aren’t effective, we expect half a million of those androids to reach those walls. If it goes man to man, they will almost certainly be overrun."

    I powered towards a transport as it approached the ground. It met with a quick death of ion destruction through fire and explosion. Nearly half of its cargo was taken out before it unloaded. The numbers, however, were quickly becoming too great for our efforts. The fields around me moved with soldiers as if a field of grain were being blown by the wind. I fired continuously as I flew towards the next ship.

    My resolve was then emboldened as a familiar voice came over the comm. "Mr. Grange, this is York. I have Frost and a dozen others here with me. We will be assisting you in your efforts. The Colonel’s team is coordinating our targets; just follow the green markers on your HUD as the ones for you to hit."

    I replied, "Those ships have medium cannon on them. I took a hit, and my active skin was nearly overwhelmed."

    York maneuvered towards her first victim as she spoke. "The Colonel thinks that was a random shot that you just happened to float in front of, Mr. Grange. If not, then we will know soon enough."

    The farm fields surrounding Nevil were soon filled with ion bolts zipping in both directions, explosions, smoldering debris, psychological warfare, and war cries of android assault troops. It was controlled chaos on all fronts. The twenty-meter-high Tantric walls that surrounded the Bulgar-inhabited city stood tall against the powerful onslaught of android warriors.

    As the androids reached the walls, they began to pile on one another using the ones standing at the bottom to climb towards the top. Three times I heard alerts go out as a wall was temporarily breached. The Bulgar were fighting a fierce battle that I would have only expected out of our own troops. This wasn’t their world, but it was their war.

    For three hours, the fighting moved from one section of wall to another as the Bulgar repelled the mechanical attackers time and again. The moment I felt encouraged that we were handily controlling the battlefield, another twenty Colossun mega-ships dropped down into the fields and began to dump their cargoes of fighting robots.

    Those fresh troops were soon followed by another fifty Dakar and Prassi ships with assault troops all their own. My feelings of control were dashed as more than a million new soldiers hit the fields around Nevil. I took note of a large breach in the Bulgar perimeter and raced towards it with my BHD glove.

    I landed on my stumps atop the wall, not far from where a multitude of Colossun androids were climbing up and over. I fired round after round of tungsten projectiles into the pile of androids stacked against the base of the wall. After a dozen such blasts, the android mob was routed and pushed back.

    Several hundred android fighters were pinned down just inside the wall as those on top worked to stop a new pile from forming on either side of the outside wall. I powered up and flew towards the small horde just in time to see one of them backing against the base of the wall. Several seconds later, a bright white explosion signaled the energy packs of several androids being detonated all at once.

    Where a high and very solid wall had once stood, there was now a crater with a ten-meter-wide breach just above it. The defensive walls surrounding Nevil had a Tantric plating on the outside. The inside construction was standard stone and concrete. The androids surrounding the outer wall were now streaming through. Blaster fire was concentrated on the breach, allowing further breaches over the top to form. The Bulgar were beginning to fall, and with their demise, the Durians would have their foothold on Tresha.

    As the fight reached its bleakest point, a new counteroffensive began. York, Frost, and two others were on the ground. I soon joined their efforts. Within minutes the main assault had been halted and pushed back through the hole in the wall. Bulgar reinforcements had moved from the ground reserves to assist on the wall-top overruns.

    The ebbs and flows of the battle continued for several hours. With every breach came a new counter surge to push them back.

    The Colonel came over my comm. "Grange! We have another twenty of those mega-ships dropping down followed close behind by another hundred transports. I would gauge this as being their big push. Continue to inflict what damage you can, but I expect this to be a losing-sum game now. The minute I feel control is lost, we will be pulling you, York, and the others out to address other needs."

    I replied as I looked back over the Bulgar fighters stretched out across the walls of Nevil, "So, that will be it? We will essentially be abandoning the Bulgar."

    The Colonel spoke. "It’s not a decision that is made lightly, Grange. We have a war to fight, and we have to make the best use of the resources we have available. Sometimes that means making decisions that might not be popular at the time. It’s the burden that comes with being in command."

    I replied, "Sorry, Colonel. I didn’t mean to imply anything. Just taking out my frustrations at the situation."

    The Colonel again spoke. "I’ve known you long enough to know what your intentions are, Grange. Just keep kicking as much ass as you can out there. The battle for this planet is just getting under way. There will be plenty more to be frustrated with as it progresses."

    I fired off two tungsten rounds, ripping apart four Colossun androids along with a half dozen who had joined in behind them. The android parts filled the crater at the wall breach.

    York spoke. "We have a new wave of softer targets coming in! Aim low, and you have a good chance of taking multiples out with debris strikes on the ground in front of them!"

    The tan armor of the Colossun androids was soon replaced by the dull gray armor of the Dakar regulars and the yellowish armor of the Prassi. The contrast with the deep blue armor of the Bulgar made target identification and selection easy. The regular troops suffered horribly where the Colossun androids had sometimes succeeded. The killing fields around Nevil were soon strewn with tens of thousands of dead and dying enemy soldiers.

    My BGS suit worked to counter the effects of the anxiety I was feeling from the constant killing that was going on in front of me. My fingers ached from the constant pulling of the triggers on my weapons. I had last sensed that fatigue when fighting the Targ. Unlike the Targ, the Durians kept a constant pressure applied.

    When the Dakar and Prassi fighters turned to flee the fields of death, a new collection of Colossun androids met them in their retreat. I watched in shock as the androids butchered their retreating partners, no doubt under the orders of the Durian high command.

    I spoke. "York, you watching this?"

    York replied, "I am, Sir. And I would expect nothing less from the Duke."

    I came to the realization that I had not had a comm from the Duke since our last conversation on the massive cannon ships. "York, has the Duke been talking to you?"

    York replied, "He has been constantly hailing me all day. I have his channel blocked, Sir."

    I spoke. "Are you up for conversing with him? I would only ask that of you if you are able to keep information from him. He likes to let things slip out from time to time. I think he uses it to try to steer you in the direction he wants you to go. He will also try to trick information from you by dangling some juicy tidbit in front of you. Do you think you can handle his devious ways?"

    York laughed. "I doubt that I would be good at the psychology game, Mr. Grange. If you feel there is something to be learned, however, I will give it a shot."

    I replied, "Please do so, York. And don’t give him any indication of my health or whereabouts. I think he has a way to track us that has somehow been switched off in me. I’m not sure why or how, but I think he can no longer track me."

    York agreed, and her comm was silent for the next several minutes.

    As I focused my energies on a new wave of androids, York hailed me on the comm. "Sir, I spoke with the Duke. He was fishing for information on you, just as you predicted. After several attempts at prying that info from me, he gave up in a huff when I told him I was kicking the crap out of his crappy army. I think he has a short tolerance for people who are blunt with him, Sir."

    I replied, "He does get agitated if he feels like you are onto him. If you can, talk to him every once in a while; he may throw you a bone to try to entice you into spilling your guts. He is watching the battle unfold from the other side. And I am certain he would love the interaction of a blow-by-blow account from the opposition. If you do choose to speak to him, just be careful with what you say."

    I continued, "Has he been talking with Frost?"

    York replied, "I think she has him blocked as well, Mr. Grange."

    I closed out the conversation with York and moved on to Frost. "Has the Duke been attempting to contact you, Frost?"

    Frost replied, "Constantly, Sir. He is real interesting to talk to until you realize his motive is to suck information out of you. He somehow makes you want to be his friend while he works you over."

    I half laughed. "I can see how that would irritate you, Frost. You are the one usually playing the psych games with people. Anyway, I want you to occasionally answer that comm if you think you are up to a little intel gathering of your own."

    Frost landed on the wall beside me and blinked in. "Name it, Sir. This constant pulling of the trigger gets boring. A distraction might do me some good."

    I gave Frost the same speech as the one I had given York: keep the conversations short, watch what she said, and don’t offer any information on my health or whereabouts. Frost agreed just before blinking out.

    As I turned my attention back to the onrushing android masses, I had to laugh at the demise of several hundred androids as they moved towards the breach in the wall. Frost was now hovering just behind them about fifty meters out from the wall. As they grouped together for their assault, she would obliterate them from behind with a tungsten round.

    I had a sudden rush of panic as I realized my tungsten magazine only had eight shots remaining. "York! Frost! Pass it on for everyone to keep a count of their magazines! I’m almost out of rounds! I’ll be calling down the Swift for a reload. Everyone should get a top-off if they can."

    I pulled the Swift from its fast orbit, and as I spent the last tungsten round, it was hovering just below me on the ground inside the Tantric wall. I jumped, drifted down, deactivated the skin, and dropped the rear hatch. The others lined up behind me as I had requested. The reloads were fast, but not fast enough to stop the next onrush of androids.

    After a thirty-second break, I was again back up on the wall. The androids were once again rushing through the open section. We were relentless in the delivery of our new stockpiles of tungsten.

    The Durians had once again changed tactics. This time, instead of standing and firing as they moved forward, they would move in tight groups of four where the front three were cannon fodder for the advancement of the fourth. As the androids moved deeper into the Bulgar’s ranks, our focus moved from the wall to the center of the compound. That single mistake sealed the fate of the Bulgar and of Nevil.

    Four additional androids detonated themselves against the wall’s interior, opening a section more than sixty meters wide. A new onrush of soldiers forced their way through. There was no going back. New sections of the wall then began to fall.

    The fighting was fierce as the Colossuns pushed further down the wall line in both directions. Frost, York, and the others joined me in the southern section. Together, we were able to bring the enemy advance to a standstill. The Colossuns moving northward, however, were in an almost free run. Every attempt by the Bulgar to stop the Colossun progress was met with a new breach of the wall just behind them. When a kilometer-wide section of the outer wall had fallen, the defense of the inner wall began to crumble. There were not enough Bulgar fighters in reserve to fill the holes left by those who had lost their fight with life.

    York spoke. "I expect that call from the Colonel anytime now, Mr. Grange. Nevil is now a lost cause. If you look at the new stats on your HUD, you will see that the Colossuns just reinforced with another hundred or so of those mega-transports. I expect this city will be a landing pad for the next ten million or so soldiers."

    I replied, "The thing that surprises me is the fact that we haven’t seen any vehicles. I would expect ground assaults to be loaded with tanks and armored transports. I think those fighters have proved to be a red herring as far as the strategic fighting has gone so far."

    Frost cut in. "A red herring? Aw, please don’t start back with those sayings from the archives! It makes our conversations hard to follow!"

    York laughed. "He’s just saying that the fighters haven’t had any effect on the battle so far."

    Frost paused from her firing. "I know what he meant, Yorkie. I just don’t want to have to spend my brainpower figuring it out."

    With the inner wall breached, the ion inhibitors began to be taken offline as the Colossuns pushed ever forward. The dome that had kept the city secure from orbital bombardment was soon completely down. With the loss of the dome, the fighters were free to attack the three walls that ringed the city.

    The Colonel came over the comm. "Grange, time to pull out. Those fighters will have that place mopped up in fifteen minutes. The Bulgar put up a better fight than what could be expected. I’ll see if I can send a message on to their home world when this is over. The families of those soldiers will deserve to know how valiantly they fought."

    The Colonel continued, "Fall back to Tackor; it should be on your HUDs. It is the least defended of the surrounding cities, and I would expect it to be the next in line for an assault. The fortification there is staffed by Admiral Chaulk’s men. Do what you can to help them out. If we can hold Tackor for half a day, we will consider that campaign a success."

    I replied, "Can’t we just evac our troops from there to a better-defended city? I hate to give any ground, but I would do that to preserve our people."

    The Colonel sent his battle projections to my HUD. "We are in a war of attrition now, Grange. Those fortifications will extract a toll before they are taken over. I’m afraid there is no better way to say this other than sacrifices have to be made if we want the bulk of our species to survive. It’s not an easy decision to make, but I can assure you that every Marine and soldier at that post is aware of what they are facing. We haven’t had a grumble come out of there. Chaulk’s men and women are as proud as they come. If this is what it takes, they are still in for the early beating."

    I sighed. "Again, Colonel, I’m just venting at the potential loss of anyone. We will do our best to hold the line at Tackor for as long as we can."

    As I powered away from the remnants of Nevil, I took note of the fields of destruction surrounding the once-thriving Gonta city. We had extracted our pound of flesh from the invaders. Hundreds of ships, and more than four million assault troops, had been sacrificed to gain a foothold.

    When I set down in Tackor, our troops were busy positioning stockpiles of blaster ammo. I took a moment to check the flashing yellow light on the top left corner of my HUD. My BGS computer was telling me I was in need of rest. The Colonel had placed a time estimate of twelve hours before the Durians would make their next move. Consolidation and supply of their new base would be their first item of business on the planet’s surface.

    I recalled the Swift from its current mission circling the globe, strapped myself into the pilot’s chair, and set it back to its previous program. I sent word to York and the others to take advantage of the break as well. The BGS suit injected a sleep aid, and I was soon dead to the ongoing war that surrounded me. My wake timer was set to answer a comm from the Colonel, or a four-hour limit, whichever came first.
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    The defenses surrounding Tackor were better manned and better equipped. The same three-wall structure surrounded the small city. The outer wall was covered in Tantric armor, as was the inner wall of the innermost wall. The Admiral’s men had taken to heart the failures of the walls surrounding Nevil. Full efforts were under way to raise plating on the inner wall of the outermost wall. All breaches would have to come from over the top.

    In addition to the new plating, the thirty-meter-high outer walls were being raised another five meters. By the time my wake timer had sounded, nearly one-third of the updates had been completed.

    As the stimulants from my BGS suit kicked in, I raised the Colonel on the comm. "I’m just letting you know that I’m back online, Colonel. Any new developments while I was out?"

    The Colonel replied, "We had some great news from Molov! The first two Wrens arrived. They set down in the quad where you had programmed them to go. Frig left a note that he had successfully combined 1,024 portals into a single wormhole over a centimeter in diameter. He seemed very excited by his progress. We should see two more Wrens tomorrow and three the day after. Also, as a consolation, we have another twenty BGS suits to distribute to our Marines for training."

    I removed my helmet and rubbed the sleep from my eyes before snapping it back on. "I’ll let York know that she has new troops to train, Colonel. How’s the occupation of Nevil going?"

    The Colonel half laughed. "That is the one area that we planned our defense around that has really paid a dividend. The Durians are losing 45 percent of the ships they are trying to land there. So long as the cities that surround it stay in our hands, we will continue to penalize them heavily for being on this planet. However, their minor losses are easily absorbed by that fleet up there."

    I replied, "Any more ships join their ranks?"

    The Colonel sent a new listing to my HUD. "No more troop transports, but another 218 of those ships that put up that pattern showed up. It appears they may be trying to set up a shield surrounding this planet. If they are successful, we won’t be getting any more Wrens from Molov."

    As I browsed through the data, I replied, "Well then, I guess we have to start thinking about how we can prevent that. In another couple weeks, we should be seeing twenty Wrens coming in a day. With that kind of force at our disposal, we will be able to put a real hurt on that fleet. Give me fifty ships like the Swift, and I will send the Duke into a raging depression over his losses!"

    The Colonel spoke. "In all honesty, I don’t think the Duke cares who wins. He’s just here to prompt us all into fighting one another. All we can do is oblige him while doing our best to be the lone survivor."

    I replied, "Unfortunately, I think you are right. He indicated as much to me in our prior discussions."

    The Swift had continued its circling of the planet during my rest. Another 6 Durian fleet ships had been destroyed and 108 damaged. All of the ships of the fleet now stayed in constant motion, making targeting difficult.

    As the Colonel had predicted, the new Durian ships were taking position around the planet with the goal of setting up a web to capture any incoming or outgoing Human ships. I suspected the Duke had passed information on to the Durians through his operatives. The Swift had a vulnerability, and the Durians were now able to take advantage of it.

    I stood on a wall that faced Nevil. The ground that once made up the city was covered with the small black fighter craft as well as arriving and departing transports. The Colonel’s latest estimates placed a force count of over five million soldiers standing at the ready. A battle for Tackor was coming soon.

    After several minutes of contemplation, I decided to pay a closer visit to Nevil. The high-resolution cameras we had aiming at Nevil from the surrounding cities had kept us informed of troop numbers and movements. I wanted to know the fine details of what might be coming our way. Besides, I had no tasks of my own to keep my mind occupied.

    I enabled my active skin and powered up my BHD glove. I was soon hovering over the mass of enemy troops that were standing in row after row. I took note of the twenty large transport ships that remained on the ground while the other transports had dropped their troops and returned to orbit.

    I powered over to the nearest vessel and drifted inside. "Colonel, we have a new problem."

    The Colonel replied, "If you are referring to the tracked vehicles, we are aware of them. York did a fly through for us several hours ago. It appears they are automated and have a more powerful ion cannon on them. Our best estimates place the cannons at just below what is needed to penetrate our wall armor. We don’t see them as much of a threat at the moment."

    As I looked over the automated cannons, I began to smile at the thought that had entered my head. "Colonel, you say these are automated. What are the chances that we can plant our own programming on them? Imagine these bay doors opening and these tanks rolling out blasting their own soldiers!"

    The Colonel replied, "We’ve had a team working on that very scenario. York brought back a processor unit from one of the machines. I’m still not sure how she managed to get it out of there, but she did. Anyway, we have been attempting to crack the encryption on the processor without much luck so far."

    I again smiled. "Colonel, I’m coming back. The Swift has a cracker program in her computer that Frig wrote some time back. If we can run that on it, we might have a shot at breaking in."

    I powered back to the city of Mirada, where the Colonel and his staff were waiting. The Swift was ordered to the ground, and the engineers that had been assigned the task of taking control of the processor carried it out to the waiting ship.

    I stepped up into the Swift’s hold as the engineers followed. "Set it over here. In this locker, you should be able to find the necessary interconnects for power and communications. I’ll bring up the application we used."

    The engineers knew their work. The processor was connected to power and brought online. Once it was connected to the comm circuits, a scan was conducted for any malicious content. The processor was clean and the decryption application was enabled. Within a few minutes, an image came up on the holo-display showing the estimated layers of encryption followed by a percent complete number, which currently read "0."

    I spoke to the engineers. "You might as well have a seat. This could take a while. This button will deactivate the active skin and open that door if you need out of here for some reason."

    One of the engineers replied, "Active skin?"

    I nodded. "Yeah, it’s a technology this craft has. I hate to say it, but it is also a need-to-know security asset, so I can’t explain it further. Just know that you should be better protected in here than you would be out there."

    With the cracking program running, I made my way back to the Colonel’s office, where I was soon seated on my stumps in the chair by his desk console. "Colonel, I want to send one of our Wrens back to Molov with the intel we have on those new Durian ships. I think it’s imperative that Ashley, Frig, and the doctor know that we can be detected in these ships. If the Durians establish a screen around this planet, we are going to have to figure out what to do with our Wrens as they are built."

    The Colonel replied, "Excellent idea, Grange. We are going to be knee deep in Colossun androids in a few hours. We will be needing all the help we can get from those Wrens. And Grange, aside from not having any legs, which hasn’t seemed to hamper you at all, you have been full of good ideas lately. I think that DNA shot you took is working!"

    I laughed. "I will admit that I feel better than I have in a while, Colonel. But smarter? I think the jury is still out on that one. I would just say more experienced is a better fit."

    The Colonel shook his head. "Call it what you will, Grange. It’s a good thing either way. We need all the great ideas we can get. As those enemy numbers increase out there, our estimates for holding onto Tackor keep falling. Our conservative estimate is now down to four hours, with our best guess at six. If that city falls, we expect them to immediately follow up with an assault on Ganitee. Our best estimate for Ganitee is twelve hours, but that estimate has been dropping all afternoon."

    I replied, "At what point do we stop them, Colonel?"

    The Colonel leaned back in his chair and crossed his massive arms. "We don’t. At least not until they reach the core."

    I inquired, "The core?"

    The Colonel sat forward and brought up a map on his console. "These four cities are the ones that contain the underground bunker complex. They are the most heavily defended. They are the core of our existence. If any one of those falls, we are doomed, but we aren’t going to let that happen. We are estimating that the Duke’s ground forces should be depleted to the six-to-seven-million-soldier range by then. If that holds true, we may even be able to go on the offensive."

    I smiled. "Offensive—I like the sound of that, Colonel!"

    The Colonel replied, "Unless we hold those four cities, we are done for as a species. The Duke may have his victor in the next week or two."

    When my discussion with the Colonel had ended, I returned to the Swift to check on progress. I found the engineers poking around in the cabin, looking intently at the technology that they could not identify.

    I spoke. "Some fascinating stuff, huh? I would love to sit and tell you about it, but the fewer who know our secrets right now, the better. I wouldn’t put it past the Duke to still have spies amongst us."

    The first engineer replied, "Sorry for our being nosy, Sir. I do want to ask you about it all in a big way, but I will keep my trap shut until advised otherwise."

    I patted the engineer on the back as I floated past him to sit in my chair. "Thanks. In a few weeks’ time, you will probably know everything or nothing, depending on how well we do out there."

    As I brought up the programming for the Wrens, a new thought occurred to me. The engineers would be on the Swift for some time as the cracking algorithms ran their course, and I could control the Wrens from my HUD. I would send the Swift, along with the engineers, out to Molov to deliver our latest intel to the others. If upon their return the Durians had been successful in establishing their screen perimeter, the Swift would then fly back to Molov and into the capable hands of Frig.

    I spoke. "Guys, I am sending this ship on a mission, and you will be aboard her as she goes. You don’t have to do anything other than making any adjustments to your connections that the cracking application calls for. The ride out and back may be a bit boring, but you will be traveling far faster than you ever have before. You should be back here in just over eight hours."

    As the Swift lifted off on its journey to Molov, I powered my way back to the defenses at Tackor. The city sat on a slight rise in the terrain, giving a more commanding view of the farming plains that surrounded it. I parked myself on a parapet that looked directly towards Nevil.

    A lieutenant standing next to me spoke. "How’d you lose the legs, Sir?"

    I replied, "Ion explosion cut them off. They were prosthetics. I would get new ones, but I don’t have time to train them, so I would just be dragging them around."

    The lieutenant laughed. "Tell me about it, Sir. I still have trouble with some of the more subtle tasks such as squatting to pick something off the ground. Those are the things that take all the practice, the ones that you are not naturally doing, such as walking."

    I looked over at the lieutenant. "How long have you had yours, Lieutenant?"

    The lieutenant replied, "Three weeks, Sir. I do like the fact that I can jump down off this wall and then land on my feet without breaking my back. Might come in useful once this all starts up."

    I smiled. "Well, let’s hope we all at least get the opportunity to make that jump, Lieutenant. There are hard times coming our way."

    The lieutenant laughed and shook his head. "I’ve been through this enough times that the prospect of dying doesn’t bother me anymore, Sir. Fretting about it doesn’t solve anything. Besides, staying focused on what I need to do is what’s kept me alive this long. And the Admiral, he gives one heckuva pep talk. You come away inspired, despite the odds you face."

    I replied, "If every Marine thinks the way you do, Lieutenant, the Durians are going to have one beast of a time taking this planet."

    For the next few hours, I walked the walls of Tackor. Again the waiting for what I knew was coming was torturous. As I turned and looked back over the city, our Marines continued their efforts at raising the walls and increasing the Tantric plating on them. The only other sound was the occasional whump the ion cannons made as they fired upon a descending or ascending Durian ship.

    A set of large ion explosions rocked the wall behind me as the alert sounded in my helmet. From my vantage point, I had a two-kilometer clear view of the farmland in front of me. The assault started as a thin black line on the horizon. That black line was soon matched by the skies behind it growing dark as the hundreds of thousands of fighter craft lifted off. I looked back at the buildings that made up Tackor for one final time. In an hour, there would be nothing left standing.

    I took aim with my coil gun and began to fire rounds out towards the coming black wave. Almost as far as my eyes could naturally see across the horizon, the enemy soldiers moved forward.

    I looked at the lieutenant standing next to me. "Best of luck up here, Lieutenant."

    The lieutenant tilted his head as if in question. "Where you going, Sir?"

    I pointed out towards the fields. "I’ll be mixing it up out there for a bit."

    With my statement made, I blinked out and turned my BHD glove on full. I dropped down in a field twenty meters in front of the oncoming army. My coil gun fired rounds into the troops on the left as my ion blaster fired to the right. The dark-gray-outfitted Dakar soldiers that I had landed in front of exploded, with body parts flying into the air.

    As the ranks of the dark army overtook my position, I turned to continue my slaughtering of the species that had once called themselves allies. I was joined soon after by York and another forty BGS-equipped Marines. The killing was relentless.

    As my fingers once again became numb from pulling the trigger, York came over the comm. "Mr. Grange! I could use some help over here! I have about five hundred Durian Helgrons coming towards me. My tungsten rounds are knocking them down, but they are getting back up. Ion blaster has no effect!"

    I powered over to York’s position in time to see her first encounter with a Helgron fighter. She blinked out, punched her fist into the oncoming soldier, and then blinked in for only an instant. A gaping hole opened in the Helgron’s chest.

    York spoke. "It’s the only way we are going to kill them, Sir! They are not going to stop when they hit that wall!"

    I replied, "Call in the other BGS-equipped Marines. We have to stop them before they make it to there!"

    Word went out, and one by one the BGS Marines powered over to our position. The Helgrons were falling, but not fast enough. When they had reached the wall, the first to arrive dropped to their hands and knees, forming a single step. Those that followed repeated the process. In under a minute, the stacked wall had grown to eight meters high. I continued to punch and blink, but the fighters were too many in number.

    At twenty meters in height, the Helgrons began to divide, allowing Colossun androids to take position within their center. At thirty meters high, a wedge had formed that ran outwards from the wall to almost fifty meters’ distance. The oncoming soldiers began forming up behind the wedge.

    I spoke. "York! If they get this thing built, they are going to be topping that wall sooner than the Colonel estimated! What can we do? We need ideas!"

    York replied, "Bring down a Wren, Sir! Park it in the middle of that pile and have it blink in and out!"

    I stopped firing for only a moment to allow the idea to sink into my head. "Excellent suggestion, Major! When that ship blinks in and out, it will take the part of that stack equivalent to its size with it!"

    I brought the first Wren, which we had christened the Monitor in honor of our newly discovered naval history, up to the wall. When it had settled at ground level, I set the active skin to disable and then once again enable, the result being that every bit of matter that occupied the same space as the Wren was instantly turned into a void. The stack sank by five meters’ height.

    York yelled, "Hit her again, Sir!"

    After the sixth time of deactivation followed by activation, the Helgron pile had been reduced to only two meters in height. The second Wren was then ordered to follow the same process at a separate location. After more than an hour of continuous onslaught, the outer wall of Tackor had not been breached.

    The Colonel came over the comm. "How are you faring out there, Grange? Nice work with making use of those Wrens. We are expecting another surge within the next ten minutes. I’ll try to forward the positions of any Helgrons to you when that happens."

    I replied, "Thanks, Colonel. Using the Wrens was York’s idea. I think she might be due for another promotion after this. By the way, what are our casualty numbers looking like?"

    The Colonel sent a chart. "Not bad. Sixty-two Marines are out of duty; four of them are dead. We had a section of wall that hadn’t received its Tantric yet that took a heavy bolt. The energy of the shrapnel was enough to take out our boys."

    I spoke. "That is fantastic, Colonel! Not the losses, of course, but the low casualty count. How about our troops with prosthetics?"

    The Colonel replied, "Only a dozen of the Tackor Marines have had the upgrade. We have about fifteen hundred that are scattered across the other cities and another fifteen thousand here at our primary bases. These are the cities that we absolutely have to hold."

    The Colonel continued, "The Swift should be making its turnaround at Molov now. Those new Durian ships continue to stream in. If their rate stays constant, we can expect this planet to be isolated in the next few days."

    I replied as I continued to blast away at the enemy, "We can’t let that happen, Colonel. If they shut us in, they only need to wait for further reinforcements while they pick away at our numbers. As soon as I get a break, we need to get a team together to brainstorm this."

    York came over the comm. "I’ve got another pack of Helgrons coming my way! Could use some help!"

    The Colonel spoke. "I don’t think we are going to see a break, Grange. This ground war will likely be constant from now until whatever end comes about."

    I replied, "So that rest I had earlier may be the last time I ever sleep?"

    The Colonel laughed. "Always looking to take a break, aren’t you, Grange!"

    I shook my head. "Hey, not what I meant, Colonel. And when was the last time you had a rest?"

    The Colonel replied, "I have your BGS suit on now, Grange. No more resting, no more eating, and no more wasted time on the crapper. I’ll be running this from this seat from here on in."

    I again shook my head as I blinked a hole through an onrushing Helgron. "We all need rest, Colonel. Even if it’s just a catnap. Take fifteen or twenty minutes when you get the chance. The suit will put you out and wake you up."

    The battle for Tackor raged on. Three times the wall had been breached by a handful of the enemy soldiers. Three times Admiral Chaulk’s men had pushed them back. The attackers came in an endless stream. The battlefield ebbed and flowed with each new offensive. Tackor was not going down easy.
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    During the fifth hour of battle, the Swift returned with the engineers. Frig had added to his application algorithm, and on the flight back, the processor encryption had been cracked. The Colonel’s team had a new operating system at the ready for the automated tanks of the Colossuns.

    The Colonel spoke. "Grange, we need you to take one other BGS Marine with you to those tanks. We have the code; all you need to do is swap out at least one of those processors aboard each ship, as they are all controlled from a single point. If we get that controller, we can make the lot of them do what we want. And Grange, we need this in a hurry. The analysts are telling me the next wave is likely to be the one that tops that wall in multiple places."

    I replied, "On it, Colonel. Frost, you are coming with me!"

    I powered over to the quad and picked up the processor. Two minutes later, I was landing in the cargo hold of a Colossun tank ship. I pulled open the control box on the nearest tank and swapped out the processor unit. The tank immediately came to life.

    As I looked on, the next tank and the tank after that powered on one by one as our new operating system spread throughout their numbers. I pulled the processor I had inserted, replaced the original, and then handed the altered unit to Frost.

    Frost looked at the processor. "What am I supposed to do with this one, Sir?"

    I shook my head. "There are another fifty of these ships parked out there. Maybe you can start the process on one of those?"

    Frost laughed and nodded. "I got it, Sir. Sorry, my head was still stuck in the fighting back there."

    I replied, "Well, let’s get it going; the Colonel thinks we only have about five minutes before the next big push happens. They are predicting that this will be the one that takes out Tackor."

    Frost inserted the processor into a pouch on her pant leg and then blinked out. I removed an altered processor and made my way to the next available tank ship.

    As we reached the halfway point of the conversion, the Colonel again came on the comm. "Grange! The push is starting! We need you and Frost back on the lines as soon as possible!"

    I replied, "Give us three minutes, Colonel. And, I’m ordering the Swift and the Wrens to start strafing those farmlands out there, with a focus on any groups of black uniforms. Those Helgrons can handle a hit from my coil gun, but not from the Swift or a Wren."

    When the last of the processors had been placed, we raced back to the battlefield and set down near a half-crazed York. She had been continuously firing both weapons while simultaneously blinking in and out. She commanded a death zone that covered fifteen meters to either side of her position.

    As I settled back into my killing position, the forces around me changed from a steady march to an all-out run.

    I yelled to the Colonel over my comm, "The rush is on, Colonel! Anytime you can get those tanks running will be all right by me!"

    The Colonel replied, "Bay doors are opening now, Grange! Give them five minutes to reach your location."

    I shook my head as I backed towards Tackor, firing the weapons on each hand. "I don’t think we have five, Colonel!"

    I turned towards the thirty-five-meter-high wall in time to see the first of a half dozen early breaches. The forces had again arranged themselves into live bridges upon which the troops following after would run up and over the wall top. With several thought commands, I had our latest casualty count displayed. The low numbers began to climb quickly.

    Once again, I called the Swift and the Wrens into action to collapse the wedges of enemy soldiers that had piled up against the walls. As quickly as a wedge was taken out, a new one would form to either side. I continued to blast away as the onrush of soldiers passed my location.

    As the enemy soldiers spread out inside the outer wall, the hastily installed Tantric plates were removed. I turned back away from Tackor in time to see the mechanized cannons taking their toll on the soldiers who remained in the field. The larger cannons caught a platoon of Helgron fighters as they raced forward. With three ion bolts, the Helgron attackers were fractured into a thousand pieces.

    I powered my way up onto the wall in an effort to assist with the battle on the other side. Thousands of Colossun and Dakar troops fired their weapons as they moved forward along the wall interior. Our forces were outnumbered and being overrun. The tank battle that had begun only minutes before was quickly brought to an end as the Durian fighters began to work over the farmlands.

    The first sections of the outer wall were blown, and the remaining enemy soldiers flooded in. The secondary wall fell soon after, followed by the ion inhibitors that protected the city from attack from above.

    I continued to fire my endless stream of tungsten rounds and ion bolts in an effort to give Admiral Chaulk’s remaining men time to flee, but there was nowhere to run.

    The Marines fought to the last man as the Colonel came over the comm. "Grange, time to move out. Had we gotten those tanks out sooner, we would have only delayed the inevitable. Move to the fields in front of Ganitee. They are already massing for an assault in that direction."

    The battle for Ganitee lasted for fifteen hours with the same result. The walls were overrun and the ion inhibitors shut down. Ninety thousand Human Marines had perished, but not before taking out another half million Durian fleet assault troops. Again, our troops had fought until the last man could no longer pull the trigger on his blaster. As was done with our own side, prisoners were not taken.

    As the Durian screen began to close around the planet, three new Wrens came through. I ordered the Swift back to Molov with instructions for Frig to keep her safe. As the Colonel had predicted, we were now well into our war of attrition.

    Over the next two days, five more of our cities fell to the Durians. Three additional Wrens made their way into my control before the Durians had closed their net. The eight Wrens were set to circle the air corridor over Nevil, as our ion cannon fire from the surrounding cities no longer existed.

    The transport ships of the Durian fleet dropped through the atmosphere and unloaded in an almost continuous stream. Twenty million soldiers of the various species allied with the Durians spread slowly across the globe. The Colonel’s newest strategy involved protecting the city walls until a full breach was imminent. At that point, our BGS units were called in with the direction of opening an escape corridor to the next fortified city. Only 40 percent would make it through to safety, but it was 40 percent that we would otherwise have lost.

    The Durians pushed forward in an ever-widening spiral. The battles had lasted almost to the hour that the Colonel’s analysts had predicted. On the third day, the fighting had reached the largest city, Belfor. The sixty-meter walls and more than a million Gonta soldiers posed the largest obstacle to date for the Durians.

    I took position in the fields in front of the western city walls along with our force of seventy BGS Marines. As we waited for the onslaught of enemy soldiers, I was startled by a slap on my back.

    A grinning Colonel spoke. "Grange! Look alive!"

    I shook my head. "Remind me next time to fully blink out while I’m waiting for the fight to start."

    The Colonel laughed. "Eh, it’s less fun anyway, now that you don’t have to worry about soiling your pants."

    I replied, "What brings you to the front lines, Colonel?"

    The Colonel spit and then pulled his visor shut. "The Gonta insisted on running their own show. This is their planet, and that will likely be their last city. We are here in support. I don’t have troops to direct in this fight, so I thought I would get a feel for the front lines."

    I shook my head as the first of the assault troops showed on the horizon. "They will be here in about three minutes, Colonel. Then it is nonstop action until that city falls."

    The Colonel grinned. "If I never said it before, Grange, I like action!"

    As the force drew nearer, a voice came over the comm. "This is Major Garner at command. Just thought you should know, the bulk of that force coming your way is Targs. It looks like the Durians just finished unloading about fifty million of them. Some of you have experience against the Targ. You might want to pass that info around."

    I rolled my eyes. "Great!"

    The Colonel spoke. "Anything special I should know about the Targ, Grange?"

    I replied, "Yeah, they won’t quit, and there will be a gazillion of them. They are armed with hand weapons that won’t have an effect on your suit, but for those who they can physically assault, they will swarm you until you are overwhelmed."

    The Colonel grinned. "Well, if they don’t mind dying, I don’t mind killing!"

    I shook my head. "It’s not that they don’t die easy, Colonel. There is just a seemingly endless number of them, that’s all."

    The Targ were soon upon our position. I blinked out fully and began the task of the endless killing of the small, furry savages. The air surrounding our position lit up brightly with Gonta ion cannon and blaster fire from the city walls behind us. The Targ raced forward, unaware, and uncaring, of the killing machines that were now centered amongst them. Again my fingers ached as I squeezed the triggers endlessly.

    A tungsten round from my coil gun was taking out forty to fifty at a time, the ion blaster an even dozen. I glanced in the Colonel’s direction to see a grin on a man who was enjoying what he was doing. The days sitting in a chair watching all the action from a console screen had evidently taken their toll. I could just make out York cutting a swath through the onrushing Targs, several hundred meters away.

    The Targs would rush the walls, take heavy losses, and then fall back to regroup. The ghastly scene of suicidal assaults was repeated over and over again as the hours rolled on. When the third hour had passed, I looked over at the Colonel. His earlier grin had turned to an expression of irritation. The fun part of being in the fight had worn off.

    I spoke. "How you holding up over there, Colonel?"

    The Colonel replied, "I’m starting to see what you meant about shooting these things, Grange. Blow one away, and two jump out of his ass."

    I chuckled as I continued to squeeze off rounds. "It looks like they are down about 10 percent now. Another twenty-seven hours and we should have them whipped!"

    The Colonel grunted. "Baahh! There has to be a better way to kill these things. They aren’t making progress on those walls, but they just keep coming anyway. And you know that if you quit, they will make progress."

    I replied, "We fought with them for three days, Colonel. Short of killing them, they will not stop."

    The Targ surges continued well into the night. Again the fields around me were littered with hundreds of thousands of corpses. The injured lay bleeding and moaning while their comrades trampled over them with each new wave. It was a type of fighting that would crush a man’s soul. Just seemingly senseless killing where killing or being killed were the only options.

    Just before the dawn, an alert came up on my HUD. Belfor had been breached. Seven large holes had opened on the ground just inside the city’s outer walls. Tens of thousands of Targ fighters were emerging in a continuous stream. The Gonta blasted away, but the attackers continued to come, swarming over all they encountered.

    The Colonel ordered the BGS Marines back inside the city walls. It would be our job to close off the tunnels the Targ had dug below us. It was the only logical move we had, but in the end it was meaningless. The Targ soon topped the unguarded sections of the wall, and the city fell hard over the next two hours. The Gonta had fought as well as could be expected of any species. The sheer numbers put forth by the Targ were overwhelming.

    The Colonel came over the comm. "Grange, I am tired of getting badgered by this guy. I am patching the Duke through."

    Before I could say no, the Duke was speaking on my comm. "Mr. Grange! I am delighted to see that you are still in the fight! I was worried that you had somehow fallen in battle. I suppose that was too presumptuous of me!"

    I replied, "I hope this extravaganza is living up to your expectations. I know I am just talking to the wind here, but wouldn’t it be better if we all worked together to build a better league of worlds that would benefit everyone? Think of the spectacular palaces that could be built in your honor. Monuments to the Duke could spread the word of peace and prosperity to all."

    The Duke was quiet for a moment and then laughed. "Haha! Mr. Grange, there was a time when I followed that path. I built a great empire that spanned an entire galaxy, with many monuments and towering structures. I ruled as a benevolent leader for thousands of years. There was one thing, one characteristic of almost every species in my domain: they did not like to be ruled over."

    The Duke continued, "I soon had rebel factions popping up on nearly every world. My great achievements for peace and my willingness to forgive were taken as signs of weakness. As battles raged between my loyal troops and the rebellious species of my empire, I found the spectacle to be entertaining. The thrill that came with a crushing defeat of the enemy, and even with a crushing defeat of my own troops, was a thrill that I found myself longing for."

    I spoke. "So, now you just pit one species against another in a giant game to the death? Certainly that must be something that you have grown tired of. I thought you considered yourself sentient."

    The Duke laughed. "Ah, Mr. Grange. It seems I can always count on you to throw out a word or two to tug at the strings of my humanity. Your attempts at making me feel self-conscious about what I am doing are easily seen through, and yet they are somehow entertaining as well. Perhaps one day I will grow tired of all this that surrounds you, but I can assure you that day is not today! All this? The spectacle, the horror? It is the very thing that drives my being to exist another day. The constant push and pull, the struggle to survive, the surprising defenses and overpowering offenses, these are the things that I live for!"

    I shook my head and replied, "I’ve said it before, Duke. As soon as I get the chance, I am going to delete that sick program you call your conscious mind. When you stand in front of a Borak bull and poke at it endlessly, you run the risk of getting trampled. And we Humans are so going to trample you when we catch up to your sick ass."

    As the Duke began to respond, I shut off his comm channel. Ten minutes later, the assault against the next city began. The Colonel flew back to his command console while the BGS Marines moved to defend the next target. Our fighters at the city of North Wallia held out for eleven hours before the attacking forces overran the defenses.

    As each new day dawned, several more cities had fallen. More than twenty-two million hostiles had fallen to our loss of nearly four million, more than half of which were Bulgar and Gonta. The Colonel had us trying every new tactic his staff could envision. Nothing worked to stop the overwhelming numbers that attacked. All we could do was delay the inevitable.

    With the Durians’ fleet’s new ability to detect the active skin of our ships when they were close, our Wrens had been reduced to conducting strafing runs on the fields of attackers. The number of soldiers they were able to kill was shocking, and yet the enemy forces continued to come, and continued to overpower our fortifications. After the Durian net had been established around the planet, the troop transports had come down in an endless column. With each step of their advance, we were losing the war.

    As the city of Nrefan fell, the Colonel called me to his office. "Grange, we need a new strategy. I have York and Frost coming in also; I want the three of you to put your heads together and come up with something we can use."

    I replied, "I don’t know what I can offer, Colonel. My brain is pretty dry right now."

    The Colonel pointed to his console screen. "We have eighty-eight cities left to defend, Grange. You three have been on the front lines from the beginning; think of this as a quasi break jammed together with a brainstorming session."

    After York and Frost arrived, we settled into a nearby room. "The Colonel has given us two tasks. The first is to rest up a bit. The second is to come up with any strategy that might further delay or hinder our enemies. We have eighty-eight cities still under our control. By the time we leave here, that number will likely be eighty-seven or eighty-six. So, if anything comes to mind, just spit it out."

    Both York and Frost were silent for several minutes as they looked over the battlefield maps on the view-screen. My mind was blank. I had nothing to offer. The constant action had numbed my brain activity nearly to the point of no longer caring.

    York spoke. "Sir, we have been on the defensive since all this started. Is there any way we can take the battle to them? Maybe a raid on Nevil, where all their ships are landing?"

    I called the Colonel into the room. "What are the potentials for performing an all-out offensive against Nevil? We have been hiding behind these walls. What’s the possibility of taking the fight to them?"

    The Colonel looked at the screen intently for several seconds. "Major Wright! I want a plan on my desk within the hour for an offensive strike on Nevil! Can we do it, is it worth our time, and what will it cost us!"

    I turned and winked at York as I smiled.

    The Colonel spoke. "That was what I was looking for, Grange. I want the three of you to set your suits for three hours of sleep. When you are done, I will rotate another set of your BGS group out to do the same."

    I powered myself out of the chair and set down on the floor on my stumps. As I rolled over on my side, I set a wake timer for three hours. With a thought command, my BGS suit administered a sleep aid. I was soon dead to the conflict that increasingly surrounded us. The rest was very much needed.
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    When I awoke, the Colonel’s office was buzzing with staffers. Over the next eight hours, we would be using the Wrens to silently transport Marines to the ruins of Tackor. As each city was overrun, all of the Durian forces were then moved on to the next target. There were no captured citizens or assets to oversee, leaving what was left of the conquered cities empty.

    The Colonel spoke. "Grange, we can transport about a thousand men an hour using the Wrens. That’s a force of ten thousand men we will have in place when we are done. We started the process two hours ago. The Durians seem to be oblivious to the move. We should be ready to strike at midnight."

    The Colonel continued, "You and the BGS Marines will lead the way, with remaining troops advancing using the gravity assist in their hybrid suits. We are also sending a team of about a hundred of my best fighters who have had the prosthetic updates."

    I replied, "You got all that planned while I was asleep? Your staff is a little too proficient sometimes, Colonel."

    The Colonel laughed. "Can never have enough of that, Grange. Here, look over the plan they came up with."

    The Colonel’s console showed a diagram of Nevil with an arrow coming in from Tackor. We would come in after dark and hit any transports that were still fully loaded with soldiers or androids, before moving on to a handful of command ships that were also on the ground.

    The Colonel spoke. "We also have a little surprise for them that we have been holding in reserve. These two ships are all that is remaining of the tank forces. We left those five thousand tanks alone for possible future use. We have done the occasional ping of one or two of them, and they are still responsive."

    I replied, "So, we sweep in and do as much damage as we can. What about when we are done?"

    The Colonel shook his head. "This is a one-way ticket for all but you BGSers. We can’t transport them back out with the Wrens, as we won’t have ten hours to do so. We can do a lot of damage to that landing zone out there. This might buy us an extra day or two of delay."

    As I looked over the diagram, I could not get over the fact that for ten thousand of our men, it was essentially a suicide mission.

    I spoke. "Colonel, how about this. We hit these ships as you suggest, followed by these command ships. However, instead of continuing on to any other targets, we steal this last command ship to fly our troops back here. Set it down just outside the walls and bring everyone back."

    The Colonel looked over the screen and then slapped me on the back, nearly knocking me from my chair. "Grange! Ingenious! Major Wright! We have an alteration to the plan!"

    The Colonel moved off to see to the change as York came up behind me. "Not bad, Sir. Only, who do we have that can fly a Durian command ship?"

    I turned myself around in the chair as Frost approached. "We have Frost, York. She will be our pilot."

    Frost gazed at us with a confused look as we both smiled. "What? What did I do?"

    I spoke. "We are going to steal a Durian command ship, and you are going to fly it back here for us."

    Frost shrugged. "OK, if you say so, Sir. Just keep in mind that I have no idea of exactly how to do that."

    I replied, "York and I will be there to help make it happen."

    I turned and yelled out, "Colonel! We have one more thing to ask of you. Pick one of those command ships and give me York, Frost, and four more BGS Marines, and we will have that ship waiting by the time the rest of the team boards her."

    The Colonel looked at the diagram. "Take this one on the end. We will change up to accommodate that."

    The Colonel removed his helmet, smacked me once again hard on the back, and then spit a wad of Omega root juice onto my torso.

    I looked down. "Colonel! What the..."

    The Colonel smiled. "You don’t have a leg to spit on, Grange. I just had to make do."

    I shook my head in disgust as Frost and York laughed. I then smiled myself as I thought about the easy cleanup that the BGS suit offered. I blinked out long enough for the root juice to fall to the floor, where it joined the growing ooze of disgust on the rest of the floor around the Colonel’s desk.

    I blinked back in with a completely clean BGS. "Ta-da!"

    York shook her head. "My lord, Mr. Grange. You crack me up with how you can so easily entertain yourself."

    I looked down at my clean suit and then back at York. "What? I thought that was a pretty good trick!"

    Over the next eight hours, our offensive force was secretly moved into place at Tackor. I and the other BGS Marines floated unseen just above the Nevil base. The Colonel’s Marines then rose from their hiding places among the ruins of Tackor and began their sprint, moving quickly across the four kilometers that separated the two conquered cities.

    The Durians at Nevil had the minimum of security forces on patrol. For each of the fifteen transports that sat fully loaded at the base, we sent a pair of BGS Marines aboard to open their bay doors. The Colonel’s Marines followed after, boarding the vessels and creating extreme chaos and mayhem as they cut loose on the yet-to-be-armed troops that waited inside.

    I followed York into the farthest Durian command ship. Our first encounter was with a handful of technicians that were gathered around a piece of equipment in one of the cargo bays. Five tungsten rounds soon had the five techs’ remains scattered across the bay deck and a far wall.

    As York charged forward, I held up to look at the device the techs were working on. Frost yelled back for me to move forward. I turned and powered ahead to catch back up. As York moved up and down the halls, it was once again the job of Frost, me, and two other BGS Marines to clean the decks. With each shot, we were careful to not damage any of the ship’s internals that might be required for using the vessel as a transport back to our lines.

    York rounded a corner and dispatched three Durian Helgrons before they had a chance to react to a Human Marine who had blinked in just beside them. I cleared a set of administrators from a room to the left while Frost did her worst to five crewmen on the right as they slept in their bunks.

    York powered down the hall, cutting through the corner of the next wall and coming out behind two Helgrons that were positioning themselves for a fight. With a blink in and then out, the two Helgrons fell to the deck with fist-sized holes in their chests. As with our previous shipboard ventures, the rest of the team had a hard time keeping up with York’s momentum.

    As Frost opened a door and blasted two Durian doctors, she yelled out, "Mr. Grange! Get in here!"

    I entered the room to see the remains of the doctors splattered across the right wall. As I turned towards the rest of the room, my eyes locked on the five Marines that lay outstretched on tables. They were still alive as the Durians performed experiments on them.

    I spoke. "I just lost the last bit of humanitarian-type feelings that I held for the Durians. You want to think every species has at least a few redeeming qualities. Now, I don’t think I would care if I found them."

    Frost replied, "I’ll let the Colonel know we have wounded incoming."

    We left Major Howell with the wounded Marines and got back to the work of clearing the ship. The major had initially joined the Marines as a corpsman. After passing the officer’s exam, he had moved on to other duties. That initial training was the best attention we could offer our wounded during the fight.

    On the fourth deck of seven, the alarm on the ship finally sounded. Blaster and laser fire came down the hallways as we moved forward. The active skins on our suits performed exactly as they were designed to do. The energy bolts from the weapons were absorbed by the outer layer of the suit and passed around to the other side, where they exited and proceeded along their way.

    Word came from the Colonel over the comm. "Grange, eight of the fifteen transport targets have been neutralized; the next seven are just getting under way. What’s your progress there?"

    I replied, "We have two decks to clear, Colonel. As usual, York is running away from us on a rampage. And we found five of our Marines here, Colonel. Still alive. Looks like the Durians were conducting experiments on them."

    The Colonel was silent for a moment. "I hope you are doling out some justice for that, Grange."

    I replied, "You can bet we will, Colonel. If you need a motivator to pass back to your men, you might want to pass that info along. War is a dirty enough business on its own without one having to worry about being experimented on."

    Frost spoke. "Sir, not to diminish what they were doing in here, but weren’t we doing the same with the Milgari at one point?"

    I thought back to the experiments George had conducted in his attempt to find a vaccine to counteract the Torrian drug that had been used on the otherwise docile Milgari.

    I replied to Frost, "We were at least attempting to find what made them so belligerent. As it turned out, we found a cure. But, I get what you are saying, Frost. It’s a very fine line between having to conduct experiments and wanting to. I’ll have to keep that thought in mind going forward."

    We moved back out into the hallway and continued to clear the decks up to the top level as we approached the bridge. The Helgrons gave it their best effort, but we were unmatched in our equipment. The hallway was cleared as York stepped onto the bridge. Twelve seconds later, the eight officers that manned the bridge posts were dead.

    I spoke to Frost. "Let’s see if we can fly this thing, Frost. The nav computer is over here, according to our intel."

    Frost stopped and spoke. "Sir, tell me if I am wrong, but a flashing red light is usually a bad indicator."

    I looked around the bridge to see a red light flashing on each of the operator consoles as well as on a central panel up over our heads.

    I spoke. "Crap! They set off the self-destruct!"

    York spoke. "We have forty-eight seconds to evac, Sir."

    I replied, "OK, let’s go get our wounded and get them out of here!"

    I raised the Colonel on the comm. "Problem, Colonel. Looks like they got the self-destruct set before we could stop them. We are going to evac the five wounded and move on to the next command ship."

    The Colonel replied, "Change of plans, Grange! Get those men off there; we will have a Wren waiting to pick them up. I’ll let my troops know to save that last transport if they want a ride home. The other Durian command ships are in the process of lifting off."

    We flew straight through the walls and floors to reach the wounded warriors on deck five. The wounded were lifted by the five BGS Marines and flown down the halls as fast as we could. The Marine I had over my shoulder wheezed and coughed as I carried him with one arm wrapped around his midsection as my other arm powered us down the hall. Our active skins had been turned off. It was the only way we could carry the wounded with us.

    As I dropped down onto the next deck, I took a glancing hit by an ion bolt as it exploded off a nearby wall. My chest burned with a fire I had never before felt as the gel inside the suit heated from the explosion. I dropped down hard to my stumps and fired off a tungsten round, obliterating the Durian crewman that we had missed during our sweep.

    York quickly passed me in a full run with her wounded Marine over her shoulder. "Get a move on, Mr. Grange! That timer is ticking!"

    I powered up my BHD and once again began moving down the hall, with Frost and the others close behind. As we exited the Durian ship, a Wren was waiting at the ready. We hustled the wounded Marines aboard, and the rear hatch was closed. As the Wren lifted off, the self-destruct timer on the Durian command ship ticked down to zero. A huge explosion followed, bringing the Wren’s active skin to 85 percent as we pulled away.

    The Colonel came over the comm. "Grange, we managed to take control of the last transport. It should be lifting off just behind you. Just bring our boys home."

    As we landed in the quad, we were met by a team of medics in white biohazard gear.

    York rolled her eyes. "I know what that means."

    I replied as I raised my face shield, "What? What’s the problem?"

    York shook her head. "We are quarantined until that crew determines that we are clean. The Durians could have been planting pathogens on these Marines in an effort to send them back to start an epidemic. Kind of the opposite of the viral warfare we saw used on the Milgari. Even if it only took out 5 percent of a city’s populace, it would be considered a big win."

    As I looked up at my visor, I took note of a flashing yellow alert. I pulled down on the face shield to check the issue.

    I grumbled, which made York ask a question. "What are you seeing, Sir?"

    I replied, "I have a flashing yellow indicator that reads ‘Biohazard.' And to go along with that, my chest is burning right now. I don’t think the pain meds in this suit are working anymore."

    York looked. "You have some burns that need looking at there, Sir. That biohazard might just be from that. Wait, an indicator just went off on my HUD. Mine says ‘External threat.'"

    York blinked out and then blinked back in a few seconds later in a different spot. "Yep, indicator is gone."

    York reached out and touched an area on my shoulder where I had been carrying the wounded Marine. The external threat indicator once again lit up on her HUD.

    York spoke. "Yep, looks like you are infected with whatever it was they were playing with, Sir. Frost, Major, Sergeant, blink out and then step out of the Wren."

    Five seconds later, the rest of my team reappeared in the quad just outside of the ship. The white suits ran sniffers over their exteriors for several minutes before returning to the hold of the Wren to tend to the wounded.

    The officer leading the biohazard team spoke. "The rest of you are clean. You may go. This one and the other wounded are now in quarantine until we determine what this is."

    I raised my hand. "Got any pain meds with you? My chest is burning, and I could seriously use some relief."

    The officer reached up and raised my face shield. Before I could ask what he was doing, he had a pen-like device pressed against the skin just above my upper lip. I winced as a shot was administered.

    I spoke. "What was that? You gave me a shot in the face?"

    The officer chuckled. "Sorry, Sir. We need clean skin, and I am not familiar with the suit you have on. You face was available, so I took the shot. Blood flow is good there; you should be feeling the effects shortly."

    I blinked my eyes and rocked backwards as the meds kicked in full. "Whoa. That was, like, almost instantaneous. And... I can’t feel my chest at all anymore. Thanks, Doc!"

    Six stretchers soon appeared. I and the wounded were gently lifted onto them just before I passed out. When I awoke, a full day had passed. The Colonel was standing behind a glass wall with a grin on his face.

    I groggily spoke. "What are you grinning for, Colonel?"

    The Colonel shook his head. "Docs say you should be dead, Grange. Those wounded Marines you brought back died within an hour. The Durians must have just infected them. Anyway, the docs say you have a bug that is about as nasty as any they have ever seen. They are baffled by how your blood is fighting it off. You have something different going on that is holding back that virus from completely kicking your ass. My guess is that DNA shot you took back on Molov. Docs think you have some sort of super-DNA in you now."

    I looked down at my burned but rapidly healing chest. "Well, at least the burns don’t look so bad."

    The Colonel laughed. "The docs had you all zipped up in a BGS suit all night. They just pulled you out about a half hour ago. It seems that suit accelerates the healing process as well as feeding and medicating you. They are swapping out the gel and the filter pack to see if that will speed things up."

    I looked up at the Colonel. "So, how did our operation go yesterday?"

    The Colonel replied, "It went very well is how it went. We have four Colossun mega-transports parked just outside our walls with half a million androids trapped in their containers."

    I attempted to sit up as much as I could. "Are we going to blow the ships or what?"

    The Colonel grinned. "We isolated their comms so they can’t get orders, and I have a couple techs that were working with Dr. Touchstone who are in the process of reprogramming them. Then we plan on sending them back with a single android piloting each ship."

    I asked, "And this reprogramming—I suppose it is going to do something for us?"

    The Colonel again grinned. "Yes it is. About fifteen minutes after they are activated, they are going to turn on their makers. I am expecting a battlefield full of nothing but chaos. It might even delay their use of any androids until they figure out what we did."

    I nodded in approval. "Sounds like you are going to exploit this fully, Colonel. Has anyone said how long I will be in here?"

    The Colonel’s grin turned to a serious expression. "You have a battle ahead of you, Grange. Docs won’t be releasing you until you are dead or they are sure that virus has been eradicated. We won’t know either of those things until they have happened. Just sit back and heal up, Grange. We can put up a decent fight for a while without you."

    I gave the Colonel a half wave as I flopped back onto my pillow. I was exhausted.
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    The next two days were spent in the infirmary. The Durians had stopped their assaults to assess the security around their landing port at Nevil. Several attempts were made to retake the captured mega-transports that sat just outside our walls, each without success.

    At the end of the second day, I woke when a medical tech opened the sealed door and entered my room. "Mr. Grange, looks like you beat this thing. The doctors are still scratching their heads over how you are even alive. And those burns on your chest, those should have taken a month or two to heal, but you will be back to 100 percent in about a week. The docs think it’s that BGS suit. I’ve been studying that thing, and I have to say I think what has happened here is beyond what that suit will do."

    I replied, "So, what’s next?"

    The tech looked at me. "What’s next is you are free to go. They want to see you in a week to check on those burns, but as of right now, you can go back to the fight if you want. Your blood work shows absolutely no sign of that virus. And the docs took a couple pints of your blood to work with on creating a vaccine for the rest of us."

    As I began to get up, I noticed the two new legs that were attached to my lower torso. "What am I supposed to do with these? I don’t have time to train them."

    The tech laughed. "Doc George came by with those while you were out. He said they have a 60 percent usage algorithm built into them, so you are not starting from scratch. He says in two days of normal use, you should be at 90 percent."

    I tried to stand on the legs and found them to be wobbly, but usable. "Thanks for the help, Corporal. Do I have a helmet around here? And where did I get this full suit?"

    The corporal replied, "In the locker over there in the corner. The suit we had to take back from another Marine. He wasn’t happy, but he didn’t complain much either."

    I retrieved the helmet and made my way to the Colonel’s office. "Colonel, what do we have on the books for today?"

    The Colonel looked up and replied, "I have a team loading our program onto those androids out there. As a kicker, we added some code that we took from the Duke. It’s a long shot, but with a little luck we can spread our worm through parts of their network."

    I gestured towards the Colonel’s console. "What city is next up on the defense block?"

    The Colonel brought up a map. "Parliot is the next logical target. They have their force in position. We aren’t sure why they haven’t attacked. The Durians are not ones for indecision."

    I spoke as I looked over the map. "Any word from outside? From Frig or Ashley?"

    The Colonel shook his head. "Not a peep. The only external comm we have had has been the Duke trying to pester everyone for information on you. As far as he knows, that Durian virus took you out."

    I replied, "Yeah, he has a way to track every one of us. For some reason, he seems to have lost that ability with me."

    The Colonel leaned back in his chair. "Maybe it’s that DNA update you had. The doctors are still baffled that you are alive. Every lab sample they had of blood from anyone else saw that virus spread quickly. They even tried it on samples from the Milgari, Dakar, and Prassi, and even a Bulgar sample we had. That virus blossomed in every one. Your blood fights back and actually does what you would hope it would do by isolating cells that are infected, and then eradicating them."

    I crossed my arms in thought. "Hmm. I hadn’t really considered the DNA aspect as what might have knocked the Duke off my trail. Since the lab already has blood samples from me, have them look for anything that would somehow allow us to be tracked that doesn’t show in my blood. I’m guessing it might be a big help to our cause if the Duke no longer knows where each of us is."

    The Colonel again shook his head. "That sounds like a stretch to me, Grange. How could anyone possibly track every Human being? That would be six hundred million objects at once."

    I nodded. "Improbable, yes; impossible, no. Remember, we now believe the Duke transported nearly four billion of us from one galaxy to another. It’s hard to imagine the assets he would have to have at his disposal for doing such a task, but it was done."

    The Colonel sighed. "You know, it seems that not a day goes by that we don’t learn something new, something we would have thought not possible. War used to be easy, Grange. Two sides came together and fought. You hoped you had the manpower to have the edge on the day it happened. Now, it seems there are too many other factors involved, and they are constantly changing. We have done well to be where we are. A big part of that is from your contributions."

    I held up my hand. "Whoa, Colonel. I have just been bouncing along through this whole thing. You give me too much credit for just being there. Your leadership has had more to do with our ability to survive than my poking my nose into everyone’s business."

    The Colonel shook his head. "You know, I have only come across a handful of people that have had an impact like you have on those around them. One of those people had the same last name as you. Your father would have been proud of you, Grange. Heck, I know I’m proud to just have known you!"

    I rolled my eyes. "OK, Colonel. I can see it’s time for me to go. Otherwise my head is going to start swelling from all the cheese you are pumping into my ears."

    The Colonel reached out his big left arm and slapped me on the back as I began to stand. "Glad to see you got your legs back, Grange. I’ll let you know when we need your services again."

    As I walked out of the Colonel’s office, I ran into George in the hall. "Hey, Doc!"

    George replied, "I see you are already walking."

    I nodded. "You did good with these new legs, Doc. Last time it took me a week to get to this point."

    George stepped back and looked over my new legs. "Walk down the hall and back for me."

    After walking a few steps, I turned back. "I feel like I’m putting on a fashion show or something."

    When I returned, George had his right hand propped up under his chin. "Hmm. Looks like you are favoring the left leg. I’ll have to make a slight adjustment to the balancing algorithm."

    I replied, "Well, just keep doing whatever it is you’ve been doing, because they feel great already. I might still be a little unstable with certain moves, but overall, with a little effort, I can do anything I need to do."

    Word then came over the comm. The Durians had resumed their attacks. Parliot was now under siege.

    I walked back into the Colonel’s office. "Where do you want me, Colonel!"

    The Colonel had two staffers standing beside him. "Grange, it looks like they are preparing to open another front. We are watching a massive buildup near East Fallia. If they punch through there, then West Fallia is next. The significance is that would place them on the outskirts of this city. They have too large a force for us to keep them out of here. We need for them to stick to the attrition plan if we are going to have a defense near-equal to their attacking force."

    I replied, "So, how do we get them back on track at Parliot?"

    The Colonel swiped several screens and sent a staffer away with several numbers. "I am sending orders to abandon Parliot and to then weaken our force at Gamella. That might draw them back into the pattern we have been pursuing. What I think this shows, however, is that the Durians may be onto our strategy now. The Fallias are nicely defended; if we are lucky, each will last for a day."

    The BGS Marines were ordered to East Fallia in anticipation of the coming assault. The Colonel’s techs had fully uploaded the worm virus onto the Colossun androids that we held captive. In a final raid by the Durians, we allowed the mega-transports to be recaptured and taken away.

    As I landed in the fields in front of East Fallia, York landed beside me. "Glad to see you back out here, Mr. Grange. Looks like your luck is still holding!"

    I replied, "I sometimes wonder which side of that equation the real luck is on, York. I’ll keep fighting so long as I have breath in me, but I am so ready for all this fighting to be over."

    York looked out in the direction the assault would be coming from. "I think you might have your answer one way or the other in the next week, Sir. If we make it that long, I think the tide of this war might have turned."

    I looked at York. "Why would you say that? The other side has been constantly reinforcing, while we have a fixed defense."

    York sighed. "I’m not supposed to mention it, Sir, but we have a new weapon that might be ready in as little as ten days. It’s a fission bomb, Sir. Dirty and nasty for us all, but we can take out every ship on that landing pad along with all the troops positioned there. That would make one serious dent in their assault capabilities. Typically nukes aren’t even a consideration because of a difficult delivery and a nasty cleanup afterward. With a Wren, we can put one right where we want it."

    I laughed. "So, a fission weapon is going to be our salvation. Hmm."

    York replied, "As I said, Sir, we never had a good delivery system before. Nukes are easy to detect, and with conventional delivery such as shooting them at something or dropping them, they can be easily destroyed by ion defenses. I suspect the Durians changed their strategy based on detecting our creation of the fissionable materials the bomb requires. Unless we can hold them off from reaching our core cities now, it won’t really matter."

    I looked up as the first of the attackers at East Fallia began to top a hill that was eight hundred meters away. "Well, I guess we find out now. Knock ’em dead over there, York!"

    The invaders were soon upon us, and the massive amounts of killing began. I squeezed the triggers on my weapons as rapidly as they were again ready to fire. I could hardly feel the burn wounds on my chest, as the BGS suit kept a set amount of pain medication pumping through the bio-gel. I glanced down as I sent the destruction out with each finger squeeze. I was happy to once again be standing as I fought.

    The battle for East Fallia lasted all of sixteen hours before the walls were overrun and the remaining troops evacuated. Our BGS Marines cleared a swath through the attacking troops, creating a pathway for retreat to West Fallia. As the Colonel had predicted, nearly 40 percent of the 350,000 troops who had manned the walls of East Fallia made it out by the end. Those Marines would live to fight again, when their kill ratios would be much higher.

    As we prepared to defend West Fallia, a comm came in from the Colonel. "Grange, it looks like our androids have been activated. Their landing port appears to be in complete chaos. I have a Wren circling over it right now, reporting back. I’m patching through a video feed."

    On the video, thousands of Colossun androids were in a fierce fight with a company of Durian Helgrons and three brigades of Dakar regulars. From what I could see, our newly programmed androids were pushing the others back. I then took note of a Dakar frigate that came down just above Nevil and began to fire upon its own ships. Our worm virus was spreading!

    As I watched with the corners of my lips turned up, the Colonel again came over the comm. "Grange! Prep your BGS people for an assault on East Fallia. We are going to see if we can push them back."

    As I looked back towards West Fallia, I could see hundreds if not thousands of Marines dropping over the high walls onto the farmlands below. Within ten minutes, forty thousand Marines were standing in the field behind me. York waved her arm in the air, and the assault force began to move forward.

    As the single Wren circled around Nevil, the remaining seven began to perform strafing runs on the troops that reinforced East Fallia. Within seconds of York’s wave, the entire force was sprinting towards the just-fallen city.

    My BGS suit again worked to restrain the adrenaline that was coursing through my veins as we charged ahead. As I fired off the first few rounds from my weapons, I found myself yelling at the top of my lungs. With my helmet secure, there would be no one to hear my battle cry but me.

    As I reached the outer wall, I used my BHD glove to power up and over the top. When I landed on the other side, I began to blast away at the Durians and Dakar who were busy trying to mount a defense against an assault they were not prepared for.

    Five Durians lined the top of a near wall. I powered up to their position and blinked in and out as I ran through their position. A tungsten round then took out the three Dakar just beyond.

    As we pushed the enemy back around the walls of East Fallia, the Durians switched tactics. Thirteen Colossun cruisers dropped from the sky and began to pound the ground around the city. We had no defense against the heavy ion cannons, as the ion inhibitors for East Fallia had already been destroyed. Our guns at West Fallia fired repeatedly at the destroyers, doing damage with every hit. But the Durians had accomplished what they had intended. Our push forward had been halted, and our casualty count was rising rapidly.

    The Colonel came over the comm. "Grange! Get your people out of there! We’ve lost two BGS units, and a third is badly injured. Your suits won’t shield you from those big cannons!"

    I spoke. "Colonel, eight of those cruisers are lifting off due to the fire West Fallia is laying on them!"

    The Colonel replied, "And five new cruisers are on their way. It’s time to cut our losses and run, Grange. Pull back to West Fallia until we can figure this out."

    I spread the word as I powered up and over the outer wall. As I reached halfway across the fields between the cities, a heavy ion bolt struck the ground beside where I flew. My active skin shot up to 86 percent shielding capacity. The single cruiser continued its random fire as I fled.

    Just before reaching the safe area around West Fallia, I turned my head back and looked up for the new cruisers. As I zoomed in with the optics on my HUD, I was stunned to see one of the new cruisers firing upon the others. Our worm virus had disrupted their counteroffensive!

    I raised the Colonel on the comm. "Colonel, are you seeing that battle raging between those cruisers? Is it worth us taking another shot at East Fallia?"

    The Colonel replied, "We are watching that unfold, Grange. Two Durian ships are now on their way down. Sit tight and wait for things to settle. We can’t risk losing BGS Marines to that heavy fire. You guys are good for 25 percent of our kills. You are too valuable."

    For much of the following day, the battles raged on between the Durians and our reprogrammed androids and infected ships. When the last of our converts had been taken out, the Durians turned their efforts back towards taking West Fallia.

    Again, I was a killing machine as the Durian troops rushed our walls. After fourteen hours of continuous firing, my fingers were again numb. As the walls were breached, I almost had a feeling of relief that it was over. The Colonel ordered the evac shortly thereafter. I powered to the other side and began cutting that swath through the encircling troops for our Marines to escape. This time the attackers moved away, allowing us an unfettered retreat.

    When I reached the walls of Mirada, I continued on until I reached the Colonel’s office. I powered into the room, blinked in, and removed my helmet.

    I plopped down in my usual chair and spoke with heavy breath. "Tell me that bomb is ready, Colonel. I would be happy to deliver it myself."

    The Colonel held up his hand and spoke in a soft voice. "Don’t mention that again, Grange. We can’t be sure if anyone is listening."

    I pursed my lips. "Sorry, Colonel. I thought of all places, this office would be secure."

    The Colonel replied, "We can’t be sure, so cease all talk of it. What we need to work out is how we defend this place."

    I nodded. "I’m all ears, Colonel. Just tell me what you need me to do."

    The Colonel spoke. "We are expecting the attack to come directly from West Fallia towards this long wall. What we need is for you and the BGSers to split into two teams. You will be positioned here and here, on the outer edges of the throughway. Our wall defenses are strongest here, so your mission will be to funnel the attackers into this corridor."

    I replied, "We can do that."

    The Colonel continued, "We aren’t expecting them to begin their assault for another four hours. I would suggest you take your team and have them all sleep for at least three of those four. This could easily be a battle that lasts for several days. We will need everyone at their best for this, Grange. So, go and sack it for a bit."

    I nodded as I stood. "Thanks, Colonel, and it might benefit you to get some rest beforehand too."

    The Colonel waved his hand in a gesture telling me to leave. He had work to do reviewing the personnel to move around in support of the city’s defense.

    I had my team assemble in one of the buildings by the quad. "OK, listen up, we have been instructed to take a rest for three hours. The Colonel wants us fresh, as this is our last front to defend, and we may be going at it nonstop for days if not longer. Set your timers for three hours, and I will brief you all when we wake."
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    The buzzing on my sleep timer jolted me fully awake. Stimulants added to my bio-gel soon had me fully alert. It was time to prepare for our final fight.

    I raised the Colonel on the comm to get the latest briefing. His response was that plans had not changed. We would be used to funnel the Durian assault into a narrow but heavily defended section of wall. The fight for Mirada was our last hope for the Human race.

    In and around the target walls of Mirada were just over a million Marines, including eighteen thousand of the Colonel’s Gray Ghouls who had been modified with the upgraded prosthetics.

    I found myself wishing I had time to spend with Ashley. Here we were, possibly at the end of our existence, and me without the one I loved beside me. I took solace in the fact that she was safe. A "safe" that would possibly end with her and Jon Touchstone being the only two Humans left alive.

    I then laughed to myself as I thought about Frig. Who would be there to keep him in line with sarcastic comments? And what life would the three of them have, being constantly on the run from the Durians? I asked everyone on our team to gather around for a pep talk.

    I spoke with my helmet under my arm. "We are the Human race! We were plucked from our homes and placed in this nightmare of an existence against our will. We’ve fought and run a hundred times over. We are survivors. We adapt. We overcome. And here today we are faced with yet another fight.

    "Only, this is a fight that we can no longer run from. This is a fight that we have no other option but to win. We’ve all dug down deep before. This time we have to go deeper. We all have to reach down to the core of our very beings.

    "When we draw back from this core, we need to have three things in our grasp: all of the resolve we have within us, all of the courage, and all of the fight. We are placing our hearts, minds, and souls on the field for this one final battle, a must-win battle for us all.

    "So, take a moment to reach deep down inside for those things. And when you have them firmly in your grasp, share that resolve, courage, and spirit of fight with the others here around you. Draw on each other as we make this final appeal for survival. Draw on me, here today, and know in your heart that we will stand tall when all this has ended! We will be the victors! We will control our fates! We will control our existence and the existence of the Human species!"

    I looked around as every member of the BGS team looked down in reflection as they attempted to pull strength from within. As I looked around the room, Frost held her fist up in the air.

    Frost spoke. "Humans!"

    Frost looked around the room and then yelled, "Humans!"

    A chant was soon started that had the room echoing with the sound of emotion!

    "Humans! Humans! Humans!"

    Hands were then shaken and firm embraces given, along with slaps on the back and every other gesture of encouragement. When the group had finally begun to settle down, all eyes again turned towards me.

    York spoke. "Well?"

    I replied, "Well what?"

    York laughed. "Well, you got us all worked up an hour before the fight, Mr. Grange. What are we supposed to do with all this energy now?"

    I pointed towards the door as I shook my head. "Well, go forth and spread that energy around, York. I am sure there are others that need a good pep talk out there. Go, spread the love!"

    York again laughed as she turned towards the door. "I’ll give a pep talk, Mr. Grange, but spreading the love, that sounds a little more like something for Frost!"

    The team left the room full of laughs and high spirits, high spirits that I hoped would carry on to others. When I reached the Colonel’s office, I saw a team of staffers that were hustling about with encouraging smiles on their faces and banter coming from their mouths. The Colonel and Admirals had just finished a similar speech. For a moment, I wondered if I might really be the leader the Colonel had often talked about. If I was, I knew in my heart that it was as a leader of the species that most deserved to win the final fight. We were Humans, and it was time for us to kick ass like Humans do.

    The Colonel brought me back from my little self-hurrah with a hard slap on my back. "Grange! It’s time! Take your teams out there and give those aliens a fight like they never dreamed of having. Make them pay for messing with the Human race!"

    The Colonel then leaned in close. "About that which I told you to not talk of earlier, we need to keep those walls up for three more days. If we make that happen, we can possibly turn this thing around."

    The Colonel then leaned back and spit a chaw of Omega root juice on my pant leg. He then turned away to bark orders at his staff. I followed with the order for my teams to deploy.

    York and Frost joined me on the right side of the field as we split into two groups of seventeen BGS Marines each. By the time we moved into position, the Durian soldiers were on the move.

    As predicted, the Durians marched towards us in a column that our sensors quickly counted as being fifteen million soldiers deep and growing. I took a long breath as I prepared for the endless fighting that was to come.

    York spoke. "All the marbles, Sir. Last of the Mohicans. End of the paved road. Final spin of the wheel. Last call, Sir!"

    I shook my head and raised my fist as I looked over towards a grinning York.

    Frost spoke. "Really? You two are going to monkey up our last fight with all that archive speak?"

    I pointed to Frost as I smiled. "Monkey up. I like it, Sergeant!"

    Frost rolled her eyes.

    Seconds later, the fight began with the first shot from an ion cannon on the Mirada wall behind us. The skies then turned bright blue as thousands of ion bolts of energy raced back and forth across the fields. Our BGS teams each separated into a long line. A hundred meters separated each of us as we began to cut down the troops along the outside of the column.

    The killing was under way. A continuous stream of death that would possibly go on for days. I squeezed my triggers, and countless Colossun androids, Colossun regulars, Durian Helgrons, Durian regulars, Dakar regulars, Prassi regulars, and even a mix of Targs fell before me. Bodies began to pile up as the attackers marched forward. Those in the middle of the funnel, who had avoided death from a distance, then charged at the wall.

    For hour after hour, the surge of troops pushed forward only to be slaughtered or pushed back. Before I knew it, the day had turned to night and then once again into day. My feet had not moved from their position since I had set them in place. Only the pain drugs from my BGS suit had prevented me from giving up on pulling my triggers.

    Midway into the second day, the Durians decided their mass frontal assault was not working. Bodies lay a meter deep on the fields before us, hindering their attacks.

    As I continued with the slaughter of the enemy, the Colonel blasted out an alert. "We have incoming enemy ships! Grange! Pull your teams back to the wall!"

    As I began to repeat the order, two dozen Durian cruisers swooped in with their heavy cannons firing, striking the fields around us. As we turned to flee, the strafing rounds carried through our BGS positions. The active skin on my suit shot to 60 and then 84 percent as I powered back towards the wall. All twenty-four of the cruisers crashed into the nearby fields as our city cannon fire ripped them apart. The Durian barrage was heavy, killing tens of thousands of their own troops.

    When I reached the wall, I pulled up the stats on my HUD to get a count of who had survived on my team. Seven names remained on the list, including my own. The hair on the back of my neck stood tall as I realized that Sergeant Frost’s name was not among them.

    York was soon standing by my side. "She’s gone, Sir. I saw one of those heavy bolts hit her dead on."

    I looked out over the field of death that lay before me. Before I had time to think or to mourn, the Durians continued their offensive. I again moved out into the onrushing troops and fired with the relentless rage that I now felt. Body parts flew, blood splattered, and full energy packs exploded, but the enemy continued to come.

    We pushed back hard for an hour, but the weaker parts of the wall began to falter. The enemy troops piled themselves against the walls as living wedges for others to climb. I began to run along the base of the wall, blinking in and out as I continued to fire. My efforts were not enough.

    As the battle raged through the thirty-fourth hour, the outer wall defenses began to fall. In under an hour, the ion inhibitor defenses of the once heavily fortified city began to shut down. An unstoppable barrage of heavy ion bolts rained down from above. Our troops and our people were fleeing the bunkers that filled the earth under the city of Mirada.

    I dropped down into one of the main corridors of the bunker complex and began to unleash my wrath on the enemy who entered from above. For every twenty soldiers I killed, ten others passed my position. Our chances for existence as a species were slipping away rapidly. In the next hour, the city of Mirada and the bunkers under her foundations were in the hands of our enemy. The crossing bunker tunnels from Mirada to her sister cities were all blown in an attempt to allow us to regroup.

    I powered up through the earth that surrounded me and settled into the city of Housil. "Colonel! Are you out there?"

    Several seconds passed before the Colonel replied, "I’m here, Grange. This war is not going well. We need another full day with the labs under Furnac to have that bomb ready for use. We probably only have ten or twelve hours that we can keep them at bay. If you have some dirty tricks up your sleeve, now would be the time to pull them."

    I raised York and the other remaining BGS Marines on the comm. "We have thousands of ships up there. We can’t make much of a difference down here on the ground, but we can make it up there. I’m ordering the Wrens to land in Housil. I want each of you to take a Wren and use it to take out as many of those ships up there as you can. Blink in and out, use the coil gun, doesn’t matter. Just do whatever damage you can."

    As we lifted off towards the bulk of the fleet that sat in orbit, I passed along the reminder: "Keep in mind that they can track us to some degree, even when you are blinked out fully. Just keep moving, as I don’t think they have any solid way to do that. Good hunting, all!"

    As we lifted above the atmosphere, the blue glow from the Durian ships that made up the net that surrounded the planet could be seen by the naked eye. I selected a Colossun battleship as my first target. I maneuvered until my Wren occupied the same space as the ship’s bridge. With a simple blink in and out, the entire officer crew on the ship, along with much of her control circuits, was taken out.

    I repeated the process another five times before the ships in orbit began to make the random moves that made targeting difficult.

    As I slipped into a Durian command ship, the Colonel came on the comm. "Just letting you know that the final push is on. They are already hitting the walls of Housil hard. We have moved as many Marines as we can through the bunker corridors. As soon as we have all the civilians out of there, we will evac the walls and bring our boys back to Bethel. Furnac should be the last city they attack."

    I replied, "Thanks for the info, Colonel. We are going to exact our toll up here for as long as we can."

    After closing the channel, I swiped my holo-display until the enemy ship counts appeared. Fifty-five thousand, one hundred and forty-eight. Our little fleet of seven Wrens was not going to make a difference, but we would do all we could.

    Word soon came that Housil was lost. Three hours later, the same news came in about Bethel. The once-towering Gonta city of Furnac was our final hope. The walls of the city were high. Our troops were packed in tight, as were our citizens in the great bunkers below. In a final gesture of bravado, in an attempt to show their strength, the Durians halted their attack as their troops surrounded our last best hope.

    Our sensors placed our Marines at twelve million ready and willing. The Durians now had twenty-six million surrounding Furnac, with reinforcements coming in a continuous stream.

    I slid the Wren into another Durian command ship. For a moment, I held off my blink in and out as I looked at their war screens that covered the walls surrounding the bridge. As I focused my eyes on a single screen that displayed a map of Furnac, my psyche was rocked as the blue troops surrounding the city turned to a yellow and then a flashing red. The final assault had begun!

    Without thinking, I pulled the trigger on the Wren’s coil gun, flooding the Durian bridge with flying debris. I spun the Wren 180 degrees and fired off another round before going in search of my next target.

    As I hit free space, I swiped at my holo-display to show the closest target. What I was not expecting was the sight of two green blips on the tactical screen. The two green blips soon turned into two hundred twenty-seven.

    Ashley’s voice came over the comm. "Don, thank goodness we made it in time!"

    I replied, "The Durians are assaulting our final city below! We only have a few hours at best before they overrun the walls! I wish you had gotten here before they finished constructing that net. Flying through those beams will overwhelm the active skin on these ships. And we don’t have any way to reach them to take it down."

    Frig replied, "Don’t get your panties in a wad, Sir. We have a solution."

    In an excited move, I stood up from my chair. "Oh! Please tell me you are not trying to make some sick joke!"

    Several seconds later, the first of the Durian net ships exploded as a wormhole moved through its internals. The same fate was then suffered by another and another until a hole existed in the Durian net large enough for the fleet of Wrens and the Swift to slip through.

    I threw my right fist up into the air as I let out a howl of joy! My unbridled fist met with a console just over my head, smashing its contents and rendering my environmental system inert.

    I quickly joined the Swift and the procession of Wrens as they dropped through the atmosphere towards the city of Furnac. The Durian troops were just at the beginning stages of topping the high walls as the Swift opened up with her coil gun.

    A two-hundred-meter swath around the walls was cleared out in under a minute’s time as the Wrens swarmed the air over the battlefield. The Durian ships in high orbit soon broke free and raced down to aid their brethren on the ground. The air battle that ensued was like none I had ever seen.

    Our Wrens were invisible to the Durian ships that fired blindly in every direction. Some Durian heavy ion cannon shots hit the ranks of their own in the scramble to kill the attackers who had brought the assault to a stop. I swirled around the battlefield, ducking below the planet’s surface at one point, only to shoot upwards out of a tunnel made from my BHD as it dissolved the earth in front of me.

    As I climbed upwards, I would time a shot from my coil gun as I passed through the bridge area of the ship I had targeted. The result was an immediate kill. An hour after Ashley and Frig’s arrival, the Durian ground forces had been cut in half and were beginning to flee from the fields surrounding Furnac. As the troops fled, our full efforts were turned skyward.

    Frig, using a targeting algorithm that he had written on the trip from Molov, was busy taking out the ion engines of twelve ships at a time. The wormhole generator he had installed in the Swift’s hold served up deaths by the dozen for the enemy ships.

    In another shocking surprise, the 226 Wrens that had come with him had the same wormhole generator weapon installed. In less than an hour, the mighty Durian fleet of more than fifty-five thousand ships was reduced to one-quarter of its previous size.

    In a final gesture of cowardice, the remaining Durian ships turned towards their home world and disappeared out of the Tresha system, leaving millions of their ground fighters to fend for themselves. Our Wrens broke off their pursuit, and the planet was soon cleansed of the attacking force.

    The Swift landed in the city center of Furnac. I landed my Wren beside them. As my rear hatch opened, I pulled off my helmet and stepped outside in time to see Ashley stepping out of the Swift. For a moment I froze in place, as the emotional overload was too much for my brain to handle. I tilted to one side and then fell forward with my face smashing the ground. I had fainted!

    I awoke several seconds later to my smiling wife patting my left cheek. "Hey, you going to be OK, big guy?"

    I took a heavy breath as the surge of drugs from my BGS suit cleared the fog from my head. "I am now!"

    I pulled her close for a long, passionate kiss. As we left the embrace, the green fog that came as a result of the ion inhibitors quickly dissipated as the inhibitors were switched off. Other than the occasional wisp of black smoke from a downed Durian ship, the sky above Furnac was a beautiful deep blue, only highlighted by the bright yellow Tresha sun.

    The Colonel then powered forward from his prior position on the outer wall. "Grange! What happened? Is he OK?"

    Ashley looked back and replied, "He’s fine, Colonel. He just got a little too emotionally stimulated."

    The Colonel let out a howl of laughter. "Classic, Grange! Classic!"

    I rolled my eyes at the betrayal of my manhood by my wife. "I’m good, Colonel. I just got a little too happy, that’s all."

    As the four of us stood, I threw my arms out and signaled for a group hug. When the others began to step closer, York blinked in just behind me. I waved her forward.

    As I pulled the others in close, my eyes glazed over and the tears began to flow. We had done it! My friends! My species! We were victorious and had earned the right to live! There would be much to do to spread that freedom throughout the Triangulum galaxy, but there would be plenty of time ahead for those efforts.

    After fully securing the star system that now held our species, we turned to the efforts of healing our wounded and setting ourselves up for a sustainable existence. Tresha was a world rich in resources and fertile lands. The oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere was perfectly suited to our continued survival.

    Cities would be rebuilt, crops planted, and defenses once again fully established, including the new fleet that was still under construction at Molov.

    For two days we did nothing but heal and celebrate our good fortune. George concocted a beverage that matched the red Brivad ale that I had so longed for since our run from the Mensa sector.

    As I turned up a cup of George’s imposter ale, I spoke. "So, Frig, the wormhole generator—is it still limited to a one-meter-diameter aperture?"

    Frig replied, "Unfortunately it is, but I believe that condition to only be temporary, Sir."

    The Duke then signaled the Colonel’s comm.

    The Colonel placed him on speaker. "What do you want, jackass? We put down your bullies and sent them home with their scaly tails between their legs!"

    The Duke replied, "Hello, Colonel. I just thought I would offer my congratulations! You, Humans, are now the rulers of the Triangulum! How does it feel to know that you are the species that bested all the others?"

    The Colonel gestured to me to answer. I waved and shook my head. I wanted to remain silent. No good would come from the Duke knowing that I was still alive.

    The Colonel spoke. "Kicking your ass felt great, Duke. Now, if you don’t mind, how about you let us get on with our victory party here. You killed a lot of our people, but we are willing to let that go for at least a little while, if you just go away."

    The Duke let out a sigh. "Ah, the Human spirit shines through. Enjoy your victory celebration, Colonel. I will be in touch when I am in need of your services!"

    Before the Colonel could respond, the comm channel went dead.

    The Colonel spoke. "Well, good riddance."

    I replied, "Somehow I think he has more in store for us, Colonel. I can only hope that he doesn’t, but I will always remain skeptical of his motives so long as we both live."

    I stood and again raised my cup in tribute. "To our fallen Humans! To Frost! And may we long outlive the Duke!"

    The others eagerly joined me.

    


    			~~~
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    This Human is asking for your help!

    If you enjoyed reading this book please leave a review on Amazon. If you have general comments to the author or would like to be included on a mailing list for new releases please send an email to: comments@arsenex.com. I like feedback!

    I value my privacy as you value yours. Email entries will be added to a list for notifying readers of upcoming releases or specials. I will not be spamming you continuously, nor will I give or sell your email address to any other entity. If at any time you wish to have your email address removed from the list please send an email to: comments@arsenex.com with the body text of "Stop". I will happily remove your email address upon request. It's that simple!

    I sincerely hope you have enjoyed reading this book. Chapter 1 of the next book in the series is provided below, I hope you enjoy it as well!
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    In the months that followed our great victory over the Durians, our fleet was reestablished and the planet of Tresha reconstructed into a sustainable state. Our species was beginning to thrive with the old Human technologies we had found. Autonomous robots begot autonomous robots, which increased the output of our farms and factories with each ongoing day. The remaining Colossuns were eradicated, as were the nasty Bulgar Consortium. An alliance treaty was quickly signed with the Bulgar who had offered assistance.

    Plans were being drawn up to sweep back through the Mensa sector and the hundred sectors we had come through before. Species that were inherently hostile would have no place in the Triangulum galaxy. Friendly species would be free to govern themselves, with disputes settled by binding arbitration in sector councils that would answer to the new Human empire. In a gesture to honor our Human past, and to provide a sense of belonging to all, the empire was named the Alliance of Major Planets. AMP would be the empire to justly and fairly rule all empires.

    In the fifth month after our victory, I walked into Frig’s lab in Furnac. "What’s the good news today, my friend?"

    Frig leaned back, crossed his short arms behind his wide, flat head, and smiled. "I have done it! I have cracked the problem with the wormhole aperture! I only needed to use harmonic frequencies to achieve the power amplification necessary for widening a portal once it was opened. If you want to follow me out to the Swift, we can make these modifications and give the ship-sized wormhole a try!"

    I stepped back and gestured towards the door. "Well, come on! We aren’t getting any younger!"

    Frig replied, "Well, technically, Sir, that does not appear to be a true statement for you. You are looking younger every day. In fact, I would say that you appear to be younger than on the day we first met. Do you remember raising your hand in the Batteract Lounge on the Grid as you were looking for a new ship’s mechanic? You appear to be even younger than on that day."

    I smiled and tilted my head as Frig walked past. "Really? I think I was, like, twenty-six then. I look younger than twenty-six?"

    Ashley joined us as we walked. "What’s the hurry here? What trouble are you two getting into?"

    I spoke. "Frig here thinks I look younger than twenty-six. What do you think?"

    Ashley replied, "I think you are getting a big head is what I think. It’s time we got you back over to George to do a full workup on you. If that DNA serum is still not showing any ill side effects, it might be time to start rolling it out to the masses, don’t you think?"

    I nodded. "Well, if it makes everyone feel half as good as I do right now, I would have to agree with you. And the trouble we are getting into? Frig thinks he has a solution for the wormhole aperture. We are on our way to try it out!"

    Ashley smiled as she slipped her arm in around mine. "I’m up for seeing that!"

    After boarding the Swift, I sat in the captain’s chair with Ashley seated on a bench just behind me. Frig sat in his usual spot beside me.

    Frig spoke. "If you would kindly take us out to open space, Sir, it would be appreciated."

    I nodded in reply. "I would be happy to oblige, kind Sir."

    With the pleasantries exchanged, we lifted off and were welcoming the empty blackness of space a few seconds later. Frig got to work installing his updates as I spun my chair around to face my wife.

    I smiled as I spoke. "So, about this younger-than-twenty-six thing. I was thinking we should go ahead and give you a shot of the serum, you know, so that others don’t start talking about you being a cougar."

    The half poking fun drew an unhappy expression and a punch to my upper chest. "Ow! Hey, I was just funning!"

    Ashley replied, "There are some things a young lady does not like to be funned about."

    I remained silent, which drew another punch. "Ow! Well, what was that for? I didn’t even say anything!"

    Ashley huffed, "You didn’t say it, but I know what you were thinking!"

    I spun my chair back around. "Tell me something good up here; it’s too violent facing back that other way."

    Frig replied, "Sir, even I know that age is not a topic to be funned with when it comes to the ladies. Perhaps you should go back and read the gentleman’s manual again."

    I pointed my finger. "Ah, gentleman’s manual. I like that!"

    Frig looked at his holo-display and spoke. "To answer your question, I believe we are ready for a test. I am punching in the coordinates for the Molov system. The cesium reactor should have adequate power for a jump to that system."

    Frig pressed several buttons, and a wormhole nearly twice the diameter of the Swift opened up in front of us.

    I nodded. "Whoa. Are you sure that it’s safe to go through there?"

    Frig launch a microprobe. Several seconds later, the data streamed through on his holo-display. "I believe this is the Molov system, is it not?"

    I looked at the holo-display. "Hmm. Sure looks like it. OK, well, here we go, then."

    I pushed the throttle forward, and we eased through the wormhole like we were moving through empty space.

    Once on the other side, Frig again spoke. "Now if you would be so kind as to take us back through the other direction."

    I pulled the throttle past the neutral point, and the Swift moved back through the portal in the other direction.

    I spoke. "OK, that was easy. What now?"

    Frig made several swipes and the wormhole closed. "Now, I want you to push that throttle full forward until we have passed light speed. Then hold us at that speed."

    I did as asked and was rewarded with the speed I desired in less than two seconds. Frig then made another swipe of his display, and in an instant we were flying through the Molov system.

    I again spoke. "Ah, what just happened?"

    Frig replied, "I opened a portal in our direct path as we were traveling above the speed of light. We moved through the portal almost instantly. If you look at your display, you will see that the portal closed behind us immediately. We can only hold the portal open if we are in close proximity to it."

    I turned my chair towards Frig. "That’s it? We can jump whenever we want? At any speed?"

    Frig nodded as he again swiped the holo-display in front of him. "We can do each of those things."

    In another instant, we were heading back into the Tresha system.

    Ashley placed her hand on my shoulder. "How far can we jump? How powerful a portal can we open?"

    Frig replied, "Calculated results show a maximum distance of 746 light-years."

    Ashley sat back. "Well, there goes a visit to Earth. Hey, can we pack enough reactors on a ship to make it all the way there?"

    Frig shook his head. "We would need more than three thousand of these cesium reactors for a wormhole that length. However, we can make the trip with this single generator. The wormhole takes approximately ten seconds to construct. With an additional two seconds for programming and passing through, we should be able to continuously construct wormholes as we fly. Given 746 light-years per wormhole, and the distance to Earth, we would have to make 3,352 jumps."

    I raised my hand. "So, how long would it take?"

    Frig looked upwards as he quickly counted in his head. "Just over eleven hours given optimum conditions."

    I stood. "You are telling me we can reach Earth in eleven hours?"

    Frig hesitated and then spoke. "Really, Sir. You are too easily excitable. You should sit before you faint."

    Ashley laughed. "Sit. And Frig, just answer his question. Are we eleven hours from Earth?"

    Frig replied, "Just over eleven."

    I raised the Colonel on the comm. "Colonel Harper. I’m with Frig and Ashley on the Swift. We are going to take a little trip. We should be back tomorrow."

    The Colonel replied, "Dare I ask where it is that you are going?"

    I smiled at the others as I replied, "We are going to keep that little secret to ourselves for the moment. I’ll fill you in fully when we return."

    Ashley spoke. "So that’s it? We just pick up and go?"

    I nodded. "We have all the supplies we need right here on our belts. We have spares of the filters, food packs, and power packs. And we have the means on this ship to refill them. Besides, we will be back tomorrow. I say we just go right now!"

    Ashley looked at Frig for a response. "He is correct, Ashley. If so desired, we could leave immediately after I have programmed in the jump sequence."

    I spoke. "OK, it’s settled, then. We are taking a trip to Earth. We are going home!"

    After a silent pause, I continued. "And when we return, we are going to go looking for the Gambit fleet. They should still be out there, and we will take however long it takes to find them."

    Frig smiled a rare smile. "I should like that, Sir."

    Twenty minutes later, the wormhole generator was humming and our first of thousands of jumps was made. In a flash, we were 746 light-years from where we had previously been. Two jumps later, we were out of the Triangulum and into free space.

    The blackness of space between the galaxies was as black as one could imagine. The Milky Way was only a dim smudge on my holo-display. Every twelve seconds, for the next eleven hours, the wormhole generator would hum and then go silent. The dim smudge slowly grew to a tiny galaxy and was then looming large in front of us.

    I spoke. "It’s beautiful, isn’t it. I’m now wondering what we will find when we arrive. Is Earth still there? Has it overgrown from being abandoned? Has another species settled there?"

    Ashley replied, "Sometimes you just think too much, Don. Overspeculation isn’t going to tell us anything."

    I turned my chair around. "Don’t you ever dream? Where is your imagination? Mine is running wild with ideas right now. What do you have going on up there?"

    Ashley thought and then replied, "I’m thinking about all the work we have to do when we get back. We have a whole government to continue to set up and organize. We have hostile species still out there."

    I shook my head. "All that can wait until we get back. This is a huge event for all Humans right here. Frig, what are you thinking about right now?"

    Frig replied, "I was thinking about my people. Are they still out there? Have other Gambits survived? Am I the only one of my kind left?"

    I turned back to Ashley. "OK, I can understand Frig’s thought patterns, but you need to get with the right here and now. This is Earth! Our beginnings! Doesn’t that stir some level of excitement in your mind?"

    Ashley laughed as she nodded. "Of course it does; I just choose not to let my mind run away with speculative thoughts."

    I waved my hand at her and turned back to the holo-screen. "One of the greatest moments in our lives, and you want to think about government stuff. Pffft."

    The holo-display was soon filled with the stars of the galaxy arm where Earth was supposed to reside. Minutes later, we made our final jump into Earth’s solar system. My heart raced as Frig pushed the throttle forward to move us within sight of our home world.

    I spoke. "Well, where is it? I count seven or eight planets. Where is Earth?"

    Frig replied, "One moment, Sir. I seem to recall something about a code from the Defender ship. It says to broadcast this sequence on this frequency for a period of at least thirty-five seconds."

    As Frig continued to read, I threw my arms up in the air. "Well? Come on! Send the signal!"

    Frig turned. "Please, Sir. Allow me to read the complete instruction."

    I leaned back in my chair as I crossed my arms. "OK, sure, fine, take your time, we have all day."

    As the signal broadcast began, Ashley stood behind me, placing her hands on my shoulders and squeezing. I raised my right hand and placed it on top of hers, stroking the back of her hand with my thumb. For a moment I forgot that my arms and hands were not my own. The feedback from the prosthetics was as real a feeling as that which I had been born with.

    The thirty-five seconds turned to fifty seconds and then ninety. "Are you sure you sent the right code?"

    Frig replied, "Please be patient, Sir. I am picking up power surges on the sensors. Perhaps there is something that has to be powered on."

    As we watched, I continued to squirm in my chair because of the lack of anything visible. Then it happened. A silvery-white ship of immense proportions wavered and then flashed into full view. It was a spectacular vessel with sleek lines and a distinctly rounded shape. It was very unlike the boxy, utilitarian designs of the Human ships I had known.

    Seconds later, a second ship appeared, followed by a third and fourth. The handful of ships then grew into a small fleet. The small fleet then grew larger. For a full fifteen minutes, the fleet continued to grow. Spectacular was no longer adequate to describe the silvery-white space fleet before us. When the last of the ships came into view, our counter read more than 105,000 ships strong.

    Ashley released her grip on my shoulders after she realized she had been squeezing them hard for several minutes.

    I spoke. "That is one impressive fleet. Now, where is our planet?"

    As soon as I had spoken, a single silvery-white square appeared just behind the fleet. As we watched, the single square turned to two, then four, then ten. At that point, the squares flipped on quickly and a spherical shape began to form. It was planet size, slightly larger than Tresha and Jarhead. The huge silvery-white ball hung in the heavens before us.

    When the final square had turned on, the first square changed from the silvery white to transparent. We looked on in awe as the other squares changed, revealing a beautiful blue-green planet underneath. When the last silvery-white square had changed, we were faced with a clear view of our home planet.

    Ashley pointed. "It has a moon!"

    I spoke. "Have you ever seen anything so beautiful? Look, I can see great cities down there. And what spectacular colors! The greens and blues are just striking with the clarity of that atmosphere!"

    Frig placed his hand on my shoulder. "Sir."

    I continued to gaze at the wonder before us.

    Frig continued, "Sir. You should turn around."

    I pushed his hand off my shoulder. "Just let me take it in for a few minutes, OK?"

    Frig again placed his hand on my shoulder. "Sir. Turn around."

    I sighed. "What is so important?"

    I turned to look behind me. "What?"

    As I turned back, I replied, "Ashley? She’s probably in the restroom or—"

    I spun around in my chair as a cold chill ran down my spine. I stood, and with a single step, I was back at the door to the sleeping quarters. I jerked the door open with a terror-filled expression on my face. The room was empty!

    I spoke. "Frig! Where is my wife!"

    Frig replied, "I do not have the answer to that, Sir. She was there and then she was gone."

    I held my hands out. "What do you mean gone?"

    Frig looked down and then back at me. "I believe we are facing two possibilities here, Sir. Either something in that fleet or something down on that planet transported her out of here, or—"

    I again threw my arms out with an anxiety-filled expression on my face. "Or?"

    Frig sighed. "Or, the Duke took her, Sir. If the latter is the case, then I would fear that he may have taken everyone."

    I sat in my chair, still in disbelief. "If he took everyone, then why am I still here?"

    Frig replied, "You said he was having trouble tracking you. I believe the DNA serum you took disrupted whatever method he used for that purpose. But, Sir, before we pursue that, we should first see if she is on that planet. It is possible that whatever mechanism the Duke uses to track Humans is also used by these ships and this planet. Remember, the Defender was able to recognize you as being Human."

    I motioned towards the planet. "How do we get down there? Do we just go through that transparent structure surrounding it?"

    Frig made several swipes at his holo-display as the wormhole generator began to hum. "We jump down there, Sir."

    We settled onto the well-kept grass in front of a white-spired building that rose up one hundred stories in the crisp, clear air. I stepped out of the rear hatch and onto the green grass. It felt soft under my BGS boots. The bright yellow sun shone down, yielding a moderate, very comfortable temperature.

    The building before us had a set of great arched doors that stood twenty meters high, opening into a lobby with ceilings of the same height. Simple decorations and paintings of people adorned the walls.

    A large box then descended down tracks on a far wall. When the box came to rest on the floor, a bell sounded and a door opened. A young, strong, handsome man in a white BGS suit stepped out into the lobby with a look of concern.

    The man spoke. "Travelers. Welcome to Earth. However, your visit will be short. I can offer you whatever assistance you require to be on your way. There is nothing for you here."

    I replied, "I am Human."

    The man looked at me intently. "You appear to be Human, but you are not Human. You will have to leave immediately."

    I walked towards the man, and he raised a hand. "Please do not approach me. You will kindly board your ship and be on your way, by force if necessary."

    I stopped my advance. "My wife, she is Human; did you take her?"

    The man again replied, "There are no Humans present on this planet. I have been pleasant with you up until now. Please return to your ship and leave this star system. You may return if you have a Human with you."

    I held out my arm and pulled it back.

    I then poked out my chest. "Here, take a blood sample. I bet I have the same DNA as you!"

    Frig spoke. "Sir. I think we better leave."

    I turned to see a robot, strikingly similar to the ones we had used at the Defender, standing behind Frig. It was time for us to go.

    I turned back to the man. "And you are sure there are no Humans up there on that fleet?"

    The man replied, "There are no Humans in the vicinity of this star system. Please, Sir. This is your final warning."

    I held up my hand. "OK, we’ll go, but we will be back. And you will welcome us with open arms."

    The man stood silently with a calm and stoic expression on his face.

    As we walked out onto the bright green grass, I spoke. "We need to get back to Tresha. If everyone is gone, Frig, what are we going to do?"

    Frig replied, "We are going to find them, Sir. We must find them."

    


    			~~~
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