
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    



    HADRON

    (Vol. 7)

    Havoc


    By: Stephen Arseneault

  


  
    "Nearly all men can stand adversity, but if you want to test a man's character, give him power."

    Abraham Lincoln


    


    View the author's website at www.arsenex.com

    Follow on Facebook at StephenArseneault10

    Follow on Twitter at @SteveArseneault

    Read Stephen's bio here

    

    Image on cover from www.RolfMohr.com

    

    Ask a question, leave a comment, or join the email list for notification of new releases at comments@arsenex.com

    


    Copyright 2016 Stephen Arseneault. All Rights Reserved

    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used, reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage or retrieval system, without the written permission of the publisher, except where permitted by law, or in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

  



Table of Contents







HADRON Havoc (Vol. 7)



	Chapter 1
	Chapter 2
	Chapter 3



	Chapter 4
	Chapter 5
	Chapter 6



	Chapter 7
	Chapter 8
	Chapter 9



	Chapter 10
	Chapter 11
	Chapter 12



	Chapter 13
	Chapter 14
	Chapter 15



	Chapter 16
	Chapter 17
	Chapter 18



	Chapter 19
	Chapter 20
	Chapter 21



	Chapter 22
	Chapter 23
	Chapter 24



	Chapter 25
	Chapter 26
	Chapter 27



	What's Next
	Books
	




  


  
    [image: collide]   Chapter 1

    
    
    

    


    

    Five months after the Karthian peace agreement was signed, the Rogers settled on a broad tarmac in the city of New Yentis. The Targarians, ever busy, had just completed their first community center. Modeled after those on Earth, eight such centers were planned for the area in and around the new colony. Forests were being cleared and fields readied for planting. The first mine had been established and the first port dug out and readied for a fleet of fishing vessels.

    Mace, using funds disbursed from his ownership in the Knuttin Corporation, had been busy acquiring colonization materials. The new colony at Hardy was in desperate need of all things mechanical. Machinery such as tractors or plows, or diggers for mining, were in high demand. Mace used the advice of Frado Knuttin to purchase the items most in need.

    He sat in the dining hall on the Organ Cave with Jasper. "All things considered, I think you've got a good start on things here."

    "Wish we'd had more time to salvage from Divinia."

    Mace nodded. "Can't risk it now that the Karthians have moved in. Stark said they're clearing off every bit of your people's existence. They plan on letting the natural growth run wild for the next couple decades. After that, they'll consider it a resource for possibly populating. He says they are already looking to establish a colony on Croawla."

    Jasper frowned. "It was a world rich in resources."

    Mace said, "Look, I know all this has been extremely hard on you, but life is what it is. We take what we have and do the best we can. I know you're toying with how to get back at the Karthians. I think you need to set your house in order here first. The Karthians will still be out there when you're ready to deal with them. Any effort you put into thinking about it now only detracts from what you're doing here."

    Jasper sighed. "I know. It's just some things can't be helped."

    Mace said, "Well I know it's not much, but you at least have all the microwave stations here that Favia built for us. She was kind enough to donate nine hundred of them to you. She didn't have to give a single one."

    Jasper nodded. "I know. And my people are ever grateful."

    A comm came in from Stark. "Mr. Hardy, I don't know why I'm telling you this, but I just ended a long discussion with the Karthians. They wanted to know where their subjects went. They know they didn't kill everyone, and yet there is no one there."

    "So what'd you tell them?"

    Stark was silent.

    Jasper stood. "I will kill you whenever I find out where you are."

    Stark replied, "I had no choice, Mr. Collins. As I said before, they consider the Targarians their property. They felt that I aided and abetted in the theft of that property, and told me to my face that if I didn't tell them where you were, they would consider the agreement null and void, making Earth once again a target."

    "I told you this would happen," said Mace.

    "As I told you it would happen if you meddled in their affairs."

    Mace shook his head. "Since you told us this, what would you have us do? Take them back?"

    Stark said, "They would not accept that. What I would expect both you and Mr. Collins to do is to leave that planet. If they find Humans there, they will use that as an excuse to break the agreement."

    Mace reached into the opening of his faceshield, rubbing his temples. "We're not abandoning the Targarians."

    "Then you are dooming all Humans."

    Mace stood and began to pace. "I have one alternative."

    Stark said, "I'm listening."

    Mace stopped. "We bring them home. Take them all to Earth."

    Stark shook his head. "A ludicrous proposal."

    Mace held up a hand. "Maybe. Can you tell me how many of those microwave stations you have? And how many ships?"

    Stark was hesitant before answering. "Four hundred twelve stations, both orbital and ground. Three hundred six cruisers."

    Mace nodded. "OK, we can add just over a hundred ships to that total. And about nine hundred microwave stations."

    Stark crossed his arms. "What? Where did you get those?"

    Mace replied, "Not saying. But I think we can get more. Possibly as many as three or four hundred. You agree to allow the Targarians to come to Earth, at least until they can get reestablished elsewhere, and I'll see to it that you have more than fifteen hundred stations pulling guard duty there at Earth."

    Stark stood and began to pace as well. "If we had more ships I might consider this a valid offer, but I must decline. The two of you need to come home. I am certain the Karthians will be coming your way. And as I said, if Humans are found there, the agreement will be broken, exposing us to attack."

    Jasper replied, "Listen, you putrid moron. These are my people. If the Karthians are on their way, I will meet them here with everything I have. You keep acting as though you speak for all Humans, well, you don't. Not this one anyway. Let the Karthians come. We'll give them a fight."

    Mace looked into the comm camera. "I have to say that I'm with him. They're gonna come for us one way or another. You either fight along with us or you'll be fighting alone. If you send out your fleet, we could transport everyone home in a couple days. All the stations we have in orbit here would be moved, too. So pick your poison. All together or by yourself?"

    Stark rubbed the top of his head in frustration. "Bring them. I'll have every transport and warship there for a pick-up within the hour. But we need to make haste. The Karthians may show up in a week, or it could be in an hour. But they will come."

    Mace nodded. "Select an area on Earth they can inhabit and make it as ready as you can. We'll get things rolling here."

    Over the two days that followed, twelve million Targarians were moved to Earth, along with the nine hundred microwave stations. Favia was contacted and a plea made for more stations. Three hundred eighty were offered and accepted.

    As the last of the transports lifted off Hardy for the heavens, Mace ordered the Rogers to the ground and the ramp was lowered. He walked down to the end of the ramp and then spiked a metal rod into the ground.

    Johnny asked, "What was that for?"

    Mace smiled. "It was a leftover claiming tag from our work with Frado Knuttin and the UF. If the Karthians show, which they will, they'll have to think twice before trying to claim it for their own. They try to remove that marker and they risk war with the UF."

    Johnny chuckled. "That ain't the UF's marker. They didn't plant it."

    Mace nodded. "Technically, no. But the Karthians don't know that. And if I can convince Mr. Knuttin to file the claim, it at least keeps this planet from the Karthians. We'll no longer have it, but neither will they."

    Johnny patted Mace on the back as they walked back up the ramp. "You're nothing but a troublemaker. Anybody ever tell you that?"

    "My mom used to."

    Johnny smiled. "I always liked your mom."

    A week of peace passed. The Targarians were busy once again attempting to build up a community. This time they had resources to begin the process, and Humans seemed eager to help where they could.

    A scout ship reported the Karthian visit to Hardy. Five hundred ships lingered in orbit, not risking a visit to the ground of a planet owned by another species, a species they had one previous encounter with at Rhombia. The thrashing they had taken there had convinced their admirals that Hardy was now off limits. The following day, their five hundred ships parked over Earth space.

    Stark opened a comm. "As I feared, our days are numbered."

    Mace replied, "They were numbered anyway. You were just too pigheaded to see it. Have they made any demands?"

    Stark sighed. "They won't return my hails. I believe this to be only an attempt to breed fear."

    Mace laughed. "Well, it's working. Mr. Knuttin has already canceled his trade shipments. The UF doesn't want to be involved, even if they one day will be."

    Stark asked, "How do you mean?"

    "The Karthians are now their neighbors. They fought them once at Rhombia and soundly drove them back. If the UF decides they want more space, they will look to expand this way, because they know the threat. Or at least think they do."

    Stark rubbed his chin. "Astute thinking, Mr. Hardy. I must give you credit. I didn't think you capable."

    Mace smiled. "That's one of your downfalls, Stark. You think you're brilliant and everyone else is an idiot. What you fail to grasp is that even idiots have brilliant thoughts from time to time."

    Johnny laughed. "Did you just call yourself an idiot?"

    "Don't be helping him."

    Humphrey turned. "Multiple wormholes opening, Mr. Hardy. Ships coming through by the hundreds. Looks like they're bringing the fleet."

    Mace said, "Johnny, call everyone in. Looks like today is the day we determine Earth's fate."

    Johnny turned. "Well, definitely somebody determines Earth's fate."

    The comms were made and within minutes the full crew was coming aboard. "Listen up, everyone. This may be our last fight. If we win here, the Karthians may decide we are better left alone. This is our planet, our ground, our home. I expect you'll all give it everything you have and then some. It will probably take that. Our fleet is small, but our determination big. And those microwave stations out there... Favia indicated they made improvements to the initial designs. She couldn't say what, just that they are supposedly better. And this time around we have a lot more of them.

    "I've shared our tactics with Stark, so we should see similar shuttle assaults from his Marines. If we can make a heavy enough dent in their force early on, we might just drive them off without having to sacrifice ourselves. We've tried everything we possibly could. Determination is about all we have left.

    "I'll add one more thing. If you're the praying type, you'll want to do that now. And if you're not, well, those who are could use your support. I expect the fighting to start in the next hour, so make your peace and prepare for the worst. This fight is not only for our freedom, but for our existence. We've tried about everything we can. This stand has to work. As Shakespeare's Caesar said, 'Cry Havoc! And let slip the dogs of war!'"

    Johnny chuckled as the comm closed. "Where'd you pull that one from? I never took you for Shakespeare."

    "I think I've wanted to use that since the first time I heard it as a teenager."

    Liam Hobbs said, "It's a worn-out phrase, Mr. Hardy. Perhaps something more like Churchill: You can always count on Americans to do the right thing – after they've tried everything else."

    Johnny laughed. "You trying to create an international incident here? How about something more along the lines of: Never, never, never give up."

    Liam nodded. "I suppose that would work too."

    Mace turned to Humphrey Mallot. "Everyone aboard?"

    Humphrey replied, "All accounted for, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace gestured as he sat. "Take us up to the fleet, Mr. Hobbs. We'll wait it out there."

    As before, the Karthian ships came all at once. The large number of microwave stations took a heavy first toll before a new weapon was unleashed. Tens of thousands of small missiles filled the space between the attackers and the orbital stations. The Human fleet attempted to destroy as many as they could, but a second wave pushed past into the stations. Three quarters of the Earth defense shield was taken out all at once. A third wave of missiles finished the job.

    The Human fleet countered with more than five hundred assault shuttles, while her warships moved into the fight. Karthian ships swirled, jinked, and cut back and forth in an attempt to keep the shuttles from attaching. Nearly half were destroyed when a fourth round of the small but powerful missiles were unleashed.

    Jasper came over the comm. "We're losing this and losing it bad. Do we pull back to the Alpha site? Do we fight 'til the end right here?"

    "I don't have the answer," said Mace. "I'm beginning to think the Alpha site might be the better option, but we'll need to get our people from the cave."

    The hull of the Rogers rumbled and jerked as a half dozen Karthian cruisers focused their efforts on her.

    Humphrey yelled, "We have six ships after us, Mr. Hardy! Those weapons will be doing severe damage if shots get coordinated, which I expect they soon will be."

    Johnny said, "I can't get attached! Might be time we make a run to the cave and call this fight over!"

    Mace returned the comm to Jasper. "Mr. Collins, we're cutting out. There's nothing more we can do here."

    Jasper nodded. "I have my transports loaded with as many people as they can carry. We'll be escorting them out. Mr. Hardy, good luck and be careful. I wanna see you at the Alpha site. I'm thinking it may be time to become pirates in Karthian space. It won't get our worlds back, but I'm certain I can exact some revenge."

    The comm closed as the remains of the Targarian fleet turned toward Alpha Centauri. Jordan Crawford's shuttle was soon aboard the Rogers, with Johnny, Jane, and Jenny close behind. The door to bay one was opened as they pulled alongside.

    Five Karthian laser pulses impacted the bay area all at the same time. The Human ship jerked violently and shuddered as two decks of the port-side of the ship were ripped apart and set afire.

    Liam yelled, "Breaking away! Mr. Tretcher, you're on your own!"

    Humphrey added, "Two decks afire! We have casualties!"

    Mace followed with, "Mr. Hobbs, get us home! Johnny, get to the cave!"

    The aft of the Rogers took repeated hits as she raced toward the atmosphere. Bulkheads were sealed as the ship became a fireball, speeding down through the air. Two further strikes to the back of the ship shut down one of the gravity drives; the room that held the controls was violated and filled with flames.

    Liam yelled, "We're coming in hard! Brace! Brace! Brace!"

    The Rogers swooped in, slowing with all the power she had left. As Liam pulled back hard on the controls, a move that had no more effect than a soft pull, the Rogers leveled off. As she headed into a valley on the opposite side of a mountain from the cave, three additional laser pulses crippled her remaining drive.

    The once great ship dropped into the trees, skidding along as it carved a path of destruction into the forest floor. Tree trunks and dirt and rocks flew as the lower decks were shredded by the impact.

    After what seemed like an eternity, the Rogers came to a stop. Flames began to spread as their hydrogen store spewed fuel from a tiny but deep hole in its redundant linings. A hundred meter tall column of fire billowed up from the back of the ship and the cruisers chasing behind turned away in victory to pursue other targets. The Rogers had seen its last fight.
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    Smoke began to fill the bridge. Mace removed his belt, falling out onto the floor as he attempted to regain his wits. Fatso Geerok lay slumped over the comm controls. Liam Hobbs and Humphrey Mallot moved over to assist Hans Mueller.

    Jordan Crawford raced onto the bridge. "We have to leave! Hydrogen store is spewing a cone of fire. We could lose it at any time!"

    Mace pointed. "Grab Mr. Geerok. Start moving the injured down to the ramp."

    Jordan replied, "There is no ramp, Mr. Hardy. Lower decks are smashed. Bay three is burning and half of bay one is gone. And the flames are spreading this way. We're gonna have to cut our way out."

    Mace pulled himself to his feet. "Then pick a wall and get cutting."

    Jordan laid Fatso Geerok out on the deck. "Someone see to him and I'll get started on an exit."

    Mace gestured. "Go. I've got him."

    Jordan Crawford picked a side room near the bridge. Five plasma rounds superheated the inner hull as his torch did the work of cutting through. The process was repeated, opening a meter-wide hole to the exterior of the ship. As Mace and the crew on the bridge made their way through, Jordan Crawford sprinted back into the smoke to look for others. Two minutes later he emerged with Bontu Montak and four of his crewmen.

    "That's it. Can't get to any other decks."

    The remaining members of the Rogers crew were either trapped or dead. The small group of survivors worked their way down the hull to the ground.

    Liam said, "Up and over this ridge and we're in the valley. Cave is about eight kilometers that way. This is Greenbriar Forest. Got us as close as I could."

    "Excellent job of flying, Mr. Hobbs."

    Liam looked up at the flames and smoke that billowed from the once mighty warship. "We'd better be moving, Mr. Hardy. If that hydrogen store blows, it will take half this valley with it."

    As the group hiked up through the woods toward the top of the ridge, a Karthian cruiser, trailing flames and heavy smoke, crossed over the opposite ridge before crashing hard into the row of mountains just beyond. The ground shook as its hydrogen store gave way to the force. A tremendous mushrooming fireball rose up into the cloudless fall sky. The remaining crew of the Rogers hurried to get out of the valley.

    The hike up and over was followed by a walk through the woods, taking most of two hours. Mace carried a still-unconscious Fatso Geerok. The group emerged from the woods to a scene that looked unfamiliar.

    Johnny said, "I don't know if I'll be able to get used to that. Every time I come up to it, the place looks slightly different."

    Mace said, "The projector has eight scenes it flips between. All are similar, but just different enough that you think you're somewhere else. Jeff thought it would add to our ability to stay hidden."

    Johnny laughed. "Yeah, hidden from ourselves."

    The group walked through three different projected images before the gift shop came into view. Seconds later they were entering the cave. Fatso was taken to a room designated as the infirmary and laid out on a table.

    Mace returned to the main room, where most of the others had gathered. "I'm taking a team back to search the ship. I need volunteers."

    Johnny, Jane, and Jenny walked into the room.

    Jenny said, "I can fly you over but we need to go now. The fight up above is almost over and those ships will be coming down to the surface soon."

    Mace looked around. "If you have gear with an exosuit, come with me."

    Ten from the original crew, along with two from the cave, made their way out to the shuttle. It lifted up over the mountains and settled a minute later with its ramp lowered beside the hole Jordan Crawford had cut into the hull.

    As the group moved in, Mace said, "I want four teams of three. Take your torches and cut through whatever you need to. And check walls for heat before cutting. We're here to rescue others, not to get ourselves killed. Mr. Montak, I'll go with your two teams. We'll start two decks down if we can. Mr. Crawford, you take this floor. Johnny, you take deck two."

    An hour was spent cutting and chopping as the teams swept through the available areas. Only a quarter of the great ship's original crew areas could be accessed. A dejected Mace sat on a box as a final room was cut into.

    Bontu placed his hand on Mace's shoulder. "This is the last we can do for this deck. Fire burns hot beyond that bulkhead."

    Mace shook his head. "I waited too long to give the order to pull back."

    Bontu replied, "You did as well as could be expected to get us this far, Mr. Hardy. Your decisions were made with concern for us all."

    Mace shrugged. "We had seventy-six people on this crew. Counting Johnny, Jane, and Jenny, we only made it out with thirteen. We can't even get their bodies out."

    Bontu said, "They died fighting for freedom, on a ship I believe they all loved. You made this ship our home and us your family."

    Johnny came over the comm. "We've done all we can here. That hydrogen store is still burning. And the Karthians are searching. I suggest we move back to the cave before we draw attention to ourselves."

    A comm was opened to everyone. "Pull back to the shuttle. We've done all we can here."

    Johnny met Mace at the hole going out. "Why you bringing that? What good is a damaged wormhole generator? Shrapnel looks to have shredded the insides."

    Mace replied, "It's damaged, but maybe Doc can fix it. Besides, didn't want to leave it for the Karthians to find. At some point they will be going over everything in that ship, taking the rest of our tech. A small wormhole generator is not something we want to give them."

    Johnny glanced over his shoulder. "Should we destroy it? Or what's left of it?"

    Mace stopped for several seconds in thought. "Not just yet. But we should put something in place that will allow us to, should the time come. I'd like to salvage everything we can out of her first."

    Johnny helped Mace carry the weapon down to the ground. "If we're gonna field strip this beast we need to get started on it soon."

    Mace nodded. "Let's get this aboard the shuttle. Jenny can take it to Doc's lab. Everyone else needs to go back to the cave until we figure out what we're gonna do here."

    "You said we. I take it you and I are staying?" Johnny replied.

    Mace carried the device up the shuttle ramp. "Yep. We're gonna put together a plan of how we're gonna rig her."

    Johnny turned back to look at the fallen warship. "Would hate to see her go out like that."

    Mace set the wormhole device on the deck. "We're beyond the point of being able to recover her. Even if we put out the fires and somehow manage to patch up her hull, the gravity drives are shot. And there aren't any repair docks left to do the needed work."

    Mace began to walk back toward the downed ship. "Let's go through and identify every bit of gear we think could be removed. We'll work on a solution to taking her out as we go."

    Johnny laughed. "Taking her out is the easy part. Set off one of those hydrogen stores. I'm surprised the one that's leaking hasn't gone off."

    "It's a pinhole leak. The pressure is keeping the flames far enough away that they haven't started that tank melting. The biggest danger will be when that pressure drops and the flame gets closer. We'll want to have all our scavenging done by then."

    "How long do you think we have before the pressure drops?"

    "Montak said possibly a couple days. It was a full tank. Seems insanely long to me, but it is what it is, I guess."

    Mace stepped onto the bridge. "We should try to pull every one of these consoles if we can. Wish we could salvage a generator or two but that whole deck was crushed."

    Johnny said, "We have that green energy weapon, the wormhole weapon we just grabbed, and a handful of the plasma and microwave cannons. Oh, and the food store is intact. We should empty that out. I know we're well stocked in the cave, but it doesn't look like we're going anywhere anytime soon."

    Mace opened a comm. "Doc? You think you could rig up a bomb for us that would rupture one of the hydrogen tanks on the Rogers? We'd like to not leave the Karthians any of our technologies if possible."

    Jeff nodded. "We could, but I think your fears are misplaced. The Karthians already have examples of all our technology from the previous fights. Our newest wormhole weapon might be the only one they don't have."

    Mace said, "Yeah, I ripped that out of the Rogers today. Would also like to grab the green energy weapon and anything else we could possibly make use of. And I have your prototype. It's damaged. Took some shrapnel to the main box. Jenny should be dropping it by in a minute."

    Jeff replied, "I'll assemble a team from here for salvage. Mr. Klept and I will work up a method for total destruction, if that's what you desire."

    Mace looked into the comm camera. "Don't get me wrong. I don't want to blow her up. I just don't want the Karthians to be able to pull anything from her that they could use against us."

    Jeff rubbed his chin. "I tell you what, let us come over. We'll ID everything we think they could make use of. After that, we strip out those items and then just leave the rest. If the Karthians come and take it away, well, good for them. In the meantime we can use it as a resource for our needs."

    Mace thought for a moment. "Anyway we could disguise it with one of those holo-projectors? Do we have any spares?"

    "We do. I'll have to give it some thought. Although, it would require us to extinguish the fires first."

    The science and engineering team rode over to the wreck of the Rogers with Jeff Moskowitz. An inventory of possibly usable items was taken and the work begun to remove them.

    A comm came in from Jasper. "I got a report that said the Rogers was down."

    "She's finished," Mace replied. "We're stripping her of what we can. A passive scan says the fighting above us has come to an end. You have any scouts around?"

    Jasper nodded. "I do. Stark surrendered with seventy ships left. Word is the Karthians are discussing their desires with him right now. I'm guessing Humans will become part of their military, just as we had talked about before."

    "How many ships did you manage to leave with?"

    "Thirty-seven, all Collins class. Five are still flyable but in bad shape. Another seven have moderate damage, and eleven have light damage. We're doing repairs as we can."

    Mace said, "I hope you realize you can't stay there long. The Karthians will be scouting all the nearby worlds. That site might stay hidden but your ships won't. Have you thought about where you're gonna base yourself?"

    Jasper nodded. "We're going back to Hardy. That claim spike will keep them away until we can decide further. I have scouts moving to our prior battle sites. I'm hoping we can find a Karthian structure with enough left of it that we could salvage a set of starmaps from it. As soon as we have our basic repairs done, I want to start conducting raids into Karthian territories."

    Johnny said, "One day Zax and Fina are gonna be reading in a textbook about how Jasper Collins, the deposed Targarian king, became the first Human space pirate."

    Jasper said, "Let's hope we can make that come true. I have about twelve million very motivated people that want to make that happen."

    Johnny said, "If he makes it back to Hardy and they don't bother him, we might want to think about making that jump too. I would imagine the Karthians are gonna have this place locked down pretty tight in short order."

    Mace picked up the end of a newly unbolted bridge console. "Keep us informed, Mr. Collins. We're still breathing, so this isn't over yet."

    Jasper nodded. "Will do."

    The comm closed as Mace backed toward the exit. The next day and a half were spent removing every piece of gear that could possibly be put to use. The salvage operation came to an end when a Karthian scout ship happened over the wreck and lingered for a short time. The shuttle had pulled away with a new load of gear only moments before. A remotely controlled bomb was attached to a forward hydrogen store. Should the Karthians come to claim her, it would be to their demise.

    Mace sat in the lab as Jeff continued his work on the wormhole weapon. "Did you ever get past that feedback issue?"

    Jeff shook his head. "Haven't been able to get back to that point. It seems some of the tweaks we applied to the circuits before were somehow lost. Or perhaps different, due to the different environment we’re now in. At the moment I have a feeder circuit that is failing to initialize."

    Mace frowned. "So even if you get this working here, it's not likely to work on a ship when installed without major tweaking?"

    "I don't think that will be an issue. The artificial gravitational field on a ship is extremely stable. Down here, I can go across the room and encounter slight variations. And when the fracture is developed, there is little gravitational effect at all. Unfortunately, we haven't found our way back to that point with this unit."

    "Have you had a chance to look over the damaged prototype unit?"

    Jeff stopped his efforts. "Only took an initial look. The damage was to a critical section. I won't know how severe until I take it apart."

    "I was wondering about the green energy weapon. Would it be worthwhile to install it on one of our shuttles?"

    Jeff winced as he shook his head. "I don't see what good that would do. We already know it won't penetrate the Karthian shields. And a scaled up version wouldn’t fit. Now, it might be a formidable weapon if combined with the wormhole weapon— open a wormhole, and as it penetrates a hull, send the quantum wave through. I would imagine that combination would create havoc for the Karthians."

    Mace nodded. "Great. So when can I have it?"

    Jeff took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. "I suppose I will have to evaluate the damage to the prototype unit. We didn't pull any cloning equipment from the hull of the Rogers, did we?"

    "Cloning equipment?"

    Jeff smiled. "Yes. I need three or four more of me to take on the current set of priority projects I have going."

    Mace sighed. "You're a funny man, Doc. And definitely clone-worthy. If you get a moment, see what you can do for us. Otherwise, we won't be taking those shuttles out anytime soon. Not worth the risk if we can't shoot back."

    Mace stepped out of the front door of the lab and was immediately confronted by Jordan Crawford. "Mr. Hardy, I think we should send a recon team over to Ronceverte. A Karthian cruiser was seen making a descent in that direction."

    Mace replied, "I'd say that warrants a look. I have a short errand to run. Bring Johnny and Jenny with you. I'll meet the three of you back here."

    "A short errand?"

    Mace half smiled. "It's personal."

    "Anything I can help with?"

    Mace laughed. "No. It's a restroom break if you have to know, which seems to be the case. And I just realized... what's up with all the J names? Jordan, Johnny, Jenny, Jane? Oh, and Jasper. Does that J offer you some kind of special protection or something?"

    Jordan was silent for several seconds. "Perhaps you should go take care of your issue, Mr. Hardy. It appears to be affecting your mind."

    Mace began to reply, but then turned and hurried off to the cave. Ten minutes later he walked back to the lab, where the J team was waiting.
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    Johnny said, "There's a setting on our suit projectors that is labeled as Surroundings. Select that and we can make a run over to Ronceverte. Unless they do a scan for bios, they won't see us."

    Mace replied, "Excellent idea. Maybe we should put a projector on one of our vehicles."

    Johnny shook his head. "We can do a sustained run on foot at forty-eight kph. On these roads we can't go much faster than that in a car, as they're all beginning to degrade. We need to call the county road works out to do some patching."

    Jenny frowned. "Would be nice if we could. I guess that was one perk of paying taxes. As an individual you never had to maintain the roads."

    Johnny laughed. "If you'd like, we could implement a tax on all members of the cave."

    Jenny scowled. "I'd be all for that if I thought it would work."

    Mace looked at the two. "If you're done with this pointless conversation, we can proceed."

    Jenny gestured. "OK, you first, since you're the conversation cop."

    Mace turned toward the town, slowly building up speed until he was at a full run. The others followed close behind. Other than waviness to the air surrounding the team, no other visual clues told of them being there. Four minutes later, the three kilometer distance had been covered. The four hidden Humans stood on the roadway looking across the river.

    A Karthian cruiser was hovering just above the one-time ball field with its ramp extended. A dozen Karthian soldiers stood around the bottom of the ramp. The recently elected mayor of the town was kneeling on the ground before a Karthian officer.

    Johnny said, "Look at how they're making him bow before them. I wonder what they would think if I snuck over and walked up that ramp? Bet I could clear that ship out in fifteen minutes... starting from the bridge."

    Johnny began to shake his head. "I just realized, we assaulted all those shuttles and didn't once think of using the projector. We could have virtually walked onto every bridge of every one of those cruisers."

    Jenny replied, "You're visible unless you're standing perfectly still. I turned mine on once. There was a fractional delay when I changed where my weapon was aiming to what I was seeing. Made me very uncomfortable, so I turned it off. Not like it would have stopped the random fire coming from the enemy anyway."

    Johnny said, "I wouldn't mind hearing what they're saying to him."

    Mace nodded. "Well, Mr. Johnny? Since this was your idea, you want to take a shot at it? I would suggest approaching from the front of that ship, as they're all looking away."

    Johnny smiled. "Keep your comm open. If you hear me yelling, it's because I'm running away. Send down some cover fire if that's the case."

    A ghost-like transparent image could be seen running down the road. Three minutes later, the voices of the conversation could be heard.

    "You will report all activities to me twice per day. You will assign two lieutenants as backups should you be unable. If a report is not received, you will be terminated and a new mayor selected. You will provide a report on all persons coming to or leaving from the center. And you will place monitors at all entrances and exits to the town providing the names of every Human in transit to or from your community, and the nature of their business with that transit. Understood?"

    The mayor nodded.

    The officer continued: "You will also provide a list of all construction or farming projects that are occurring in and around your community, and the status of those projects. Provide this information in full and you will not be bothered or harassed. Fail to comply and you will be terminated and replaced. Understand?"

    Again the mayor nodded.

    "Many of you Humans have a sickening sweet stench. What is that foul odor?"

    The mayor replied, "We call it deodorant or perfume. If we go long without bathing we tend to smell."

    The officer scowled. "A strong natural scent is the mark of a powerful being. It is what attracts the males of our species."

    The mayor looked up. "You're female?"

    The Karthian officer placed the tip of her weapon on the mayor's forehead. "I should like to burn a hole through your skull at this moment, but I would rather not have to repeat the instructions I have just given you to another. Be careful with your choice of words. Other Karth officers will not be so lenient as I."

    Jenny shook her head. "Poor guy's under her command."

    Mace replied, "May not be any guys under her command. They all have similar body shapes and features. Could be the Karthian warriors are all women."

    The video feed from Johnny's camera began to move, turning up the ramp leading into the ship.

    Mace said, "Johnny, where are you going?"

    Johnny whispered, "I know we're all curious to see the inside of one of these without having to fight our way aboard."

    Mace said, "Do us all a favor and stay near the ramp."

    Johnny smirked. "It's a walk in the park. The soldiers aren't even looking at the ramp."

    Jenny said, "Keep in mind they can see you if you're moving."

    "Moving slow. Not an issue."

    As the mayor stood, the faceshield of a nearby soldier shattered, followed by that of another. The Karthian officer turned, running to the ramp, yelling as a third was struck in the back. The soldiers who had been on the ground were now charging up the ramp as it lifted. Johnny's comm feed cut off.

    Jenny replied, "I count two shooters. Both moving away."

    Seconds later, a set of heavy laser pulses blasted each position, vaporizing everything within thirty meters and setting the surroundings afire. The two Humans who had sniped the Karthian soldiers were gone, floating away as ash in the ensuing flames.

    Jenny grabbed Mace by the arm. "Come on! They're scanning! They can see us!"

    Before Mace could reply, he was pulled down behind a guardrail. The two lay motionless as the cruiser remained hovering.

    Jenny said, "Don't move or we're caught!"

    The cruiser began to lift toward the sky. At half a kilometer up, it came to a stop.

    Jenny said, "They have to see us. Our bio signatures have to be in full view!"

    The cruiser sat motionless for most of a minute before nosing over toward the ground and then dropping like a stone. The roadway shook as the half-kilometer long ship plunged into a nearby hillside, the lower decks collapsing before the entire structure rolled over on its side.

    Mace stood, grabbing Jenny by the arm. "Come on! That has to have been Johnny. We need to get him out of there!"

    Jenny held fast. "This place is gonna be swarming with Karthians in five minutes! We go in and we get caught!"

    Jenny pulled back on Mace. "We have to go. We can't help him now."

    Mace hesitated before taking a deep breath and exhaling. "Johnny? You still there?"

    The comm was silent.

    Jenny again pulled. "Come on! We can't stand here."

    The two Humans sprinted down the road, heading back toward the cave.

    Mace stopped. "Wait. We have to stay and see what happens. We can hide on the ridge."

    Jenny shook her head. "We can't risk it. As I said before, they do a bioscan and we're caught. Might as well be waving flags. We've got to go."

    The ramp to the fallen ship began to open, jutting out into the air from the aft lower deck. Mace took a final look back before turning to run. The duo was halfway home before the first of four fireballs could be seen dropping through the atmosphere. The fireballs slowed and extinguished as the Karthian cruisers that made them neared the town. One stayed at high altitude as two others began patrolling the crash perimeter.

    The fourth dropped its ramp beside the downed cruiser and soldiers streamed down, taking positions around the ship, which was beginning to belch smoke and flame.

    Mace and Jenny ran into Jeff's lab. "We're in trouble. Johnny brought down a cruiser. They're gonna be scanning this whole valley."

    Jeff replied, "They won't see us here."

    Jenny said, "We still have bio signatures."

    Jeff shook his head. "As long as we remain in these buildings or in the cave, we'll be fine. The paint on this structure has the gatrellium copper alloy mixed into it just like the cave. If they scan, they will see nothing more than the normal background noise."

    Jenny flipped open her faceshield. "Paint? Could that be applied to our battlesuits?"

    Jeff nodded. "Excellent idea. We should have considered that as a need. Gnaga is in the other room. Ask him if it can be applied in a manner that will make it effective."

    A comm came in from Johnny. "Sorry for the mess, but I wasn't about to let them take me all the way to space."

    "Where are you?" asked Jenny. "What happened?"

    "When that ramp closed I lost signal. They must have a jammer running that screws up our comms. Anyway, I hustled to the bridge and started blasting away with my thunder glove. Surprisingly, the inertial system was still operating when we hit the ground and rolled, so other than a few jerks I didn't feel a thing until it switched off. We should see some fireworks in about two minutes. I cleared out the reactor room and set two of the reactors to overload. The closest farmhouse was a half a kilometer away so I just finished sprinting to there. No one is home so I'm heading back to you guys."

    "They didn't pick up your bio signature?" asked Mace.

    "Must not be looking for it. Although I wouldn't know why. Let's be happy they're being sloppy."

    "We're in the lab with the doc when you get here," Mace said.

    The building shook just as a smiling Johnny Tretcher walked in the door. "That should be it. Would love to have seen that on video. The place already looked like a disturbed anthill as I was slipping away. If we're lucky we just took out a second cruiser along with it."

    Jenny frowned. "Expect this area to be hot for a while. They're gonna wanna know what happened."

    Johnny said, "My first shot took out the comm console. Hopefully their last message out was talking about the snipers. Let's pray they don't take retribution out on that town. I'm sure the mayor is gonna get it."

    Mace shook his head. "They killed the mayor as they were running up the ramp. He never had a chance."

    Jane came over the comm. "What were the two explosions? Everything OK?"

    Johnny replied, "We're all good. The explosions were from a Karthian cruiser hitting the ground and then blowing up a few minutes later."

    Jane scowled. "Was that you?"

    Johnny half smiled. "It was, but it couldn't be helped."

    Jane grimaced. "I thought we all discussed not causing trouble here in the valley. Were you not paying attention? They're gonna be all over this place now."

    Johnny raised his hands. "Not my fault. There was a sniper attack on the Karthians who were on the ground."

    Jane said, "So you expect me to believe a sniper attack caused a Karthian cruiser to crash?"

    "Well... no. But --"

    Jane shook her head. "Don't want to hear it. Just glad you're all OK."

    Jenny sat back in a chair. "So what do we do now? What are our options?"

    Mace gestured toward the other room. "We go see Mr. Klept about some paint."

    A short meeting had a battlesuit ready for spraying. Mace's would be the first suit to have the coating added. The gatrellium blue mixed with the copper yielded a purplish color. Mace winced at the first sight of the result.

    Johnny laughed. "You gonna be the Purple People Eater?"

    Gnaga said, "Please, try it on. We'll perform a number of scans with and without the holo-projector running."

    The others watched on a holo-display as Gnaga swept the airwaves for the telltale signs of a bio reading. Mace used his comm to send a text only message. No signals were detected. A video feed was attempted next, with the same result. With a simple command, the holo-projector was enabled. The Army ranger disappeared.

    Johnny said, "We aren't detecting a thing. Send us your video feed again."

    A voice could be heard, seemingly coming from mid-air. "It's broadcasting."

    Gnaga reviewed the data from the scan. "Open your faceshield."

    Mace complied.

    Gnaga tilted his head to one side. "Interesting. Other than a slight increase in infrared, you remain largely unseen by the sensors. One moment... there... I can detect your breathing. But only if properly tuned. And I would expect that not to be the case once the sensor had been moved back by a hundred meters or so. From a ship passing overhead, so long as you remain off the comms, you would likely remain unseen."

    Johnny said, "Why can't we do this to our ships? I mean, if we still had ships."

    Gnaga replied, "The infused copper would not allow us to slip through the micro-wormhole. And we would lose much of the shielding capability the gatrellium skin provides."

    Johnny crossed his arms. "Why not put it on the inside? Paint every one of our exterior-facing walls with it."

    Gnaga rubbed his chin. "Hmm. An interesting and yet simple concept. I shall go over the possibility with Mr. Moskowitz. In the meantime, I'll let you worry about finding us a ship we might apply it to."

    Johnny chuckled. "Was that an attempt at a joke? If so, keep trying. That was almost a good one."

    Gnaga nodded. "Perhaps I should work on my delivery?"

    Johnny smiled. "We're gonna make a comedian out of you yet. As far as testing that out, we have two shuttles sitting out there. With all those Karthian ships up above, we can't make use of them. You make them invisible to signals and we could at least sneak out at night."

    "I will see what I can do. For now, we should focus our energy on testing Mr. Hardy's suit."

    Mace's voice echoed in Johnny's ear. "Can you hear me now?"

    Johnny stepped back. "That is freakishly weird."

    Johnny reached out, pushing his hand through the holo-projected image and touching Mace's suit. "It's like I'm pushing against the air."

    Johnny turned to face Gnaga. "Mr. Klept, these holo-projectors have been around for years. Why isn't anyone using them just like this?"

    "In the Galactic Union it was unlawful. As to why other species have not done so, I cannot say."

    Johnny said, "I think it's time you go investigate the crash site. Mace, you up for your first mission? Find out what they're saying about that crash?"

    A voice came out of thin air. "You do realize that means you stay right here, don't you? There won't be any sitting up on a ridge and watching from afar. They will have scans running continuously."

    Johnny nodded. "Not a problem. While you're out I'm going to have Mr. Klept do another paint job. If it turns out that it doesn't work, well, I'll just have a purple suit. No big loss."

    Mace left the cave compound and was soon at a full sprint, heading to the crash site near Ronceverte. As he approached, two additional Karthian cruisers joined the three that hovered just above the downed ship. Numerous shuttles were on the ground. As teams of Karthian investigators picked through the strewn-out wreckage, others scouted the remaining larger structure. Mace walked in close to one of the teams as it looked over a smattering of ship parts that had been scattered in a nearby field from the explosion.

    A worker said, "I tell you, these Humans are going to be more trouble than they are worth. We should be rid of them all now, while we have the upper hand."

    "We have no evidence that this was anything but a catastrophic failure. Records show this ship took more than forty hits from their weapons. We are still patching holes on ours. Until we find something that says different, this was nothing more than poor maintenance and mistakes by her crew and captain. With damage, they should not have taken this duty."

    A third worker called out. "Over here... this is the head of a reactor. The hole in this plate is from one of those orbital weapons."

    The second worker turned to the first. "Reactor containment loss. That's exactly what this all looks like."

    The first worker scowled. "While that is what brought down the Canatoid, there is no evidence it was because of the battle. I'd be willing to bet you fifty credits this was sabotage.

    The second worker stopped. "Before drawing conclusions, let's investigate first, shall we? The Humans are largely cooperating. It won't be long before they will be the ones fighting the Consortium instead of our own people. They have proven to be great warriors. You would have us throw such an asset away?"

    The first worker huffed. "I tell you, they will be trouble. This is just the first sign of it."

    Mace moved slowly up to the teams investigating the bulk of the wreckage. He moved close to a group of four officers.

    A Karthian wearing a captain's collar said, "The log files were destroyed. We have nothing that tells us of what happened in the moments before she went down."

    A commander replied, "There is no evidence of a struggle. Had an alert been sounded, we would have received it over the comm net. We know at least one reactor failed. That would have taken out the others."

    A lieutenant shook his head. "Why is the debris field not larger? The reactor exploded after they hit the ground."

    A sergeant walked up. "Sirs, it would appear that some of the bridge equipment was smashed."

    The captain asked, "Weapons fire?"

    The sergeant shook his head. "No, just smashed. Possibly from the explosion. We have yet to find any evidence of weapons being discharged."

    The captain replied, "Keep us informed, Sergeant."

    After an hour of walking in and around the wreckage and listening to various conversations, Mace returned to the cave compound.
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    "I think we're in the clear," Mace said. "Johnny's use of that glove weapon left no evidence of a firefight. And I had no indication that I was spotted. No odd looks or second glances in my direction. If you move slowly as we discussed, they see nothing. I say we cover all our suits with that paint as soon as possible, and we make it a priority to outfit our shuttles with the same. Mr. Klept, do we have enough of that paint at the ready?"

    Gnaga nodded. "We do, and we can make more if required, although we will need more copper."

    "Copper we can get. Let's get started on this as soon as possible."

    Jeff said, "I was going to suggest that we build a tunnel from the cave to this building so we could move back and forth freely. If our suits are covered, the tunnel won't be necessary."

    Johnny held up a hand. "As far as tunnels go, I was thinking we should have built in a few exits into that cave complex. I know you can go deep in back and climb out. We should look at putting in something a bit more formal in for that."

    Mace replied, "It's already there. You should have received the updated map of that complex on your arm pad with an instruction to familiarize yourself with it. Embedded in that map you will find two exits that now have ladders taking you up to the surface."

    Johnny chuckled. "Who reads instructions?"

    Over the week that followed, every battlesuit was painted and every wearer given a touch-up kit. The inside walls of the two shuttles were painted as well. Johnny began calling the ships the "purple fleet." The next day, white paint was applied over the purplish covering. Repeated tests showed extremely weak levels of signal leakage. Gnaga was determined to "quiet" them all.

    With their battlesuits invisible to the Karthian sensors, they began a series of patrols, wanting to keep track of the happenings in and around Ronceverte. They discovered the people from the surrounding farms were being brought back to the community centers, and from there groups of citizens were being marched out into the fields in unison. Those who failed to follow orders precisely were pulled from the line, punished, and shoved back into place. Drills would go on for three hours, followed by a new group being brought out.

    Johnny stood with Mace. "Seems very elementary. You'd think they'd at least make them carry fake weapons or packs or something. I guess they aren't in a big hurry to field anyone."

    "I don't think these are their elite troops. I see a lot of out of shape men and women."

    Johnny scowled. "You heard about the kids out marching yesterday, right?"

    Mace nodded. "I did. Given the fact that the whole world has been taken over, and we know what their intent for us is, I don't find it shocking, if that's what you're after."

    Johnny shook his head. "Some days I don't know what it is we're after. We just come out here and watch every day."

    Mace replied, "Well, we know they bring out three of these groups per day, always at the same time. And the groups are always the same size. We know how many guards they have watching them. We now know there's a regular shuttle that comes down once a day at the same time. What we're finding is a species that follows patterns. Knowing those patterns will allow us to plan."

    Johnny chuckled. "Not sure what we can plan. We might free up one of those groups, but what do we do with them? There would be a dozen ships down here on us in ten minutes time."

    "Even if all we do with this information is keep ourselves safe and hidden, it's worth knowing."

    Johnny nodded. "Yeah, I know. It just gets frustrating being stuck here and not doing anything about it."

    Mace turned. "You want something different? Come on, let's take a trip to D.C."

    Johnny smiled as he followed. "An adventure. Excellent. What are we gonna do in D.C.?"

    "Observe."

    Johnny sighed. "At least it will be different scenery. Their community center is right where the Pentagon used to be. We can sit up in Arlington Cemetery and watch from there."

    Mace frowned. "The building covers about a third of what was there. They just dozed over everything in that area."

    Johnny nodded. "I noticed that last time I was there. Speaking of that, I have a great, great, uncle buried in the Confederate section. I think there were less than five hundred buried there in all. Most much later. They survived the war and managed to get interned there after further military service. I heard a funny story once... all the Confederate tombstones there are pointed on top because they didn't want the Union troops sitting on them."

    Mace laughed. "You should tell that one to Tres."

    Johnny shook his head. "He probably already knows that. If you ever have any Civil War questions, he's definitely your guy."

    A shuttle was powered up and a scan for signals ensued. With only minimal issues found, the holo-projectors on her hull were turned on and the shuttle vanished. Fifteen minutes later, it settled on a hilltop overlooking the main D.C. community center.

    Johnny stood out on the ground, invisible to the world. "Still can't believe how overgrown the Washington Mall is already getting after only a couple years."

    Mace replied, "Someone will be digging that place up in a couple thousand years and marveling at all they find."

    Johnny winced. "Probably. But you'll have to wonder if they'll be Human or not. Hey, I see a group marching down there by the river."

    Mace nodded. "There's another group over here where the Army Navy Club used to be. And you were curious about weapons... this group has them. They also have uniforms. This might be their front line troops. They're much better organized."

    Johnny laughed. "Did you just nod? You know I can't see that, right?"

    "I was just thinking that. We need to establish some rules before we go anywhere. Such as, if we become separated, we come back here and stand in this space until we find each other. Otherwise, we don't move anywhere without holding onto the other person. If we're away from others we can talk quietly. If we're close to anyone, we have to be silent. There's a group of officers down there. Let's go see what they have to say. You see that shrub to the right of them?"

    Johnny said, "Yes."

    "I'll meet you there. Arm’s length from the shrub."

    Johnny chuckled. "I thought you just said we don't go anywhere without holding each other?"

    Mace shook his head. "That only applies if we haven't mapped something out ahead of time. If we set a target, we don't need to hold hands."

    Johnny again laughed. "Did you just shake your head?"

    Mace sighed. "Yes. Now shut up. I'll meet you at the bush."

    "Wait. I thought you said shrub... not bush."

    Mace said over his shoulder as he walked, "Maybe you just stay here."

    Johnny followed. "OK. I'll shut up now. You sure have developed a thin skin lately."

    A short walk had the two standing just behind the three Karthian officers. "The Humans are progressing better than expected. General Chonk believes we may have our first fighting unit ready in as little as three months."

    A second officer replied, "They are impressive. Big... powerful. And motivated for victory. I would expect a good match-up with the Consortium droids."

    The third officer added, "Droids... I loathe those mechanical monstrosities. They are relentless and countless at the same time."

    The first officer laughed. "Yes. And they are controlled by a simple-minded program that is easily defeated. The sheer number of them however, is indeed a problem."

    The second officer scowled. "Our scientists and engineers simply need to crack the encryption streams. Imagine a victory where the droids were commanded to turn on their own."

    The third officer laughed. "Aren't you the dreamer? We can't even jam their transmissions. But if we did somehow manage that, the Consortium would once again have to commit their own troops. I'd like to go head to head with one of those freaks using my blade."

    The first officer frowned. You won't meet a true Consortium citizen. Those warriors are all conscripts."

    The second officer leaned in. "I heard they are putting together a mission for the Humans that involves using the wormhole devices. They may plan to strike Molingrad itself."

    The third officer laughed. "Molingrad? We can't get near that place. We could jump a thousand ships into that system and not get close to that planet. A dozen large stations and a fleet of nearly ten thousand ships patrol the Molingrad system. We would do better attacking some of the outer colonies."

    The first officer huffed. "This is why you are still a junior commander, Kassif. You always play the safe game. The Consortium loves opponents such as you who are timid and predictable."

    The second officer asked, "What would you suggest, Musha?"

    "I would use the Humans as the tip of the spear. Thrusting them right into the Consortium's heart at Molingrad. A wide portal would be opened and a strong fleet of cruisers sent through. Immediately following would be transports loaded with Humans. We would make every effort to place them on the ground where they could do maximum damage."

    Kassif said, "And why wouldn't the Consortium ships just blast them from above? Even Humans are no match for an armed ship."

    Musha smiled. "The Humans would be loosed in the cities. The Consortium ships would not attack their cities with ships when Humans are in their buildings with their citizens. They would have to bring in soldiers. And those soldiers are not equal to the Humans we would have here. My logic is sound and my reasoning superior, Kassif."

    Kassif laughed. "Then perhaps a wager is in order. Should your scenario play out in the next year, I will give you fifty credits. Should any other scenario happen, you pay me ten."

    "Hmm. Five to one odds. I will take your bet, Kassif. And I will be richer by fifty credits. Dunli, would you like to join in this wager?"

    The second officer waved a hand. "No thank you. The two of you should enjoy this on your own."

    Mace grabbed Johnny by the arm and pulled him back, placing Johnny's hand on his forearm as he walked.

    Once at a sufficient distance, Mace stopped. "Interesting conversation, but what we need to do is find where this General Chonk is. That's where we get the intel we need. He would have the plans for Earth as well as the plans for any Humans they will be taking from here."

    "So how do we find this General Chonk?"

    "We have to go aboard their ships."

    "You do realize that may be a one-way ticket, right? You get on a ship and it leaves, you might not have a way back."

    "Well, I could always pull a Johnny and bring a whole ship down."

    "Hmm. Finally I have something called 'pulling a Johnny' that's worthwhile. That usually has a negative stigma attached to it. So how do we get on their ships?"

    "Same way you did. Just walk on. In fact, I think I have a plan in mind. You stay here with the shuttle and I'll join those officers when they head back to their ship. From there I'll do what I can to track down what ship the general is on, and then work on a plan to transfer to it."

    Johnny laughed. "That's your plan? So what, I get to sit here for two months while you sneak around trying to either get back here or get to the general?"

    "That's exactly the plan."

    "Overridden."

    Mace chuckled. "Overridden?"

    "Yeah. You don't make all the rules, remember? How about this: we move the shuttle up to ten meters and let it hover. Then, you and I, we go wait for the officers’ shuttle. We sneak aboard and then start our search for the general."

    Mace nodded. "OK, I guess that's as good a plan as any. We wait with the officers for their shuttle. We follow them aboard and then make plans from there. And remember, if you get separated, just make your way back to our shuttle and wait. I'll do the same. We have enough food on there for a couple weeks. If you make it there and are running out of food while waiting, just go home. From that point it's up to the other to make their way back on their own."

    Johnny said, "Did you just nod again?"

    "Stop it. Please."

    Johnny chuckled. "A reasonable plan. Shall we start?"

    Mace turned in the direction of the remains of a shed with Johnny still clinging to his forearm. "Where we going?"

    Mace replied, "I gotta wiz. We get on a shuttle and a ship and we will eventually need to do this."

    Johnny chuckled. "I'm glad you're a planner. I've been wanting to go for the last hour."

    Mace stopped near a small tree. A stream of urine, followed by another, dropped to the ground from mid-air.

    Mace said, "I've been there before, that's all. Not a good thing when you're clearing a building and your bladder is busting. Donnie Snipes took a slug to the side of the head when he squatted in a house we hadn't full cleared. Messed himself pretty good while rolling around on the floor with the guy. Was lucky that was all that happened. You have food bars?"

    "One."

    Mace sighed. "Whose army are you in, anyway? When we get behind that shed over there I'll give you two of mine. Don't eat them unless you have to. You don't know how long you might be trapped somewhere. Wait... you didn't bring your pack, did you?"

    Johnny let out a deep sigh. "Nope. It's on the shuttle. Wasn't expecting us to be going anywhere."

    Mace shook and closed up his battlesuit. "We return to get your pack and then we hang out with the Karthians."

    Johnny replied, "Sounds like a plan."

    With the immediate task taken care of, the two invisible Humans returned to the vicinity of the Karthians to wait. A shuttle dropped from the sky, landing only meters away from a scampering Mace and Johnny, before its ramp lowered.

    Mace, now separated from his friend, followed the officers up the ramp. For a moment he stood frozen as someone bumped into his back.

    Johnny whispered. "Sorry."

    The Karthian named Musha stopped and turned, staring at the ramp for several seconds before walking into the cabin. Mace felt Johnny's hand on his shoulder as he slowly walked forward, taking a position out of the main aisle. The ramp closed as the shuttle lifted toward its mothership.

    Kassif said, "What are you thinking about?"

    Musha smiled. "I'm thinking about where I'm going to spend your fifty credits."

    Dunli shook his head. "Fifty credits won't even buy you a wompa meal anymore."

    Musha scoffed. "Who eats that dredge? Fermented bakaba leafs. And it smells. I wouldn't let my dronga eat it."

    Kassif laughed. "How is that beast? Last I saw he had destroyed his pen. Who in their right mind would have one as a pet?"

    Musha replied, "Don't laugh. It has prevented two break-ins already. They are fiercely territorial. And they have a good sense of the behavior associated with an intruder."

    Kassif frowned. "Two break-ins? I had no idea the Denaji area had gotten so rough. You should move the family up to Sraza. You must be the only officer left down there."

    Dunli added, "I moved the family three cycles ago. Could not be happier. Sraza is nice. The local security teams treat you with respect. And there hasn't been a single break-in near where I live."

    Musha scowled. "True, but I don't have to put up with the constant inspections of my property to make certain I am in compliance. Besides, I have two daughters in Denaji. Their husbands are indigents. I can't afford to move them all to Sraza."

    Kassif said, "They have the officer assistance program for that."

    Musha shook his head. "No Prunik has ever taken assistance. I will not be the first to shame my family."

    Dunli laughed. "It is only shameful in Denaji. A third of the Sraza residents used assistance to bring their families with them. I'm beginning to think you like it in Denaji."

    Musha replied, "I do prefer the people. I have a low tolerance for the stuffed shirts in Sraza. You can keep your elitist attitudes. And the both of you are soft. That's why you have both been passed over for a promotion. I received mine because my soldiers respect me and command sees that."

    Kassif huffed. "My soldiers respect me."

    Musha looked him in the face. "Your soldiers like you... because you are easy. My soldiers hate my guts, but they respect my command. Lead your troops into a fight with a brigade of drones and see how much they respect your command."

    Kassif said, "Sraza envy."

    Dunli nodded. "Definitely."
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    The shuttle docked and the Karthians went their separate ways. Mace led Johnny carefully through the halls to the ship's bridge. An hour of waiting and watching led to the announcement of an admiral's visit. Shortly after, a shuttle docked and a portly admiral made his way to the bridge."

    Johnny whispered. "Looks like Geerok when he first joined us."

    "Shh."

    A crewman sitting nearby turned his head in their direction. After several seconds of staring, he returned to his duties.

    The admiral bellowed as the ship's officers assembled, almost pushing over to where the Humans stood. "What is the status of the soldiers?"

    The commanding officer stepped forward. "I have nothing but good reports from my officers. They tell me the Humans are moving through the training as expected."

    The admiral frowned. "As expected? Who are these officers?"

    Musha, Kassif, and Dunli stepped forward.

    Musha saluted, his hand rolled up in a fist just touching the front of his wide nose. Mace could feel Johnny shake as he held in a laugh, the salute being very close in resemblance to the Human gesture for a brown-noser.

    Musha said, "Admiral, the Humans have the capacity to learn. They resisted at first, slowing the progress of the training. We've worked to resolve those issues. They will be ready to be led when the time comes."

    The admiral looked Musha up and down. "Initiative and decisiveness. Commander, make note of this response. The rest of you, we will be moving troops forward in a month. I expect nothing but excellence from each of you. I've just come from a meeting with General Chonk. A new campaign is being initiated. I won't tell you what that is, but it will begin in sixty days.

    "And for you who are training the Human troops, you will also be leading them into battle, so you best bring them all in line as soon as possible. When you are drilling your men tomorrow, expect a comm coming in from their king. It will be an important message for them all to hear. There have been high-level negotiations with the Human king, and he has agreed to the terms of those negotiations. Consider these men as your own. Treat them well and they will fight hard for you. Be abusive and expect resentment and resistance, and to have your neck snapped when you go into battle beside them."

    The admiral took a step back and looked over the crew with a scowl. "That is all."

    As the Karthians moved back to their stations and the officers dispersed, Johnny whispered. "Do we follow the admiral?"

    Mace replied, "Shh."

    The admiral spent several minutes with the ship's commander before returning to his shuttle. The two Humans followed, standing in a corner as a ramp lifted and the shuttle departed. A view of the sky could be seen through the front viewscreens, turning from bright blue to black as the shuttle left the atmosphere. The trip up to the admiral's ship took twenty-eight minutes, seventeen of which were spent with scowls of disgust as the rotund admiral picked away at his large nose.

    When the shuttle had again docked, the admiral and crew departed for other duties.

    Johnny whispered, "I thought I was gonna lose it when Musha made that brown-noser salute."

    Mace nodded. "I know you like to crack jokes, but you really need to lay off saying anything that isn't absolutely necessary. We are at war with these people. You give away this tech and you give away our most prized secret right now."

    "OK, I'll reel in the joking comments. I guess I've been at this for so long now that I've lost my fear of what might happen if things go wrong."

    "Fear is your friend. If you find you've lost it, you're gonna wanna get it back. It's what keeps us alert and alive."

    Johnny dropped to his knees as he looked down the shuttle ramp into the docking bay. "What's your take on that Stark agreement?"

    "Interesting, but not unexpected. He's gonna try to position himself so he has the best opportunity of taking control back. He'll do right for his men in the meantime, as he wants them for when the time comes to rise up. I'm guessing the word being given is to cooperate fully with the Karthian requests.

    "They'll make every effort to get themselves into positions of trust. From the sounds of it, though, this isn't likely to be the cakewalk they had when first dealing with the Karthian conscripts. This may be hardcore fighting."

    Johnny said, "Let's hope it's against some puny alien conscripts again, and not those automated drones they were talking about."

    Mace replied, "Our mission here just got a lot more important. We need to gather all the intel we can, not only about the Karthians but about their enemies as well. You up for this?"

    Johnny nodded. "Yep. We have a nose-picking admiral to shadow, so let's get to it."

    "Did you just nod your head?"

    Johnny chuckled. "I did."

    "Hard not to, isn't it?"

    "Yep."

    Mace led as the duo made their way onto the admiral's command ship. Ten minutes later they found themselves in a conference room with the admiral and two of his aides. A holo-display filled a wall.

    The admiral said, "General, I can report that the D.C. Human brigade is coming along on schedule. Earlier issues have been resolved. This announcement by their king tomorrow should motivate them further."

    The general nodded. "Excellent report, Admiral. When we go in, they will be up against the crack troops of the Consortium forces. We will be hitting Molingrad with every Human we can muster."

    The admiral grinned. "This is incredible news, General. I will do everything in my power to see that the Humans under my command are ready."

    The general scowled. "See to it that you do, Admiral. And no word of the target to anyone. Any leak of such will be met with justice so swift you cannot begin to fathom it."

    The admiral nodded. "My staff and I will maintain the highest possible security for this campaign, General. Molingrad. What a prize that would be. Oh, I do have one question I would like to ask…"

    The general gestured. "Go on."

    "Casualties... specifically Human casualties. How are they to be handled? I have yet to see any medical support staff being trained."

    The general leaned into the camera. "That's because there will be no medical support staff for the Humans. Injured troops will be moved to the rear as always. From there you can take them up to orbit and space them for all I care. Dispose of them however you like—but don't be stupid about it. We want those front-liners fighting with all the spirit they have, knowing that their fallen brethren are being taken care of."

    The admiral pursed his fish-like lips. "Won't that demoralize the Humans for future campaigns?"

    The general returned an evil grin. "If this assault goes as planned, we will no longer be in need of the Humans. I expect the Consortium to sign the treaty we've been after them to sign for the last two decades. If they do, Humans will have no further value."

    The admiral asked, "Would we exterminate them?"

    The general nodded. "Possibly. Would you have another use in mind?"

    The admiral smiled. "What would you think about going into business with me, General?"

    "Go on."

    "I was thinking about a recreation resort where the Humans were hunted for sport. They would, of course, be unarmed. But imagine the delight in one's eye when bringing down one of those big bucks you’ve been tracking for a full day or two. And with the wormhole devices to take clientele directly from home to this other world for a week of sport hunting, who wouldn't want to take part in that? We could have contests for weight or quantity. Imagine returning with the stuffed head of a record-setting Human!"

    The general nodded. "Keep kicking the idea around, Admiral. If this works out, I may be interested in such a venture. This war is getting old."

    The briefing went on for another fifteen minutes.

    Johnny whispered after the Karthians left the room. "Do we follow the admiral back or hang out here for a while?"

    Mace replied, "I think we leave. Could be weeks before the admiral returns, if ever. We got some of the answers we were looking for. Let's take our winnings and go."

    The two Humans boarded the admiral's shuttle, and soon after, the admiral boarded and the shuttle lifted out of the docking bay. Two days were spent on the admiral's shuttle, hopping to other ships, before another trip was made down to the surface. The shuttle hovered just above the drilling fields and a long ramp lowered him to the ground. After a short walk, Mace and Johnny stood behind the admiral, his aides, and the Karthian officers.

    Musha said, "They have mastered the five techniques and have been marching in unison since their king gave his speech. I would pit these Humans against any brigade I have ever seen. I've talked with several of their commanders. They take the business of war-fighting very seriously. I almost pity whoever they are thrown against."

    The admiral grinned. "You won't pity their opponents, of that I can assure you. If all goes well, this could be our most triumphant victory."

    The admiral looked over the three officers. "And you officers will have the honor of having been there. If this campaign is successful, your names may be celebrated for the rest of your lives. Keep up the good work. I'll be back in a few days for further evaluation."

    The admiral returned to his shuttle.

    Musha shoved Kassif. "See. It has to be Molingrad. Where else could such a great battle be?"

    Kassif laughed. "Every battle is a great battle to the admiral. Have you not been paying attention the last few years?"

    Musha shook his head. "This is different. I could see the excitement in his eyes. I can almost feel those fifty credits weighing down my account!"

    Kassif sighed. "Credits have no weight. They're electronic. They only exist virtually... like your brain."

    Donli cut in. "I don't know, Kassif. I think Musha may be right. If this was just another minor operation, the admiral would not have come to inspect the troops at all. This is something much bigger."

    Mace pulled on Johnny's arm, taking him back to a distance where they could talk. "Do we give Stark's commanders here the info we just got or do we try to get it to Stark himself?"

    Johnny winced. "If you give it here, will they lose motivation? Knowing there won't be any medical care on the battlefield is something I would want to know, but might not need to know."

    "If we tell Stark, he may not pass that info down to his men. And if he did and the Karthians heard about it, they would want to know where he obtained that information. I think it best we just tell the commanders here and let it filter out through the ranks. Best they know what's coming."

    "Looks like they're taking a break out there. Might be a good opportunity to make a move."

    Mace said, "Hold onto my shoulder."

    Seconds later, the two invisible Humans were standing next to two Human commanders. A captain and a lieutenant were in conversation.

    Mace said, "Captain, don't be alarmed. I know you can't see me, so just listen to what I have to say. I have information regarding the upcoming battle you will be fighting in. The Karthians will not have any medical facilities or care available during whatever the fight may be. Casualties will be carried to the back lines and then disposed of."

    The captain replied, "Who is this?"

    Mace replied, "Unimportant. Just know that when you fight you might want to keep your injured fighting with you. The Karthians have no plans to assist with casualties. Also, you will want to get word to Stark. The target of your fight is Molingrad. It's the capital of the Consortium, the species you will be fighting. It will be a direct assault. And from that assault they hope to sign a peace treaty that favors the Karthians."

    The Karthian officers signaled for the drilling to continue.

    Mace said, "That's all I have for you now. If I get more, I'll be back to let you know. See to it that Stark gets that info. It's important."

    Mace walked away as the captain reached out into the air with his hand while looking at the lieutenant.

    Johnny said, "I think you just freaked him out."

    "It'll sink in. He'll do what's needed."

    "So what's next?" Johnny asked.

    "We go home. We inform the others in case Stark makes contact with them somehow. Then we come back and see what else we can learn."

    The invisible shuttle lifted, landing back beneath the security of the projected image that kept the Organ Cave complex hidden.

    Mace and Johnny walked into the main section of the cave where Jane, Jenny, and Vanessa were sitting as the kids played.

    Jane asked, "You've been gone for days. Everything OK?"

    Johnny shook his head. "The Karthians plan to use Human troops in their next assault. And it's supposedly going to be a nasty fight. And casualties will be disposed of instead of being cared for.

    Jenny asked, "You learned all this in a couple days?"

    Johnny nodded. "We hopped a couple rides on shuttles and managed to hear it from the Karthian general who's in charge. And get this, if our people are victorious, and if the Consortium signs the peace deal the Karthians want, they may turn Earth into a planet for the sport hunting of Humans."

    Jane scowled. "Sounds like another whacked-out species we'll have to teach a few lessons to."

    Johnny chuckled. "In case you haven't noticed, they do have us in a cage right now. Not a lot we can do."

    "Well, we need to do something," Jane said. "The longer we just sit here the closer we come to that dystopian world you just mentioned."

    Johnny said, "We are doing something. We're gathering information we can use. If we know what they're planning, we can work to stop it."

    Jane stood. "If this war is coming as soon as you say then we need to be doing more about it right now. Jenny and I, as well as a dozen others here, are fully capable of going out and doing exactly what you just did."

    Mace replied, "That's one of the things we wanted to come back to discuss. What we discovered is what should be obvious to us all. Gathering intel takes time. And you still have to eat, drink, sleep, and even poop. You may be trapped on a Karthian ship for days or possibly weeks. You have to survive while you're out there. "

    Johnny grinned. "Speaking of that, I left a deuce on the general's ship. Someone's not gonna be too happy when they find it."

    Mace said, "They won't find it. I disposed of it. We can't afford to leave markers around like that saying a Human was there."

    Jenny said, "A deuce?"

    Johnny laughed. "A number two. Get with the program, girl. Weren't you ever in junior high?"

    Jenny winced at the image now in her head. "Not in the last twenty years, no."

    Jane shook her head in disgust.

    Mace raised a hand. "Anyway. We can't be leaving evidence that we were there. And we went as a team of two. It was difficult to keep track of each other. We couldn’t see or talk to one another, so I would suggest we go out as individuals this time. You make a plan, you inform others of that plan, and you try to stick to that plan. If you can't for whatever reason, you will be responsible for making your own way back here."

    Jane said, "So when do we go out?"

    Mace replied, "First, I need a shower and a nap. After that we can organize, stock up, and head out."

    Jenny asked, "Why don't you let us organize while you sleep? Give us a few tips on what supplies we'll need, and we'll have everything ready when you get up."

    Mace nodded. "Sounds like a plan."
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    Fifteen espionage volunteers were waiting in Jeff's lab.

    Mace pointed. "Mr. Moskowitz, you and Mr. Klept are definitely not going. Mr. Hooba, that goes for you, too. You three are needed here. The work on the wormhole weapon, among other things, has to continue. Oh, and see if you can come up with a design for a wormhole generator for the shuttles. We're trapped here on Earth as long as those shuttles are our only ships. See if it's possible to squeeze a generator aboard.

    "That leaves thirteen of us. So here's what we'll do. We pick thirteen of the community centers, preferably the larger ones. We drop off one person at each. Your missions will be two-fold. First, you inform the Human commanders of what we already know. Then you move on to gather more intel. You probably don't want to go aboard their ships, but you may have to.

    "If you hop a shuttle to elsewhere, keep in mind that you will want to come back at some point. Don't get aboard if you aren't fairly certain of where it's going. And don't take chances if there's a risk of getting caught. This holo technology might just be the thing that saves us all. We can't afford to lose it. So keep your distance and keep quiet. Oh, and be mindful when you are walking in grass or on other soft or wet surfaces where you'll leave tracks. Protecting this tech is your first priority.

    "I'll be the team lead for shuttle one. Jordan, you take shuttle two. Set a time and place where the shuttle will be back for a pick-up. And remember, if you aren't there when the shuttle arrives, you're on your own to find your way back here, so make every effort to be there at the prescribed time. We all have our packs. I'd suggest going through them one more time. After that, Jordan and I will decide what community centers each of you will be dropped at. Good luck to us all."

    Mace said, "Jordan, your team heads west. We'll head east."

    The volunteers were divided into the two groups. Destinations were selected and shuttles boarded. An hour later, Mace was again settling into Arlington cemetery to drop off Johnny. A short walk had him standing behind the three Karthian officers as they were joined by a fourth.

    Musha said, "Tell us why the admiral sent you here again. And your name is?"

    The new officer replied, "Botlu Derrust. The admiral asked me to report directly to him. Your duties will now be restricted to seeing to the training of your Humans. The admiral felt your time would be better utilized in that manner."

    Musha asked, "Derrust, is that Gervian?"

    Botlu nodded. "It is."

    Musha continued: "Well, Gerv, you will stay out of our way. And you will stand over there, at twenty meters, until we are ready to give you status. Understood?"

    The young officer bowed. "Understood, but I would add that this request will be part of my report to the admiral."

    Musha smiled. "As I would expect it to be. Now, run along to your new station, over beside that bush. If we need you, we'll let you know."

    The junior officer complied, moving the twenty meters distance from the trio.

    Kassif shook his head. "You are playing a dangerous game, Musha. The admiral is a powerful man."

    Musha replied, "The admiral also respects decision-makers. And my battalion will outshine both of yours on the battlefield. In fact, I would be willing to pit my eight hundred men against your combined battalions."

    Kassif laughed. "You are such a big talker. Our three battalions are equal. Your leadership will not make your men fight any harder than ours. These Humans don't respect you. They loathe you as they loathe every Karthian. You will receive a laser pulse to the back should you turn away from them long enough. With ours, we would at least have the option of mercy."

    Musha huffed. "We shall see when the fighting begins."

    As Musha and Kassif each looked in opposite directions at their men, Johnny reached out, pushing Kassif hard over. The Karthian officer fell, sprawling out on the ground in surprise.

    Musha looked down, laughing. "What are you doing, Kassif?"

    "What am I doing? Why did you push me? I should file charges!"

    Musha shook his head. "File all you want, you oaf. I didn't touch you."

    Musha looked over at Donli. "He commands a battalion and yet he cannot stand on his own two feet. I tell you what, Kassif, you report me for assault and I'll report you for being an idiot."

    Johnny Tretcher turned away as he held in his laughter.

    Mace settled just above the water of the Charles River in Boston. A sprawling community center occupied the downtown space that had once been covered in luxury hotels. Battalions of Human troops were marching across Boston Common as another set of officers looked on. Mace was soon standing behind the Karthian men.

    "Gratle, these Humans are dangerous. I fear for my life should we get out in the field."

    A second officer replied with a grin: "Just stay behind them, Fanjo, and you will have nothing to fear. My cousin has been witness to a video of their fighting. They do not retreat, they only move forward. Your only worry should be as to whether or not you get left behind."

    Nomig Pantaz scowled. "You are always the jokester, Gratle. That will be your undoing. When the fighting starts, your quips will not protect you."

    Gratle replied, "Don't be such a stodge, Nomig. We are not in battle yet. When the time comes, I will be serious enough."

    A fourth officer commented: "I shall be out front leading my Humans."

    Gratle laughed. "Then you will be the first to take a laser pulse in the back! These Humans have no loyalty to you. When the fighting begins, they will not be rushing to your aid, Weezle. You do know what Weezle stands for in their language, right?"

    The officer named Weezle replied, "I do not."

    "It means someone who is sneaky, insincere, or untrustworthy. I'd say that describes you fully."

    "How so?"

    Nomig huffed. "Stop taking his bait, Weezle. The man is goading you. Have you no common sense?"

    Fanjo shook his head. "We are all going to die out there."

    A comm came in. "The colonel would like to see the four of you. Report to the command shuttle."

    Nomig Pantaz waved over a junior officer. "Keep the drills moving. We will return when the colonel releases us."

    The colonel paced back and forth as the four Karthian officers approached. "The timetable has been moved up. In twenty days we will be boarding our transports. I have not been authorized to release the target to you, but I believe you have all heard the rumors. Henceforth, our training will be done with live weapons.

    "Nomig, you will move your team over to the waterfront. You will disperse into the buildings designated on your battle console and you will hold those buildings for as long as you can.

    "Gratle, your battalion will perform an assault of those buildings. Your mission will be to clear them of Nomig's fighters. Fanjo, you will do the same with Weezle. Clear out the building of all rival troops."

    Fanjo said, "When you say live weapons, you are talking virtual kill mode, right?"

    The colonel stopped in front of the officer. "Fanjo, why would we order our troops to shoot each other before we've even fought the enemy? Yes, VK. You will pass out the rules to your troops. A single torso strike, or three limb strikes and they lay down where they are. And please, all of you, set your suits to virtual tracking. I don't want to have to start again because one of you fouled up. Now go and prepare your troops, we will begin the war games in one hour."

    Mace turned, following the Karthian officers as they returned to their troops. Each assembled their officers and gave out commands. Mace walked behind, engaging the Human officers as the Karthians moved back to their command perch.

    "Major Carter, don't turn around. I have several messages for you. First, when the actual fighting begins, you will have no triage support. The Karthians plan to dispose of any men taken off the line. So keep you men alive and fighting. Second, when this skirmish here today begins, I want the aggressor to have victory. The defender should only offer a modest defense. Make it look reasonable, but allow the aggressor to win.

    "Our goal here is to grow confidence in the Karthian officers. You do that and they are much more likely to let you command your own troops when the real fighting comes. And from what I've seen, you will want to do that. Other than their own personal glory, they could care less about Humans."

    The major asked, "Who are you?"

    Mace replied, "For my own protection and yours, I can't say. Just know that at least a small group of us is out here trying to do what we can. And it's critical that you share this information with your other officers. When the time comes to fight you will have to fight to win. Not that you wouldn't be doing that anyway, but at least you now know some of what's going on. You can't trust the Karthians to be making decisions that are best for you.

    "They plan on moving you out in about three weeks. And I believe you will be involved in ground assaults on their enemy's cities. And these will be home armies fighting on their own soil."

    The major gave an order to one of his lieutenants. "Karcher, keep your men in step.

    "Can I ask about the attributes of those we're going to be fighting?"

    Mace replied, "I don't have that information, but I will do my best to get it for you. That as well as weapons and any tactics the Karthians may know about. You might ask your Karthian commanders for that information too. I can't see a reason for them to deny that to you. They do want to win. And if you ask, don't mention the Consortium, they'll want to know where you heard that name from."

    The major replied, "We already know of the Consortium. They were widely discussed during the king's attempted agreement with the Karthians. Unfortunately, they didn't share anything about their enemy with us except the name."

    "Then by all means, ask. Tell them you need to know everything they have on the Consortium fighters and what you might expect. Convince them you are not only fighting for yourselves, but for them too, as you've heard Humans might be allowed into their empire if all goes well. That is not true, but make them think you believe it to be true and they'll be more cooperative."

    "Will you be gathering information on the Karthians?"

    Mace replied, "We will. All we can. Our goal is to free all of us. Humans don't do well as slaves. We're too independent. History has shown us that."

    Nomig called to the major: "You, come here!"

    Mace said, "I'll feed you information as I get it. Until then, as I said, let the offensive battalion win these games."

    The major jogged over to the Karthian officer. Mace moved to each of the battalion officers to offer a similar speech. Following the data dump, he moved back to the command shuttle to observe the Karthians as they watched the war games play out.

    The Karthian colonel sat in a chair in front of a large holo-display. Two lieutenants serviced his viewing requests as the two defending battalions moved into position. When the attack signal was given, the aggressors moved down along the abandoned building fronts on the street leading to the defenders. Laser pulses flashed from broken-out windows.

    The streets were soon in chaos as eight hundred Human soldiers advanced up three avenues. Fierce firefights around the entryways to the buildings saw the defenders pushed back as the aggressors moved forward in a relentless barrage of laser pulses. Within minutes, the four Karthian officers and their junior staffs were eliminated from the fights.

    The captain of the colonel's command ship sat in a chair beside him. "They are efficient, and skilled."

    The colonel replied, "They are terrifyingly accurate, too. At least the attacking battalion is. I see critical mistakes being made on the defensive side."

    The captain said, "That could be easily solved with the proper training."

    The colonel raised his hand. "We don't need defensive stands. We need winning assaults. And both of those are winning assaults. If we get this kind of performance out of all the Human units, we might win this war in only a few days. Lieutenant, switch to the camera view of Nomig's battalion."

    A new image flashed up on the split screen. One quarter of the image showed Major Jackson Carter as he led the assault through the lobby of the building they had entered. The aggressors continued to push forward with a relentless spirit.

    The colonel took a deep breath. "Outstanding! I see why our conscripts on Redalt IV were slaughtered. These Humans are warriors. What do we have on their history?"

    The captain replied, "They had only just discovered dark matter. And it's believed that breakthrough was brought on by spies from the former Galactic Union. They attempted to subdue the Humans for their own fighting forces and were unsuccessful in their efforts to contain them."

    The colonel nodded. "Which is why we will be rid of them when this conflict is complete. That information is not for release, by the way."

    The captain continued: "They were still in the warring stage of development. Many individual nations with differing languages kept them all sharply divided and constantly fighting. That warrior-like mentality is still prevalent among them."

    The colonel nodded. "It shows. This officer, the major, I shall want to speak with him after this fight. He may just be our brigade commander. Although the captain of the second assault is doing equally as well. It looks as though it was good for the Humans that we didn't land ground troops during this fight. Their defensive tactics are abysmal."

    Fifty minutes into the first assault and fifty-three into the second, the last of the defenders were annihilated. The Karthian colonel had the commanding officers of the winning battalions brought to the command shuttle.

    "Major Carter, an excellent show of your leadership."

    The major nodded. "Thank you, sir. This is the kind of warfare we excel at."

    The colonel smiled. "Excellent. This is likely to be the warfare you will be fighting. The both of you should be proud of your leadership and the men you led. For this next round, you will each be defending while your counterparts take on the role of the aggressor. Should you perform equally as well, I will be making you first and second in command for my brigade. Under my Karthian officers, of course."

    The captain asked, "May I speak, sir?"

    The colonel nodded. "Please, be frank."

    The captain glanced up at the images of the aftermath on the display. "Well sir, your officers, they died early. They seemed timid with their orders and chaotic with their initial decisions. If our goal is to win whatever fight you will be placing us in, well, I'd hate to see needless loss because of leadership in the early stages of the fight. Our goal as warriors is to win and to win completely. We can't afford early losses on a battlefield we are unfamiliar with. It's not only bad for morale, but it can cost us key people that we may need later in the fight."

    The colonel clasped his hands together. "Are you suggesting that I cede field command to you, Captain?"

    The captain nodded. "I am."

    The colonel was silent for several seconds. "I shall take that request under consideration. Now... the two of you have buildings to defend. I should like to see how you manage your defenses."

    The winning Human commanders left the command shuttle. The losers were brought in front of the colonel.

    The Karthian colonel tapped his fingers together. "Gentlemen, your performance was less than impressive. Is this what we can expect when you go into battle?"

    A major for the battalion under Fanjo replied, "We aren't much for sitting still, Colonel. We're fighters. We move forward and overtake. Defenders are a different breed."

    The colonel sighed. "Yes, well I suppose you will have to show that to me. Should you be denied your mission goals in this second round, I will be looking to replace the two of you. Is that understood?"

    The major nodded. "Very clear, sir."

    The commanders were released. The second round went off similarly to the first. The aggressors moved boldly up the streets, powering their way into the building entryways. From there, lobbies and stairwells were cleared, followed by each of the floors. When the last man of each defending force was downed, the colonel called all four commanders back to the shuttle.

    The colonel was shaking his head. "Major Carter, you showed so much promise. Now you look weak. Your tactics were what I would expect from one of the former Galactic Union members. What do you have to say in your defense?"

    The major replied, "In all fairness, Colonel, we were each heavily trained in assault. You see, our nation was a superpower, we had little to worry about with regards to defense. No one would dare attack us. Our fights were generally assaults made elsewhere in the world. That's what we trained for. This upcoming fight is an assault, am I correct?"

    The colonel nodded. "It is."

    The major continued, "Then our performance will be similar to what you have seen with us being aggressors. Our goal will be to attack and defeat. Not to defend and hold."

    The colonel clasped his hands together, propping his fish-face atop his fingers. "Show me what you can do with an assault, Major. And you, Captain, you held out for fifty minutes last time. Can you do better?"

    The captain nodded. "We will do our best, sir."

    A third round of games were conducted. Again the aggressors were victorious. Two additional rounds with each battalion switching sides followed with the assaulting team coming away with a resounding victory each time. The colonel was giddy with excitement.

    The Karthian captain said, "I believe you have your winning team, Colonel. And I believe the major to be a competent choice to lead the troops. Your commander can follow from behind and report. I believe they would prefer that as well."

    The colonel smiled. "Yes. I agree. Tomorrow we begin working on the assault tactics to be used against the Consortium. We will train a side in the defensive tactics they can expect in the morning and conduct assaults throughout the afternoon. The day after we will switch sides. By the end of the week we might have a fighting force that is already able to be deployed. The general will be pleased."

    The captain asked, "Have you heard any news from the other commands?"

    The Karthian colonel nodded. "Reports of results similar to what we have seen here. Even the brigades designated as second and third-line are performing above expectations. The Consortium will be in for a shock in only a few weeks’ time. And you and I, Captain, will be there for the making of history."
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    Mace and Jordan Crawford each made the rounds, collecting the volunteers from their spying assignments. After landing in the field beside the cave entrance, the two teams took position on the gift shop porch.

    Mace said, "They plan on moving troops seventeen days from today. And they may be willing to allow our own commanders to lead. I took up post at the community center in Boston. They were running drills where our troops were assaulting buildings. From what I heard and could see, it would appear that will be what our people are used for. Their ships will attack and try to land as many troop transports as they can in the Consortium cities on Molingrad."

    Johnny replied, "I heard the same. They were running simulated attacks the last three days in D.C."

    Mace nodded. "I had the commanders see to it that the attackers always had a resounding victory. Since that's what the Karthians want to use us for, assaults, I thought it best that we give them confidence we were good at it. It worked, and from that the Karthian commander in Boston will recommend the Humans be allowed to command themselves on the battlefield. If we can manage that elsewhere, it should give our boys a better chance when the fighting starts. The Karthians don't care for Humans, so they would have no issue with commanding us to the slaughter."

    Jenny said, "There were three brigades in Pittsburgh. Their commanders had similar thoughts. Show themselves to be aggressors and the Karthians would allow them to lead their own assaults. They came to that conclusion on their own after I told them not to expect medical care. I overheard the Karthian commander say the name of the city he thought they would be assigned to conquer. Any way we can get intel on a city named Golguthin?"

    Mace nodded. "Perhaps. Check with Jeff. He has the complete data download from the first Karthian station we invaded, the data Jasper acquired. Ask him if it contains any information about the Consortium capital."

    The discussion continued for most of an hour before Jeff walked up to the porch. "I believe we can add a wormhole generator to one of the shuttles. I've made several repairs to the small damaged prototype unit. If it's again fully functional, you will be able to open a micro-wormhole the shuttle can pass through. I wish the news was better, but we only have the one unit."

    Mace replied, "Better news? That's great news! We can now make a trip to Centauri to check on Mr. Collins. When will the upgrade be ready?"

    Jeff looked over at the nearest shuttle. "Technically, it already is. The unit was designed to be portable. However, I would advise that we bolt it down until we’re familiar with its use. You wouldn't want it bouncing around in there the first time you took a heavy energy blast."

    Mace said, "Round up as many people as you need to make this happen, Mr. Moskowitz. This will give us a way off this planet."

    The small wormhole unit was added to the first shuttle. Again the free Humans sent their spies out to gather intel. When Mace had dropped off the last of his crew, the shuttle was turned toward space. As the ship reached the black void, a micro-wormhole was opened and the shuttle slipped through to the Alpha Centauri site. The Organ Cave was parked in a deep crevasse. Jasper and his crew were camped out in the quarters that had been constructed only a short time before.

    Mace opened a comm. "Mr. Collins?"

    Jasper replied, "You finally made it out here. Was beginning to think you'd been captured."

    Mace shook his head. "No. We were unable to contact you without giving away our location."

    Jasper said, "You have a shuttle. How'd you manage to escape? And who else is with you?"

    "Just me. The Karthians have conscripted everyone—other than our little group that is. The rest of man is now training for an invasion of the capital world of the Consortium. We're trying to feed them whatever information we can. As far as the escape goes, Doc figured out how to combine the gatrellium with copper to make a sort of signal inhibitor paint. The inside of this shuttle is covered with it. We're also using the holo-projector to make the ship visually invisible. Our comms we can't hide, so we haven't been using them."

    "How'd you get a wormhole open to out here?"

    "Doc managed to repair the prototype unit he was using to develop the wormhole weapon. It's aboard this shuttle now."

    Jasper gestured, "There's room in this bay. Bring it on in where we can talk face to face. I'll tell you what I've been up to."

    The shuttle landed. Jasper came out to greet Mace before leading him back to the lounge area where his crew spent most of their time.

    "You guys did a bang-up job with this complex. All we had to do was move in."

    Mace asked, "Where's all your people?"

    Jasper smiled. "They are back on Hardy and are doing well. That claim tag you spiked down did the trick. The Karthians showed up and then turned away. Haven't been back since."

    "I would advise switching it off unless and until they return. If the United Front shows up, you don't want them actually taking possession of that planet and kicking you off."

    Jasper nodded. "Already taken care of. So what can you tell me about their battle plans? Maybe I can start planning to throw a wrench in the works."

    Mace replied, "Not a good idea. What we need to do is to make sure our people not only win, but that they have value when the fighting is done. The Karthians have been talking about the extermination of us all should the Consortium sign some peace treaty they’ve been pushing."

    Jasper said, "And let me guess, Stark is cozying up to the Karthians in all this?"

    "He is, but not with the extermination aspect of this discussion. He's looking for an avenue where he can again seize control of the situation. And I have to support him in that endeavor. I believe the Karthians would carry out the genocide without a second thought. Just as Stark once referred to us as tools, they have the same outlook."

    Jasper scowled. "So what are we doing about it?"

    "Well, I'd like to say we were right on top of it, but our resources are limited. We have this coating on our suits and the holo-projectors that could be game-changers, just not with only a handful of people."

    Jasper asked, "How much of that paint could you get me? I still have thirty-five warships. I know that ain't much, but I could do a lot of damage if I can fly around unseen."

    Mace frowned. "The problem is that you can be seen when you're moving because of slight distortions in the holo-image. Of course that might be even less visible in space, but I couldn't be sure. And if you use your comms you will definitely be seen. With this tech you would be harder to detect and target, but not completely."

    Jasper rubbed his chin. "I've been trying to figure out how we could turn our little force into a pirate fleet of sorts. We'd jump into Karthian space, hit a cargo hauler and then come back with the booty. We're struggling right now to build anything because we don't have the factories. Even ship maintenance is difficult. I've got four birds I can't even fly because we don't have the means to fix them."

    "And just how is raiding cargo ships gonna give that to you?" Mace asked.

    Jasper smiled, "Through trade. The United Front and the Hoorka are still out there. With trade we can scrounge for the machine parts we need. I've got twelve million citizens who are willing to work their butts off should I have tasks for them to do. At the moment, that's building farms because we don't have the means to do much of anything else. Give me the right machines and we might even be able to build a new ship."

    Mace chuckled. "You're already up to new ship construction when you can't even build a refrigerator at the moment. I do like your ambition, though."

    "Yeah, well, I've got twelve million citizens who are extremely motivated. They would attack the Karthians if given the chance. Of course, at the moment we don't have battlesuits or weapons for them."

    Mace said, "You know, I just had a thought. I wonder if I could get Favia to make you battlesuits. We would need something to trade like you said, but I bet she could turn out as many of these suits as you wanted. They wouldn't have the paint coating on them, or the holo-projector, but we could apply that ourselves. Heck, from space they wouldn't even be able to detect that you were all down on the surface. And as far as ships go, I like your pirate fleet idea. You would have to do everything in your power to protect this technology. If the Karthians got it we would definitely be history."

    Jasper replied, "I thought Favia had trouble with anything military?"

    Mace shook his head. "She made the microwave stations. What her people won't allow is building ships that could be used to attack them at a future date. I think we can get hand weapons, suits, possibly even small transport ships if needed. We just need to have something to trade."

    "Time to start up the pirate fleet then."

    Mace stood and began to pace. "If we're gonna do this, we need to do it anonymously. If the Karthians believe this is being done by you, they will attack Hardy. My shuttle has a grappler. I say we make use of it. We scout out a suitable target, grab it, board it, and take it away. We can stuff the occupants in a shuttle or lifeboat and send them on their way."

    Jasper huffed, "Why even let them live? They're supporting the regime that just wiped out several dozen planets. I say we space 'em and move on. Don't waste a good shuttle or lifeboat on any of those scum."

    Mace slowly shook his head. "We're better than that. These are just pilots... glorified deliverymen. They aren't the ones calling the shots."

    Jasper scowled. "You people and your civilized rules. Remember, it was aliens who killed billions of Humans already. Now they force us to fight for them. I can't say I have a lot of empathy for any of them."

    Mace laughed. "What are you talking about? You have twelve million aliens who call you king. You have empathy for them, right?"

    "Of course I do. They're my people. They were just misguided when I first met them. Now they're on the right path."

    Mace said, "The average Karthian citizen may be misguided too. You don't want to give them a chance to come clean?"

    Jasper stared for several seconds. "You always do this, take something that is clean and easy and add a layer of morality to it."

    He shook his head in disgust. "I suppose you're right. We save our merciless furor for their leadership."

    Mace asked, "Have you done any scouting?"

    Jasper nodded. "We've made about a dozen jumps into their space to observe. We did find one route that was frequently traveled, but not so much so that you couldn't do a hit and run."

    Mace said, "I've got three days before I'm due back to pick people up. You have any interest in conducting a practice pirate run?"

    Jasper stood with a grin. "You talking about right now?"

    Mace nodded. "Pick a half dozen men and bring enough supplies to last us at least a few weeks. We can leave as soon as you're ready."

    Jasper slapped his hands together. "Captain Duash, round up five of your best fighters and bring them here. Pick someone to bring food supplies for eight people to Mr. Hardy's shuttle. And be snappy. Time's a-wasting."

    The shuttle lifted out through the gravity wall. After a short climb to orbit, a portal was opened to Karthian space. A two hour transit along the previously scouted route detected a kilometer-long food transport coming into sensor range. With her signature hidden, the shuttle moved in close, clamping to the side of the transport. A hole was cut in the hull and Mace, Jasper, and four Targarians moved onto the ship, while the two remaining Targarians stayed on the shuttle.

    Mace moved down a long hall. "They had to have seen the loss in pressure in that room. If a maintenance worker comes this way, wait for him to pass us and then take him from behind. I don't expect to get much of a fight from any crew on here."

    Seconds later, two Karthian workers turned into the hallway carrying large tool bags. "This is the second breach this cycle. This bucket is due for the scrapyard. One of these days she's just going to break in half."

    The other maintenance worker replied, "How long have you been on her?"

    The first scowled. "Too long. Seven cycles. I have another three on my contract. I just hope she holds together that long."

    Two balled fists struck down the Karthian crewmen. The unconscious bodies were dragged into a nearby room and stripped of their comm gear. The metal door to the room was tacked to its frame with a plasma welder.

    Five minutes later the crew quarters were raided and the sleeping crewmen subdued and locked away. A short walk had the newly proclaimed pirates standing on the bridge with the captain and two other crewmen laid out on the floor.

    Mace said into his comm, "Bring the shuttle around front. Open a wormhole to Alpha Centauri and have the captain of the Organ Cave open a wormhole from here to there using the coordinates I'm sending. We'll be bringing the transport through."

    Mace turned. "They have lifepods?"

    Jasper nodded. "Two. Gonna be tight with ten crewmen, but they should be fine. There's usually a boat coming through here a couple times a day."

    Mace said, "Make sure they have an emergency transponder on them that works. We may be thieves now, but we aren't murderers."

    Jasper shook his head. "You and your morals. You do realize we are at war, right?"

    "I do. And we would want the same treatment for our civilians. Check the pods. Put them on and let's get home."

    Jasper said, "You know, they haven't even seen us. They have no idea of what's happening here. They will at some point, but right now... they don't know jack. What would you say if I revealed myself as my multi-skulled monster-looking holo-image? Might leave the Karthians thinking some new pirate species is running around out here."

    Mace nodded. "I think that's an excellent idea. If they end up with two or three sightings of that thing, they will flood this route with resources. We might even overtake a small warship or two. Anything that will add a distraction or divert resources away from their current plans."

    Jasper grinned. "Well, let's get this ship back and roll back out here for another."

    The holo-projector surrounding Jasper Collins switched to that of the monster he had dreamed up when the projector had first been used. The Karthian captain and his crew looked on with terrified expressions. Jasper yelled out commands in a phony language before gesturing for them to get up and get moving. His Targarian soldiers brought the other crewmen to the lifepod deck, posing as skulled monsters, and forced them into the crowded pods.

    The emergency beacons were flipped on, checked, and the lifepods launched out into the void. A wormhole opened in front and the shuttle and the newly-captured transport slipped through to Alpha Centauri. The crew of the Organ Cave was given orders to transfer the cargo to Hardy, strip the ship of all useful materials, and then dispose of the rest. The first pirate raid into Karthian space was quickly deemed a success.
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    Two additional raids were made to the Karthian trade route. A cargo transport loaded with plumbing parts, and an ore hauler carrying components for fertilizer, were soon dumping their loads on Hardy before the ships were stripped of all useful materials and otherwise dismantled. The makeup of the gatrellium-copper paint was given to the Targarian king and work was begun on turning his small number of warships into a stealth pirate fleet. The first raids were expected at the same time the Humans were to be moved to Molingrad.

    After a hop back to Earth, Mace returned to the cave with his cadre of spies.

    Johnny said, "The D.C. unit has been training non-stop on invading buildings. The Human commanders have shown themselves to be superior when it comes to making battlefield decisions and giving orders. The Karthians in charge have been relegated to staying in back and reporting progress to their superiors.

    Mace asked, "Anyone still have Karthian commanders in charge of assaults?"

    Jane said, "New York does. And they're awful. Gonna get a lot of people needlessly killed. Our colonel thinks there may have to be some early friendly-fire incidents to resolve the issue."

    Jordan Crawford added, "I was just at Albany. They haven't released command yet either, but their Karthian commanders are actually competent. They listen to the Humans they are fighting alongside."

    Mace looked around at the volunteers. "Who here got names of the cities their brigade would attack?"

    Jane raised her hand first. "I have three. Each battalion is being assigned a target city. The ones mentioned were Tallifus, Mount Lada, and Bourne."

    Johnny said, "The D.C. brigade is sticking together and taking on the capital, a city named Sranece. I managed to get a detailed map of their systems. Was gonna try to get it to the brigade commander for further study. The Karthians are being tight with that type of information. I'm guessing the leak of one city name could give away the target, giving the Consortium a chance to ready a defense."

    Two additional spy trips were made, this time to different community centers. After a roundup, the volunteers were again returned to the cave.

    "Mr. Hobbs, how are the Brits looking?" Mace asked.

    "They're as ready as can be expected, Mr. Hardy. Three of the four brigades I've visited have taken full control of their troops during the practice assaults. The one thing we've failed to obtain is a visual image of the average Consortium citizen."

    Mace looked around at the others. "Has anyone seen what we'll be up against?"

    No one responded.

    Mace sighed. "We still have a few days. Johnny, interested in a trip out to Molingrad?"

    Johnny replied, "Jane and I were thinking about that earlier. If we can get a good idea of the defenses we'll be up against during the initial assault, maybe Jasper's ships could come in and give a hand with clearing a path to the surface for our troops. The Karthian admiral overseeing D.C. made the statement that they think they'll lose upwards of 25 percent of the assault transports before ever reaching the ground. I'd like to give our people at least a reasonable fighting chance."

    Mace nodded. "Good suggestion. Let's get all the city information we have together, followed by any assault plans the Karthians have. We'll take that to Jasper and try to figure out how to best protect our people on the way in. Once they're on the ground we won't be able to do much for them."

    The information was gathered. A short trip was made to the Alpha Centauri site where Jasper was given a new mission. With the data transferred, the shuttle was turned toward Molingrad.

    Johnny said, "You know, we’ve never given this bird a name. I think she deserves one."

    "What'd you have in mind?"

    Johnny shrugged. "Well, we could go the route of honoring sacrifice with maybe a Heeb or something. Or a tribute to the doc for his hard work at making it what it is... the Moskowitz."

    "How about something to honor us all? Maybe the Sapien."

    Johnny laughed. "Lame. Hey, how about the Royal Fortune? That's what Black Bart liked to call most of his ships—since we're in the pirate business now."

    Mace nodded. "I actually like that one. Enter it into her registry as the name. We'll see what royal fortunes we can claim from the Karthians."

    Johnny grinned as he pretended to hold up a hook hand. "Arrrgg! Ye Royal Fortune has resurfaced and she's already begun her plundering!"

    Mace shook his head. "You really need to work on your pirate voice. That wouldn't have scared a second-grader."

    Johnny sighed. "Never been a good impersonator. Jane's told me that a thousand times. You know what I should do though? I should make a new image for my suit projector. It can be my space-pirate persona. Jasper has his monster, I'll have a non-Human pirate."

    A micro-wormhole opened and the Royal Fortune moved through to the Molingrad system. Having opened a portal at a sufficient distance to be out of sensor range, the flight in took three hours. The newly named pirate vessel gently slowed to a stop within a million kilometers of her target. There stretched out before them, lay sixteen battlestations, surrounded by a hundred warships each.

    Johnny said, "Performing a passive scan. We'll have our data in just a sec. After that we can get out of here."

    Mace replied, "No. I think we should sit here for a bit… take it all in. Look for vulnerabilities we can explore further."

    Johnny winced. "We're in pretty close here. This shielding isn't 100 percent. The right sensor tech might just pick us out of the noise. Besides, we can analyze all this from the safety of elsewhere. We don't have to actually be looking at it."

    Mace held up a hand. "Just hang on. I'm thinking... what was it Stark used to destroy that first Karthian station?"

    "Nukes. I think he had five small ones. Wasn't much left. One probably would have done the trick."

    Mace nodded. "What if we placed a nuke on each of those stations? We could do that without ever being seen."

    "I'm listening... go on."

    "We slap a projector and gatrellium paint on a bomb, coupled with a small fusion reactor to power it. They would never know they were there. We could set them off all at once when the invasion started. Might even take out a sizable number of those ships parked around them."

    Johnny shook his head. "I'd say that was fighting dirty. I like it. Where do we get the nukes?"

    "I think Jasper still has a few of the nuclear ships. Otherwise we'll have to get in touch with Stark. I'm certain he has Earth's former stockpiles rounded up."

    The observations went on for several hours with nothing new learned or decided. The Royal Fortune turned and slowly made her way back to quiet space. A jump was made to Alpha Centauri and the data dropped off before another making another jump back to Earth.

    Mace walked into Jeff's lab with Johnny in tow. "Doc, how things looking?"

    "No change."

    Mace frowned. "I know I don't have to say this, but just keep at it. We still need that weapon. And while I'm here I guess I'll fill you in on the latest. We're exploring an attack on the Molingrad system. The Consortium has sixteen battlestations in orbit around that planet. We're thinking of using our tech to build a nuke that has a holo-projector and gatrellium paint. We'd sneak one on each of those battlestations and then detonate them as the fighting began."

    Jeff nodded. "I would think you would have a high probability of success with something like that. Assuming you can get onto each station unseen."

    "We have one major wrinkle at the moment," Mace replied. "We don't have any nukes. I'm hoping to make contact with Stark as I'm sure he's got some of our old stockpile stuffed away somewhere."

    Jeff said, "Why not just use the reactors?"

    "What do you mean?"

    Jeff pulled an image of a standard reactor up above his arm pad. "Add a holo-projector as you mentioned, and set a small explosive to take out the containment system. You could even ignite the small hydrogen store that it comes with. Wouldn't be quite as powerful as a nuclear explosion, but I bet a well placed device would take out a station. Even one as large as those Consortium units."

    Johnny slapped Mace on the shoulder. "I do like the doc, and I especially like this idea. We already have the parts. We just need to pull them together."

    A single standard reactor was pulled from the wreckage of the Rogers. The exterior casing was scarred from the fires that had ravaged the downed ship, but the internals remained functional.

    Mace shook his head. "It's too big. We wouldn't be able to move it up or down hallways when we got it aboard one of those battlestations. This is where a small nuke would work wonders."

    Jeff looked over the device. "I think you're right. Gnaga and I could work to cut half the size from this reactor, but it would remain unwieldy. You need a mini-reactor such as the one powering the wormhole generator on your shuttle."

    Johnny said, "The Royal Fortune."

    Jeff looked up. "What?"

    "The Royal Fortune. We gave it a name. Since we're pirates now, we named it after Black Bart Roberts' pirate ships. Seemed fitting."

    Jeff nodded. "Very well, like the reactor on the Royal Fortune."

    Mace asked, "Do we have any of those or can we build some?"

    Jeff frowned. "I would venture to say it would take us the better part of a year to build a new reactor from the ground up."

    Johnny said, "We are pirates. We could go steal some."

    Jane was standing nearby. "A lot of the smaller outbuildings surrounding those community centers have their own mini-reactors. We could get the sixteen we need from those."

    Jenny added, "We just have to raid a couple centers that aren't next-door to us. That downed ship has caused enough heat. We had our third low-level flyover by a Karthian scout this morning."

    Johnny looked at Mace. "We don't have much time if we're gonna do this. The Karthians may start moving our people out any day now."

    Mace gestured toward the shuttle. "Let's go collect a few mini-reactors."

    Bontu Montak volunteered a team of four Mawga to assist with the reactor removal. The Royal Fortune was soon in the air, settling beside a community center in Mexico City.

    The target building, a small factory now being used by the Karthians to produce packaged meals, sat largely empty as the center had been repurposed for training Human soldiers. A single Karthian guard was subdued and the mini-reactor removed. Two additional buildings at the complex were hit before the Royal Fortune moved on. Seven hours later, the shuttle returned to Organ Cave.

    Holo-projectors were taken from a dwindling supply. The reactors were then painted with the gatrellium coating. Testing of the units followed, with all sixteen being certified as ready by Jeff Moskowitz and Gnaga Klept.

    Jeff said, "We added the bits that should allow the unit to go critical. In addition, Gnaga has added a two-liter hydrogen store to each. When the unit goes off, the store will be fractured, giving ample fuel for a sizable explosion. This device would have the power to fully demolish a cruiser. The battlestations are quite large, but an explosion of this sort should easily take them offline for quite some time. They would no longer be an issue in the coming fight."

    "How do we set them off?" asked Johnny.

    "Gnaga installed a comm device on each. They only listen, so there's no worry of the comm giving the unit away during a sensor sweep. When the unit receives a message with the text 'revengeoftherogers,’ a second or two later there should be a sizable hole in the interior of the battlestation it's located on. You will want to be well clear of it at that time as it could set of larger secondary explosions if the hydrogen stores on those stations are breached."

    Mace picked up a unit. "Twenty-five kilograms? A good one person lift. Good job, Doc."

    Jeff nodded. "Twenty-six point four to be exact. We could work over the design and trim off a few kilograms, but we thought it unnecessary."

    Johnny said, "Let's get 'em aboard and get 'em out there."

    Mace looked around the room. "Jenny, I'd like you to pilot for us. We have room for eight. That's myself, Johnny, Mr. Crawford, Mr. Hobbs, Mr. Mallott, Mr. Mueller, Brad Johnson and Neil Franks."

    Johnny laughed. "Johnson and Franks."

    Jane sighed as she shook her head. "You are such a juvenile sometimes. Mace, what's with the all male crew carrying this out?"

    Mace replied. "Pick up the unit."

    Jane looked down, squatting before lifting it up.

    "You feel secure? Think you can carry that for as much as a kilometer? Feel good about being able to dodge someone coming at you down a hall without banging it into a wall?"

    Jane scowled. "With the exoskeleton built into this suit... I feel fine."

    "How about this: you come along as a backup; Jenny will drop each of us on a station. If someone calls for help, she can drop you on that station to respond."

    Jane shook her head. "Big problem with that scenario. We aren't gonna be using any comms. They'd give us away. So here's what I'll do. I'll ride out with you and then I'll stay on the shuttle. If something does break out, I'll be there for help."

    Mace laughed. "That's what I just said. Of course we aren't using comms. But if the situation warrants it, we do want to bring our people home. I do like the idea of you being there to assist. Anyone else have any questions or comments?"

    No replies were returned.

    Mace gestured toward the shuttle. "Let's get these units aboard and ready to use."

    A return flight was made to Molingrad. One by one the eight stealth soldiers of the renegade Human resistance carried their reactor units onto the Karthian battlestations. Mace was the last to be dropped off.

    Jenny said, "Keep it clean and be careful. I'll be back here in exactly two hours for a pick-up."

    Mace nodded and smiled just before his holo-projector flipped on. In an instant he disappeared. The Royal Fortune moved into a docking bay. When the coast was clear, the rampway was lowered just enough for Mace to hop down to the deck. The ramp closed and the shuttle departed.

    Mace Hardy, carrying the twenty-six kilogram reactor-bomb, slowly began to make his way down a long hallway toward the interior of the giant station, dodging personnel. As he came closer to the end, a balcony-way came into view that looked down on a room covered with rows upon rows of racks, a klaxon style alarm sounded.

    The hallway was suddenly filled with Consortium soldiers, rapidly deploying to one station or another. Mace ducked into an alcove as the mayhem erupted. Two Consortium officers stopped just to the left of his location. The language used was unrecognizable; the officers, as well as all the personnel on the station, wore battlesuits with shielded helmets. Other than their unusually tall, thin frames, they appeared as most of the other bipedal species Mace had encountered.

    Forty seconds after the alarm had sounded, it again went silent. The officers conversed for several seconds before turning and cordially walking back toward where they had come from. Evidently the alarm was nothing more than a drill.

    Mace checked the translation algorithm running on his arm pad. It read 33 percent.

    Several minutes later the foot traffic in the hallway had slowed to its previous pace. Leaving the device on the floor of the alcove, Mace took the opportunity to observe from the balcony. Without enabling a comm broadcast, a comm check was performed to see if the signal needed to detonate the device would have sufficient strength. It did.

    Mace stood at the balcony rail, looking down over the rack room. Looking back, he had passed four major bulkheads. His confidence was high that he had reached a sufficiently interior portion of the ship. A short search located a nearby storeroom. The device was carried in and deposited under a number of storage crates. A long walk had him back in the docking bay awaiting pick-up.

    As the two hour mark approached, two Consortium workers stopped in the middle of the bay. Their conversation continued as the two hour rendezvous came and went and no sign of the Royal Fortune could be seen. Five minutes after the appointed time, the two workers continued on their way. The shuttle ramp popped into view as the workers rounded a far corner. Mace was quickly aboard, flipping his faceshield open.

    Jane said, "You're sweating."

    Mace nodded. "Yeah, that was a bit nerve-racking. The suit couldn't keep up with the cooling. Where's everyone else?"

    "They missed their pick-ups," said Jenny. "We have to go around again in two hours. With those goofballs standing out there on the deck I thought we were gonna miss you, too. You get it deployed?"

    Mace smiled. "Deployed and hidden. I took it through at least four bulkheads. When it goes off, the deep interior of that station should have little left. It looks as though it's near some kind of storage facility. For what I'm not sure."

    Mace continued: "They ran a drill as I was carrying it in. Lasted all of forty-five seconds. I was sure I had been detected. The hallway I was in filled with people hurrying to get to somewhere. I got lucky and was able to duck to one side."

    Jane said, "Yeah, about those people, they aren't bios."

    "What? They're bipeds just like most everyone else. Taller than the others but still similar. And I have them speaking. Have a 78 percent lock on their spoken language now. Was thinking of asking you to take me back until I could get a full lock."

    Jenny shook her head. "No need. We've already got it. And as she said, they aren't bios. They're machines. AIs."

    Mace chuckled. "AIs? They can't all be that. There's too many and they seemed too individualistic for that."

    "That entire station showed zero full-size bios. We got the same from the others. I went back and checked your scan logs from your first visit out here. No signs of large bios then either. Looks like the Consortium may be made up of androids."

    Mace sighed. "It just keeps getting better, doesn't it? Were you able to gather any data from the planet?"

    Jenny nodded. "First thing we did when we dropped you off. If we count comm indicators, they have close to a billion down there. Our little assault force is going to be drastically outnumbered."

    Mace sat in a chair. "Well, let's get the others rounded up and get back. We'll want to pay a few more visits to the Karthian ships to see if we can gather any more info from there. I did overhear them talking about fighting drones. Wasn't sure what that meant at the time. Could just mean Consortium soldiers."

    The other seven stealth spies were collected on the second trip around. A run on the remaining eight battlestations went smoothly—all reactor-bombs placed and secured. After a short ride to free space, a jump was made back to Earth.
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    Having just finished breakfast, Mace sat on the steps of the porch at the gift shop with Jenny. "Think this will ever be over?"

    Jenny shrugged. "Don't know. Not really going in our favor at the moment."

    Mace laughed. "That's an understatement. An alien species is about to march a third of our people off to fight a war with some androids. Speaking of that, from what I saw they acted almost like any other species we've encountered. They were definitely patterned after bios. You have to wonder who built them."

    Jenny said, "I suppose once we invade we may find some of that out. One thing that's been bugging me though: if the goal is to invade and attack down on the surface, how were the Karthians planning to get past those stations? You couldn't just rush past and land. They could hit your ship any time from the moment you entered orbit all the way down to the surface. Something about this assault doesn't seem right. I think we're missing pieces of the puzzle."

    Mace replied, "Every community center we've been to has the same directive. Attack the cities."

    Jenny nodded. "While that's true, we've barely scratched the surface when it comes to covering the community centers. What if all the ones in Asia, or in some other locale, what if they were being directed to assault those battlestations? We don't want to be blowing up our own people."

    Mace put his hand on top of hers. "If that's the case then we just make sure we blow those stations before our people get there. Otherwise we hold off, because those stations will obviously be cut out of the fight for the surface if they're being invaded."

    Jenny took a deep breath. "I suppose."

    Mace said, "My bigger concern is, when are we gonna have another picnic?"

    Jenny chuckled. "Just like a guy. We're talking about war and you try to suddenly switch the topic to romance. Always working the angle for your one-track mind."

    "Is it working?"

    Jenny smiled. "It's not... not working."

    Mace leaned in for a kiss.

    Johnny clomped up onto the porch. "Please, get a room already."

    Jenny pulled back and sighed. "Good morning, Johnny."

    Mace said, "Don't you need to change the oil on the shuttle or something?"

    Johnny laughed. "Nope. We have lifetime oil on there. Anyway, I was thinking, when this invasion starts, what are we going to be doing? Do we board ships? Do we go down and assist on the surface? Sit back and watch? What?"

    "That's what we have to figure out between now and then."

    Johnny said, "I would almost lean toward the ground assault. If we attack a ship, who's to say the Karthians don't then start shooting at it? Whatever we do, we can't coordinate with them. We'd be giving ourselves away."

    A second shuttle suddenly appeared in the field. The ramp lowered and Jasper Collins walked out. Seconds later, he stood in front of the porch steps.

    "That gatrellium paint is a wonderful thing. Had we had that earlier, we could have pushed these Karthians out of the galaxy. As it stands now, though, we don't have enough ships."

    Johnny said, "You sure got that shuttle converted fast. You couldn't have done much testing on it."

    "We did enough. What's the topic of discussion this morning?"

    Mace said, "We were just thinking about how we might contribute when the fighting starts."

    Jasper hopped onto the porch, settling into his rocking chair. "If you count the smaller ones, there are eleven hundred of these community centers in the U.S. alone. Each of those centers will be putting up anywhere from one to four brigades of first-liners. I looked over the data you collected for Molingrad. There are fourteen thousand cities of various sizes on that planet. We don't have fourteen thousand brigades. The Karthians must have some ordered plan in the works for who assaults what. We need to get a hold of that plan."

    Mace nodded. "We could do another spy run with that as our goal. We'll have to do it fast, though. We expect them to start moving troops any day now."

    Johnny said, "We aren't doing anything right now. Should I gather the others?"

    Mace replied, "I'd say yes. We may not have much time. Have everyone meet at the shuttle."

    Jenny smiled. "I guess this means our morning date is over?"

    Mace stood, holding out his hand to help her up. "Once the fighting is done, we'll take up where we left off."

    The team stood in front of the shuttle ramp.

    Mace said, "Our mission today is to find out the full battle plans of the Karthians. Get with the brigade commanders and follow them up the chain of command. You might have to make several ship hops to get any information. All I ask is that you be mindful of the Karthians pulling out. We don't want to get trapped on their command ships when we have no private way to communicate. So keep on your toes. We'll be hitting the bigger centers this morning as they are more likely to have higher level people connected to them."

    Jasper said, "I have six of my people with me. Where do you want us?"

    Mace replied, "I want you back at the Alpha where you can finish upgrading your fleet. We'll use the Organ Cave as our command ship once the hostilities start."

    The Royal Fortune, piloted by Johnny Tretcher, lifted through the projected image that surrounded the complex and was soon depositing spies at the major community centers. The Army Ranger was dropped near the center at Boston.

    A shuttle ride with the colonel had Mace Hardy on the command ship of the regional admiral, Pans Lukra. A second shuttle ride placed him in the company of the North American Karthian commander, General Flax Flox, who reported directly to the Karthian military council.

    Flox greeted the admiral with a bow. "Lukra, I take it we are ready?"

    The admiral nodded. "Twenty-five hundred brigades, six thousand battalions, as requested. And they are very much prepared, sir. I would add that I'm glad it isn't our troops going up against them."

    "If all goes well, the Consortium citizens will soon be our troops as well."

    The admiral pulled back. "Sir?"

    The general smiled. "The treaty we will be pressing for is one where the Consortium is eventually forced to join with us fully. And when that happens, imagine an army of those android drones attacking wherever we wish. If an android is killed we only need to replicate it. No more training conscripts or having to deal with unrest."

    Lukra replied, "The AI’s are foolish. They control vast resources and have the power to grow their force by billions. They aren't bad fighters. With a bit of reprogramming they could be so much more."

    Flox said, "Yes. Whoever created them are fools. Such an asset, and yet each is made to be an individual. Imagine what the hive mind of a billion androids could accomplish. I suppose we should be thankful they are programmed the way they are. They're machines, and yet they have no direct links to each other besides the standard comms as we have. As machines, why the need to act as individuals?"

    Lukra shook his head. "I don't understand why our scientists can't design our own android army."

    The general scowled. "The brain controlling those machines is still too complex for our people to understand. We've studied it for years. Every attempt to replicate it has been an abject failure. The android soldiers we created were either too docile or too aggressive to be controlled. Or just too dumb to be effective. We need access to the labs on that planet and the factories where they are being manufactured. That is the primary goal of our mission at Molingrad. We've trained the Australian force with the purpose of securing those facilities without causing damage."

    The admiral smiled. "We are only days away from making Karthian history, General. The lessons our children's offspring will study will have great names in them such as Flax Flox and Pans Lukra."

    An aide interrupted with a message. "Important communiqué from Terrex, General."

    The general nodded as he opened a comm channel to the incoming message. After several minutes of watching, the general turned with a smile of his own.

    "Such a weak response. The Consortium has attempted to use an electromagnetic storm weapon against Terrex. With the wormhole device, our ships were able to jump immediately to the source and destroy it."

    "Was there any damage?"

    The general shook his head. "Only minor so far. However, those waves will continue for another month. Command has postponed our raid for a few days as systems are evaluated and brought back online. There is also an effort to move a blocking field into the path of the waves. Doubtful as to whether they will be able to cover a large enough area to stop it all."

    The admiral said, "That weapon was used to bring this planet to its knees."

    The general scowled. "The Consortium are fools to think we would just sit and allow this. And Command are fools for pushing back the start of this campaign. The sooner we have control of that planet the sooner we can begin to build our armies. I am far more worried about the United Front than the Consortium. The latter we know how to deal with."

    Lukra replied, "I was there for the assault of the Mawga capital and saw firsthand the strength of their weapons. You are right to be worried."

    Flox scoffed. "Worried I am not. Concerned that our leadership will only offer a tepid response to that atrocity, yes. They have chosen to take sides with our enemy. And for that they will pay."

    The admiral stood. "When the word comes, my forces will be ready for Molingrad. Although I will have to say that I am envious of Admiral Waklen and his Australians. They will undoubtedly receive praise for taking and holding the most important locations of this conflict."

    The general leaned back in his chair as he crossed his stubby arms. "It will be a glorious victory, Admiral. We will all share in the praise. Imagine never again having to waste months training your armies. You want ship assaults, upload a program. Jungle fighting? Another upload. You would instantly have a fighting force tailored to your needs. And none of the issues associated with officers not precisely following your orders."

    The admiral nodded. "True. But any loss will also make us fully accountable. A single battle could ruin one's career."

    The general smiled. "Then we have to make certain there is at least one layer of command between us and the fight, Admiral. Blame can always be positioned to benefit those higher up in the command chain. This is why you have direct brigade commanders, is it not?"

    The admiral bowed. "As always, your reasoning is wise, General Flox. I should be returning to my duties in the city they called Boston."

    The general gestured toward a chair. "Please have a seat for a moment, Admiral. I have an item I'd like to discuss."

    The admiral settled back into the chair.

    "As you know, I am a bit of a history buff. I've mapped out and extensively studied the battles of both Merconia and Rollitz. I credit those studies, at least in part, for my ability to rise through the ranks to my current position. Knowledge of the past makes for both efficient and effective planning. These Humans have been remarkable with their ability to respond and to counter our assaults. I should like to study some of their history. You brought me several books on an earlier visit. I would like to acquire more."

    The admiral nodded. "Any particular subject matter? Their library resources, while crude as compared to ours, are extensive and remain largely intact. Perhaps battles local to the city itself? Or wider conflicts between nations?"

    Flox smiled. "I should like the local details if possible. I find the most useful information as to strategy and tactics is always found at the lowest level conflicts. The actions of the individual commander can easily sway the outcome of a fight. From what I have seen of these Humans, they are farmers of their history as well. Perhaps we can learn a thing or two from them."

    "I will send a detail to gather the texts you seek, General."

    Flox waved his hand toward the door. "That is all, Admiral. I can see you are eager to return. I'll hold you up no longer."

    The admiral stood, bowed, and walked out into the hall. Mace waited in the room with the general, his mission yet to be fulfilled.

    An aide walked in. "Mr. Cospe, I would like to return to Terrex to assess the situation for myself. Make the arrangements. I will meet you on the bridge in a few minutes."

    Mace turned, slowly slipping out of the room and into the hall. A fast walk turned into an all-out run as he raced for the docking bay. The ramp of the admiral's shuttle was beginning to lift as he entered the large open space. Five long steps and a leap had him sliding through the open door and slamming into the base of a storage closet. A startled crewman turned back for a look.

    Minutes later, the admiral's shuttle was setting down just southwest of what had once been Boston Commons. A command was given to an aide. He would find three Humans who were familiar with the history of Boston and use those three to identify books that would meet the general's request. Mace stayed aboard, shadowing the admiral as the task was carried out. Two hours later, the aide returned with a stack of books.

    The two dozen books collected were biographies of Bostonians who had fought in wars ranging from the original English settlements of America, through the American Revolution, and several with involvement in the two world wars.

    As the admiral walked down the shuttle ramp to the grass below, Mace followed. As he stepped onto the turf of the area that still held the statue of George Washington, an invisible arm blocked his path. Mace waited as a hand gripped his shoulder.

    When the admiral and his aide had reached a sufficient distance, Johnny whispered: "Thought I might catch you following him."

    "Something happen at D.C.?"

    Johnny said, "Yeah, they're all leaving. Transports landed almost an hour ago."

    "Any take-off yet?"

    "No. But they are loading everyone aboard. Those who have been drilling at least. You find out anything?"

    Mace pulled on Johnny's hand, leading him over to beside the Washington statue. "Apparently the Consortium used an electromagnetic storm weapon on the Karthian world named Terrex. They destroyed the ship causing the waves, but they estimate they have another month’s worth of bombardment coming their way."

    "This the same weapon that clobbered us?"

    "It has to be. Looks like the Consortium was fooling around in this space before the Galactic Union. From the sounds of it, the damage so far has been minor, but enough for them to postpone the raid on Molingrad for a day or two. Any luck with finding out any plans?"

    "Yes and no. I didn't get any specifics, but I did get a view of a map of Molingrad and what troops would be positioned where. I'd say they have an initial set of maybe two thousand cities they plan to hit. Where they go next I didn't see or they didn't show."

    Mace added, "I think the general running the North American cities is competent. That's both good and bad. It may be good for keeping our people alive, but bad once we have to take him on.

    "Oh, and it's as we suspected, the Consortium is made up of all AIs. Strange thing, though, and I have to agree with the Karthian consensus, each of those AI’s is independent. They’re all individuals just like us. Now it makes sense as to why they were having normal conversations with each other. Otherwise I'd have thought they'd have been communicating silently through comms. Someone designed them with individualism in mind."

    Johnny offered a single chuckle in response. "That is odd. When you think of artificial intelligence, you think about the advantages they would have by all being able to communicate with each other at once. Solving problems, working together... as a collective they could accomplish way more, but it would be at the cost of their individualism as you say. So somebody designed them to actually be like us."

    "I'm thinking it might be advantageous for us to go grab one of them for interrogation. Wouldn't hurt to let Doc give them a look-over as well. Might be something useful we can pass to our people before the rest of them get pulled."

    Johnny said, "I have the shuttle. We could go and be back before the others are scheduled for a pick-up."

    Mace reached out, placing his hand on Johnny's shoulder. "Lead the way."
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    The shuttle landed in an empty docking bay of one of the Consortium battlestations.

    Mace stood, staring at a video image of the bay. A lone Consortium android stood over several crates, entering information into an electronic clipboard.

    Johnny said, "You waiting on an invitation?"

    Mace replied, "No. Just wondering how I take him... or it, without setting off some kind of alarm."

    Johnny stood. "Have a seat. I'll show you how it's done."

    "What are you planning?"

    "Just sit back and watch."

    A bottom hatch to the shuttle was dropped down. Johnny lowered himself quietly down to the deck. The hatch door was pushed closed. Mace watched as the worker continued with its task for most of a minute. He took note of the stems that supported two video feeds as they were each bent to face away from the target.

    The tranquility of the scene was broken as the android fell forward into one of the open crates. A lid was flipped closed and a latch fastened shut. The crate then began to slide across the open bay. The ramp was lowered as the crate reached the invisible shuttle. Mace grabbed the other end, lifting it up. Johnny followed and the package was soon aboard.

    As the ramp closed, Johnny said, "See... wasn't so bad."

    Mace pointed as he sat. "Not so fast."

    Another worker walked into the bay. The android stood staring at the electronic clipboard that lay on the ground next to where the crate had been. A wrist-comm was raised and a request for a connection was made. The lone android then turned and walked to the side of the room, taking a seat on a nearby crate. The Royal Fortune quietly lifted out of the bay and was soon zipping away to free space. When the jump to Earth was complete, the crate was moved into Jeff's lab. Mace stood back with a plasma rifle as Johnny flipped the latch and lifted the lid. A confused android lay in the bottom of the crate.

    Johnny turned off his holo-projector before stepping into full view. "Welcome to my world."

    The android replied, "Where am I? Who are you?"

    Johnny grinned. "They call me Johnny the Robot Killer. What do they call you?"

    The android replied with a confused look, "I am Rogelar 4147."

    Johnny laughed. "4147? Who named you that?"

    The android slowly pushed itself to its feet. "My parents. Who named you Johnny the Robot Killer?"

    Mace laughed. "I might actually have to like these people."

    Johnny turned. "They aren't people. They're machines."

    The android gave a look. "While my biomechanics may be artificial in nature, I am otherwise every bit as people as you are. And what are you? You appear to have a mechanical exterior. How does that make you more people than I?"

    Mace again laughed as he stepped closer. "We have a few questions for you. You answer them and we might just take you back to where we found you."

    Mace looked down at a timer on his arm pad. "Johnny, I think we have this covered. Time for you to go back and get the others. The doc and I will be here with Roge when you return."

    Mace gestured toward the captive. "Step out of the box and take a seat over there."

    The android complied.

    Mace said, "How is it you are an android, manufactured, and yet you appear to be an individual?"

    "This is a question we must answer with each new species we interact with. I am in possession of a hybrid computer core. It's my brain, if you would. I will own this brain for a hundred Molingrad cycles if I survive that long. It was given to me by my great grandfather when his time was up. The memories were scrubbed and my initial core uploaded. I've been learning and growing ever since. This body is my seventh stage of evolution. I have four more to go."

    Jeff moved closer. "So you are given this core at… birth… and your memories and abilities are all learned from that point on?"

    Roge nodded. "Three cycles to walk, four to communicate. At our fifth cycle we begin our formal education. On our twentieth cycle we enter the workforce, can take a mate, and we can apply to start a family if so desired."

    "Fascinating," said Jeff. "Their experience mirrors ours almost exactly. You talk of family. How is that possible?"

    Roge gestured toward his bulbous round head. "When my core reaches twenty cycles it has the ability to split. This happens every twenty cycles. If we are willing and able, the split is allowed and a new member is added to our family."

    Mace said, "You mentioned grandfather. Does that mean you have both male and female bodies."

    Roge nodded. "We are programmed with a random seed at birth which determines our gender. From that moment on we are given either a male body or a female body, depending on the outcome of the seed. We are given new bodies at one cycle, three cycles, six, nine, thirteen, seventeen, and then at every twenty-cycle interval."

    Jeff asked, "I would assume a cycle is a revolution of your planet around its sun?"

    "No, it is a time constant given to us millennia ago. We do not know its origins. However, from your time intervals available here, it would be the equivalent of forty-million of your seconds."

    Jeff pulled out a calculator. "Just over a hundred twenty-six years. So you have a limited lifespan. You said you have a hybrid brain. Can you elaborate?"

    Roge nodded. "Certainly. It is a biomass similar to most bios, only it has been infused with nanites that govern its development."

    Jeff said, "You have a mouth, nose, ears... do you have lungs? The shape of your torso would suggest so."

    "We do. We also have other organs, such as a complete digestive system. Our circulatory system services our brain. Our other needs are provided by use of a biowaste to electric processing unit. That unit stores energy for our bodies to use."

    Mace said, "You have to eat?"

    "Yes. Our creator designed us to mimic biologicals. We eat, drink, sleep, excrete, breathe, most of the normal functions of a living being. We believe it is a combination of those things, of learning how to live, that makes us into sentient beings. We fear, we loathe, we are happy and sad. I could tell you a joke, but you might not find it humorous. We have studied a wide variety of species in our search for our maker. It seems our needs and desires are much the same as everyone else. We have those who grow up to be policemen and those who grow up to be criminals."

    Mace asked, "What happens when your body gets damaged?"

    "I would imagine the same as for you. Depending on the nature of the injury, we might have a limb or an eye replaced. If the injury is critical, it can lead to death. And I might add that we feel pain just as any other live animal. Our sensory network is extensive."

    Mace flipped open his faceshield. "Why are you telling us all this? You haven't offered any resistance."

    "I do not like pain. And I would like to continue with my life. I am only weeks away from a scheduled division. This would be the first for myself and my spouse. I would like to be returned so that the scheduled procedure might happen. Am I properly cooperating?"

    Jeff nodded. "I would say so."

    Mace asked, "What can you tell us about the Karthians?"

    Roge sighed. "They wish to dominate us, to take away our freedom. They see us as nothing more than android soldiers for their armies. We would be conscripts they believe they could replicate and train with a program upload."

    Jeff said, "From what you just explained to me, that's not possible. Your body may be a machine, but your brain isn't. An artificial brain is the main component of an AI."

    "We are not AIs. We are living, breathing beings. The Karthians have confused us with our attempts to build drone soldiers. They are only as good as their programming, which makes them far less useful as a warrior than a live, thinking being. A drone is more suited to be in a factory setting where tasks are highly repetitive. A battlefield is fluid and filled with complex decisions. No AI we have been able to conceive of has had the ability to excel on the battlefield."

    Mace lowered his weapon. "So who would you say is the aggressor in your war? You or the Karthians?"

    "The Karthians. We are a peaceful people. We only venture outside our space in search of our creator. The Karthians have relentlessly attacked our outposts for years. They have been silent recently. We fear they are planning a large scale attack."

    "So why don't you hit them first?"

    Roge replied, "There are those among us that desire to do so. There is a constant cultural argument among our people with regards to attack or defense. For several centuries our culture has been dominated by a peaceful, defensive policy toward others. Since the attacks by the Karthians began, the backing for that policy has been losing support."

    Mace said, "We have heard reports of an electromagnetic weapon being used against the Karthian capital. It comes in the form of extremely powerful waves that disrupt power and communications. Are you claiming that was not you?"

    Roge offered a confused look as he shook his head. "We have no such weapon. At least nothing that I am aware of."

    "Would there be factions of your people that would develop something like that and keep it from the masses?"

    Roge winced. "I would hope not. We are and have been a united people... I'm sorry, I don't believe I got your name."

    Mace replied, "Just call me Mace, and this is Doc."

    "Well, Mace, as I was saying, our culture would frown heavily on such a rogue faction. While not impossible, I find it highly improbable. Although, as I said, attitudes are changing. Some believe we should be taking a more aggressive stance."

    Gnaga Klept entered the room. "I could overhear some of the conversation from in there. An interesting species."

    Roge said, "You have multiple species working together?"

    Gnaga replied, "The Humans are an amenable and respectful species. I believe they would have good relation with any reasonable species."

    "And what of your species? Who are you?"

    Gnaga looked down as he replied, "I am Kaachi… the last Kaachi. The Karthians wiped out the planets of my empire. To my knowledge, I am the only Kaachi still living. My species will die with me."

    Roge frowned. "The Karthians are responsible for many instances of genocide. They claim to be the victims, having accused us on many instances of attacking their colonies. If they are being attacked, it is not by us. We are a peaceful, benevolent people."

    Jeff said, "The battlestation we just took you from, that doesn't seem like something a peaceful people would have."

    Roge replied, "On the contrary, it is purely defensive. It would not be useful in an assault."

    Mace asked, "How many planets in your empire?"

    "The Consortium consists of nine planets. Molingrad, the planet around which we orbit, is our capital. Most of the others are small colonies. Travel between them can take years. We have steadily been adding to our defenses both here and at those colonies."

    Jeff tapped Mace on the shoulder. "Can I talk to you in the other room?"

    Mace followed. "What you got?"

    Jeff said, "I think the Consortium is on the up and up. This guy doesn't seem combative at all. We know the Karthians are hostile. Is there any way to help these people out without endangering our own?"

    Mace shrugged. "If there is I'm not sure what. The Karthians control us. We either fight or we're useless to them, in which case we get exterminated."

    Jeff sat in a chair. "We always seem to be stuck in a dilemma. We take control, our people starve. Now, we refuse to kill or we get killed. You know, there was a short time there where I thought we'd finally come out on top. Now we're as bad off as ever. Too bad we can't enlist a contingent of Targarians, give them our stealth suits, and then plant them on every Karthian warship. We could take down their whole fleet in twenty minutes."

    Mace shook his head. "They have more ships. And the resources to build even more after that. And then we run the risk of retribution. Even if we took out every ship that had come through the rift, we have no way to defend ourselves from the ones that will follow. With the wormhole technology, they can jump directly here. An hour after we took down all their ships here, they would be bombing our cities."

    Jeff sighed. "We have to do something."

    Twenty minutes later, the two men returned to the main room of the lab as Johnny Tretcher walked back through the door.

    Mace said, "I think we should send our teams out one last time. If the Karthians are ready to move, plans will be more readily available. Maybe we can get that crucial bit of info that will give us an avenue out of this war. Johnny, gather the others back up. I'll take care of Mr. 4147 here and meet you at the shuttle."

    As Johnny left, Mace turned to Jeff. "You have a room where we can secure him?"

    Roge held up a hand. "I'll be no trouble."

    Jeff replied, "We have the storeroom right over there with no windows and a locking door. It has a food stockpile in it at the moment, but there should be sufficient room for a cot. I'll have to round up the keys for it."

    Mace turned. "Sir, if you'll follow me. Sorry we have to lock you up for now. If you have any urgent needs, the doc here will see to them."

    "You and Gnaga give him whatever he needs, but be careful. His cooperation could all be a ruse. We should be back in a day or two."

    The shuttle lifted, soon settling in at one community center after another to drop a spy. Mace parked the shuttle at Boston, where Human troops were still being paraded across the commons.

     Mace stood listening to the commanding officer.

    "I don't understand it, Lieutenant. We should be continuing our training. This marching around in a field does nothing to ready us further."

    The lieutenant replied, "We have our orders, sir. We cannot second-guess the admiral's reasoning. I heard rumors of an attack on Terrex. Perhaps this is in reaction to that."

    The colonel replied, "There was an incident, but it has been taken care of. And it didn't warrant a reaction such as this."

    The lieutenant said, "Perhaps you should address the admiral again, sir. We have been at this for hours, and the lack of any benefit is clear."

    The colonel slowly nodded. "Perhaps it is time. Mr. Garula, the brigade is yours for the moment. Keep them marching until you hear back from me."

    The colonel turned to walk toward the command shuttle.

    As he stepped aboard, the admiral was scowling. "I know what you are here to ask, Colonel. My immediate answer is no. However, I can see the nonsensicality of our directives. I will relay my thoughts to the general. Return to your troops and continue the drills."

    The colonel bowed before turning back toward the shuttle ramp. Mace stayed where he was.

    The admiral turned to his crew. "Take us to see General Flox. It's time we settled this issue."

    The Karthian shuttle was soon docking with the general's command ship, sitting in high orbit above the North American continent. The admiral walked into a conference room and took a seat. After ten minutes of scowling at the walls and swatting at his overly attentive aide, the general walked through the door.

    "Admiral, I hope this visit has meaning."

    "I'm here to argue the case for continued assault drills."

    General Flox shook his head. "Denied. You will follow the orders given. And so you know, these are the orders I was given. I agree they do not make sense, but we are not here to question them. I believe the reasoning to be that they want the Humans occupied while we await the go-ahead for this campaign. They fear the Humans and what they might attempt to do if given the idle time."

    "Then why not allow the actual war games to continue?"

    Flox frowned. "The war games come with a slight risk of injury to the participants, including commanders. The council feels that marching soldiers around a field, while frustrating, will leave the forces in the best condition for the assault. You and I disagree, but again it is not up to us to decide. We only follow."

    The admiral scowled. "Have the plans at least been finalized?"

    An image was brought up on a holo-display. "You should be pleased. Your brigade will be assaulting the capital of Delee. We estimate the population to be twelve million, with more than forty thousand assigned to the military."

    The admiral's scowl turned to one of concerned inquisition. "Tell me we are not the only brigade assaulting Delee."

    Flox half smiled. "I wish I could tell you what you want to hear. The council has determined that your brigade is sufficient. The Consortium forces are spread among five locations surrounding the city. You will only need assault one location at a time."

    Flox pulled up a detailed table of the city. "Let's see, I believe the largest is seventy-seven hundred men. Of those, I would venture to say that only half are fighting troops, the remainder being support. You might even find you have an advantage. Certainly with the Humans that should be the case."

    "All I seek is victory, General. If the council feels that force is sufficient, I won't dispute it. May I have the maps you presented here so that I might better prepare my forces?"

    Flox scoffed. "Absolutely not. And if asked, you have yet to see these. The council wants no chance of a leak of our plans. They do not trust the Humans. There has been word of suspicious activities among some of their commanders. You will receive your directives only when we have arrived at Molingrad."

    The general stood, turning to his aide. "Mr. Cospe, see to it this display is shut down. Admiral, come, have an ale with me. We can celebrate the coming glory that we will share."

    The two Karthian officers left the room. As the aide stood and stepped toward the display console, Mace took the opportunity to see that he had an accident. The aide tripped over an invisible foot as his head was guided into the hard corner of the conference room table. The general's aide fell silent as he slumped to the floor.

    Using a data device that had been adapted to connect to Karthian equipment, Mace downloaded the complete plans for the coming battle. The display remained running as the aide lay unconscious on the floor. A short walk had the Human spy standing in a corner of the bridge as the general and admiral consumed their celebratory drinks. After a fifteen-minute discussion about personal matters, the admiral walked back to his shuttle.

    Mace moved quickly when the Karthian shuttle hit the ground. The Royal Fortune was soon in the air, silently slipping over the horizon. Minutes later, it set down at the compound at Organ Cave. A copy of the data was given to Jeff and Gnaga. A trip up to space followed, where a wormhole was opened to the Alpha Centauri site and the data blasted through to Jasper Collins. Mace completed his run with a move back to Boston, where the Human commander was filled in on the plans. The following day, the other spies were collected and the return trip made to the cave.
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    Johnny stood with his arms crossed. "So that's it? We're just going to let this happen?"

    Mace took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. "We've got nothing. We could warn the Consortium, but that would only endanger our people further."

    Jane said, "How about a trip to Terrex with a visit to the military council? We could wreak havoc, wiping them out without them knowing we were ever there."

    Jenny nodded. "I could get on board with that."

    Johnny looked at his friend. "Well?"

    Mace replied, "Let's go pay Jasper a visit. See what he thinks. If we do this, we're gonna want his support. I want contingencies galore should something go wrong."

    Johnny grinned. "Finally... we get to take some of these clowns out."

    Mace shook his head. "We're only going there to talk about it. If we do this, best case it just buys us more time while they figure things out. Worst case, the people left in charge decide to move on Molingrad immediately."

    Jane gestured toward the shuttle. "I think everyone here is ready. Let's get the show on the road."

    After slipping through the gravity wall at the Alpha Centauri site, the shuttle settled on the deck and the ramp lowered.

    A Targarian officer was there to greet the team. "We expect the king to arrive momentarily."

    Johnny asked, "He on another pirate run?"

    The officer nodded. "Yes. A freighter heading away from one of their larger colonies. It is loaded with reactors for a new outpost. That outpost happens to be approaching Hoorka space. Still at a distance, but within forty light years."

    Mace said, "We'll have to let Favia know they're expanding her way."

    A second shuttle slipped through into the bay. The ramp lowered but no one came out.

    Mace and the others stood staring.

    Standing beside Mace, Jasper switched off his holo-projector as he looked back at his shuttle. "What is it? We waiting on someone?"

    Johnny chuckled. "Nice. So you've moved on to projector jokes?"

    "I'm old, I take 'em where I can get 'em. What are you out here for?"

    Mace said, "We're thinking about a raid on the Karthian capital—"

    Jasper cut in. "I'm in."

    "I haven't even told you what we're contemplating."

    Jasper shrugged. "And I don't care. If you're hitting the Karthian scumbags, I want in."

    Jane asked, "How's the pirate work going?"

    Jasper smiled. "I have a freighter landing at Hardy right now with eighty-two hundred mini-sized reactors aboard. You need a reactor? We got 'em. Now... tell me about this raid."

    Mace pulled up an archive image of Terrex. "This is their capital world."

    He zoomed in on the image. "We believe Blodula is the capital city."

    Jasper scowled. "Blodula? Who named it that? Sounds like the name of a B-movie vampire."

    Jasper swirled his hand in a small loop. "Anyway... go ahead."

    "We think the military council meets in this complex. It's situated on a ridge that overlooks the city. We're thinking we can set a shuttle down here and then move through these buildings one by one."

    Johnny added. "We kill everyone in sight."

    Jasper nodded. "I like that part, but why don't we just go in with a ship and blast it? With the weapons on the Cave we could be in and out in five minutes."

    Mace replied, "We don't want them to have any indication that it was us. I was actually thinking that Johnny would do all the dirty work with his glove. Any other weapons and they might tie the raid back to Earth."

    Johnny held up his gloved fist. "No fuss, no muss."

    Jasper asked. "So what did you want me for? Sounds like you don't need me."

    "We may need your support if things go wrong. That could be for a pick-up or for keeping a ship off our tail because we were somehow exposed. This attack goes right at the heart of their empire. We're hoping to buy our troops some time."

    Jasper tilted his head in thought for several seconds. "Sounds reasonable. And I have an idea to add. We've been making a point to have my projected monster image, the one with all the tentacles and skulls, we've been showing it at every raid to at least one crewman. I'm certain they think there's some hideous pirate species out there harassing their shipping lanes. Why not make sure that creature is seen during this raid? That would throw them for a loop for sure."

    Jasper stepped back, flipping on the projected image.

    Johnny chuckled. "That is definitely creepy. I notice you modified the skulls."

    Jasper nodded. "Don't do us much good pretending to be pirates if we're walking around with Human skulls embedded in our bodies. You like 'em? I think they look a bit like a deformed Karthian. Figured that would get them worked up a bit more."

     "I think that's an excellent idea," Mace replied as the projector switched off. "Now, what happens if we're discovered? If the Royal Fortune, or any other ship of ours for that matter, what if they lose their stealth ability?"

    Jasper said, "How about this: I'll park all my warships in high orbit. Should you have any issue, I'll send in a shuttle to collect you and we can pulverize your ship until there's nothing left for them to piece together. As a cover, I'll send two or three of my ships to the other side of the planet to cause a commotion. I mean, Let’s face it, we can't cover every eventuality, but we can at least cover a few of the worst case ones."

    Mace looked around at the others. "Anyone else have issue with any of this?"

    Jenny said, "I'd be happy with just dropping a nuke on them from space."

    Mace frowned. "I think we all would, but we don't want the finger pointing back at Earth. They could pull the plug on the lot of us at any time if they wanted."

    Mace again polled the group. "No one? OK then, I guess we're set. We jump to a position outside the Terrex system. We work our way in and then do our worst."

    The teams walked back aboard their shuttles. Once away from the planet, a wormhole opened and the small fleet of ships moved through. Jasper gave instructions to his captains as the Royal Fortune slowed while entering the Terrex atmosphere.

    Jenny said, "Gonna take us fifteen minutes to get down there at this pace."

    "We can't afford to leave a heat signature. We go in like a fireball and they're gonna be all over us."

    Johnny asked, "I don't suppose we have a layout of the inside of those buildings, do we?"

    Mace shook his head. "Nope. All we know is what we have on this image. Four buildings sitting atop that cliff. We can see entries and exits. And this is a landing pad for some kind of flying craft. From the numbers, it looks like they may each have their own private vessel.

    "When we hit the ground it's gonna be take-it-as-we-see-it. And here's what I'm thinking: Jordan, your team stays put here at the shuttle. If anyone approaches and is in danger of walking into it, take them out quietly. And do it in a manner that doesn't leave evidence that we were here. Jenny, you remain here in the cockpit with the ship ready to go if there's trouble."

    Jenny huffed. "The pilot always gets the shaft."

    "Johnny, you'll be followed by Jane and then me. We'll be holding onto your shoulders while you're cloaked. When we're ready to do the monster reveal, we'll both release and head back to the ship. From that moment on, keep in mind that we may be in front of you, so be careful with your shots."

    Johnny said, "So why not wait here on the shuttle and just let me run wild in there?"

    "Because we can't afford a mishap where the Karthians get a hold of our tech. If any of us go down, the others have to get them out. Otherwise we're left with Jasper having to come in and clean up the hard way."

    Mace zoomed in on the diagram. "Mr. Hobbs... you, Mallot, and Mueller will be positioned here. Should anything critical happen in this area that you feel needs taken care of... do it. And stick together until you get back to the shuttle. We can't see each other so we don't want to be shooting each other in the back. Everybody understand what they're doing?"

    All heads nodded.

    "OK, I'll deploy with Johnny and Jane first. Mr. Hobbs, you deploy second. Mr. Crawford, you third. And you around the shuttle, use your voices if needed so long as you aren't within earshot of any Karthians. When the rest of us are coming back we'll let you know verbally. Ladies and gentlemen, if we can pull this off, we may just buy our people weeks or possibly months of extra time. That's time we can use to continue to figure a way out of all this."

    The shuttle slowed to a stop before it lightly touched the ground. The ramp opened and Johnny, Jane, and Mace dropped first into a field that edged the side of the northernmost building. The other teams followed.

    Johnny said, "We hit that door and I start shooting anything that moves. You get separated, make sure you don't get out in front of me."

    Mace said, "Jane, if you lose your grip on him, we head straight back to the shuttle, understood?"

    Jane replied, "Got it."

    The first door was reached and a handle pulled. "Crap. It's locked."

    Mace took charge. "Then we move to the next door. If that's locked we keep going. If we get to the last building and we're denied, we blow that door and work it from there coming back."

    Jane said, "There have to be people here. That landing lot over there is crowded with personal flyers."

    The next door was reached. Johnny pulled on the handle and the door swung open. The Karthian guard standing just inside the door took a hard punch to the face as he looked at the mysteriously opening door, and dropped like a stone. A small atrium led to a perpendicular hallway that ran deep into the building in both directions. Johnny led, turning into the hall and reaching the first office on the right, where a Karthian was standing in front of another who was seated at a desk. Johnny held up his glove, squeezing off a round, sending the two Karthian men flying hard to a back wall.

    Johnny whispered. "It's on now."

    The team hurried out into the hall, hitting another two occupied offices before reaching the hall's end. A trip back to the atrium saw a fourth office and seventh Karthian military officer dead as he attempted a defense against an unseen enemy. The opposite end of the hall filled with officers with their weapons drawn. As Johnny approached, two concussion pulses cleared the hall of the confused Karthians. Less than two minutes after it had begun, the building was clear.

    Mace said, "Let's go. We need to find the council if we're gonna make this work."

    At the next building, the first door reached was open. A first guard fell hard to the floor as a second looked on in stunned silence. A hard punch to his face sent him sprawling. A third guard stepped around a corner to investigate and Johnny hammered the left side of his skull with another hard punch.

    Around the corner, they came to a set of double doors.

    Johnny pulled on the first handle and the door swung open to a military council meeting in full session. More than a dozen high ranking officers and other government officials looked up to see who was interrupting an important briefing.

    Concussion waves emerged from Johnny's outstretched gloves. Bodies flew along with chairs and other debris as Johnny fired the concussion weapon repeatedly into the large oval room. Fifteen seconds after entering, only two members of the Karthian Military Council remained alive, each scrambling along the floor behind a set of tables, looking for any cover that might be available. Two quick pulses slammed them into several rows of chairs that were bolted to the floor in tiered sections.

    Johnny turned back, blasting another guard as he came into view in the hall. Several minutes were used to clear the remainder of the building. Four additional guards met their fate as they came through the front door, squatting and leaning against the walls as they looked for an assailant or group thereof. As Mace and Jane followed Johnny out, five soldiers emerged from the next building. As they got close, two rounds from the thunder glove blew their bodies back at least ten meters.

    Jane lost her grip. "Johnny, hold up."

    Seconds later she bumped into the unseen torso of her husband.

    Johnny said, "I think the two of you should go back. You're slowing me down like an anchor. I need to be able to move fast and free."

    Mace said, "We have another two buildings to clear. If this next one goes well, you can clear the last on your own."

    All was quiet in the third building.

    Johnny reached for the door handle and hesitated. "Get over here behind me. I don't like this."

    Johnny turned the handle and flipped the door open, leaning back hard as three laser pulses shot out into the open field in front of the entryway. He held his glove around the corner and repeated concussion waves rocked the foyer just inside the door. Walls buckled, debris flew, and the guards waiting just inside were eliminated.

    Johnny stepped inside the door, Jane and Mace barely clinging to his shoulder. Another pulse was fired down a hall, catching a Karthian defender as he stepped into a doorway, crushing his body against a doorframe. A hurried walk down the hall had the remaining offices cleared. As the double doors to another conference room blew open, they saw four Karthian officers hunkering down in a corner, attempting to hide. Mace grabbed in the air for Johnny's arm, stopping a shot just before it was to emerge.

    Mace whispered, "You go clear the other building. We'll take care of these four."

    Johnny slipped away, leaving only the sound of boots hurriedly walking down a hall, attempting to move as quietly as he could.

    Mace whispered to Jane. "Switch to the monster holo."

    Seconds later, two tall, hideous creatures stood before the cowering Karthians. "Your tiny civilization is about to be crushed by the... Harpoonians. We have a message for your puny leaders. Prepare for war!"

    Jane reached down, grabbing one of the officers by the fins on his head and pulling him to his feet. "You will come with us."

    The singled-out officer was pushed toward the door. The three remaining continued to cower in terror, mostly looking away as to not provoke their attackers. The three walked into the hall and back to the front door.

    Jane said, "Raise your hands."

    They slowly walked outside, turning in the direction of the Royal Fortune. As they reached the location of the hidden ship, Mace reached out, grabbing the Karthian by the shoulder and bringing him to a stop.

    "You will tell us everything you know about your military, or you should expect what the others of your council have received."

    The Karthian suddenly returned an emboldened look. "I will tell you nothing."

    Turning quickly, he sprinted for the nearby cliff's edge and jumped, falling several hundred meters to his death.

    The ramp to the shuttle opened and Jenny's voice rang out. "I have at least a dozen ships headed this way on the sensors. It's time to go."

    Mace looked back toward the fourth building. Johnny was nowhere in sight.

    "Crap. Jane... I want you and everyone else aboard and ready to go. I'll go back for Johnny. He should be out by now."

    Mace turned, flipping his monster-holo back to being unseen before running toward the fourth building.

    As he reached near where the other team should have been waiting, he yelled out, "Get back to the shuttle... now!"

    The door to the fourth building was flipped open. Dead Karthians were strewn about, some mangled and bent, some pancaked. Mace turned the corner into a conference room where two Karthians and a Human sat facing a holo-monster.

    After a moment's hesitation, Mace flipped on his monster-holo and said, "You, stand. Get over here."

    As the Human moved out of the way, Mace continued, "See to it these two don't talk, then we have to go. Ships are coming fast."

    Johnny wasted no time. The concussion wave from his thunder glove crushed the two Karthian men as it jammed their bodies back into the fold of a corner wall.

    Mace yelled as he shoved the Human toward the door. "Move it if you want to live!"

    The three exited the building at a run and were met with an opening shuttle ramp. As they raced up, the ramp closed. Two Karthian guard ships rose up the cliff face. The Royal Fortune lifted upward as the two ships moved over the buildings. Jenny flipped her controls hard one way and then the other, barely avoiding a collision that would have ended the mission.

    As the shuttle moved ever higher through the atmosphere, the dozen approaching ships quickly turned into thirty. Seven had reached the complex by the time the sky above the shuttle began to darken. Mace pushed the Human into a chair. The man had a large round face with a shaved head. He sat sporting a scowl.
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    Mace asked, "Who are you, and what are you doing here with the Karthians?"

    The man replied, "You know who I am. And under that B-movie monstrosity you're projecting, I know who you are. I recognize your voice."

    Johnny flipped off his holo-projector, offering a sarcastic scowl of his own. "Malcom Stark… consorting with the enemy. Now who would ever have guessed that?"

    "Obviously not you."

    Mace pushed: "What are you doing here?"

    Stark sighed. "Well, up until a few minutes ago, I was negotiating a stronger position for our people. I was on the verge of having the Karthians give me the resources necessary to subdue the Consortium. From there, we would have taken the first step toward becoming the military wing of their empire, which, you know, would have placed us only a step or two away from controlling their empire."

    "Your plan wouldn't have worked," said Mace. "The Karthians want the Consortium factories so they can to churn out android soldiers they can reproduce at will. Once we had given them their victory, they were planning to annihilate us because they consider us too dangerous."

    "Yes. That was their original plan. I, however, had them convinced of an alternative. It was an idea they had quickly warmed to. Humans were to become their assault force, only to be used for conquest. We were to otherwise be left to largely govern ourselves—with supervision of course. Anyway, I had the council convinced that we would be a superior force to any they could build with the Consortium. All we asked in return was a little self governance with matters pertaining to our personal issues, enough so we would retain at least a modicum of self respect. In return, when conquest called, we would be at the ready to meet their needs."

    Johnny shook his head as the Royal Fortune sped out into free space. "Always scheming. Well, your schemes never seem to work out, do they?"

    "No, they don't. It seems a certain team of Humans are always there at the last minute to wreck them. I could have postponed the Consortium invasion for months, allowing my teams time to plan a proper assault, minimizing our losses while still achieving the Karthian goals. And in doing so I would have gained the trust of that council back there, enabling me to plan for its eventual overthrow."

    Jane said, "You are maniacal with all this scheming."

    Stark smiled. "I believe the word you are looking for is diabolical. Maniacal would imply I have a psychological instability."

    Jane scowled. "I said what I meant. Your every effort is geared toward how you gain complete control of everything."

    Stark nodded. "And I could have done so repeatedly had it not been for your interference. We could have saved most of the Galactic Union, and had peace with the Karthians. With a few years of my guidance, we would have owned the Karthians, bringing them into the service of Humans as a member of the Stark Kingdom."

    Mace sat. "Well, we finally get to see your face. Not what I expected. Your head is big and round, but your eyes are close together. Gives you a seedy appearance. Sinister almost."

    "Yes, well, if you are done with your insults... what is it you are going to do with me now?"

    Johnny grinned. "Space him!"

    Jane nodded. "I'd have no issue with that."

    Stark held up a hand. "Whatever you decide... I cannot be sent back to Earth. You've seen to it they will suspect me of leading up this incident. I would be expecting reprisals against our people at home at any time. The Karthians are a spiteful people, so I do not expect this to end well."

    "Only a few problems with that scenario," said Mace. "The Karthians are not going to think this was done by Humans. There's no evidence to support that conclusion. They will think it's a new species that looks like those monsters we were projecting, the Harpoonians."

    Stark shook his head. "Harpoonians? That's the name you gave to your fictitious invaders?"

    Jane smirked. "Same thing I thought when he said it."

    Mace turned. "Hey, it was spur of the moment. That's what popped into my head. Anyway, we've made a few pirate raids in their shipping lanes and the Harpoonians were conveniently shown as the culprits. From the information they will now have, they could be invaded by this horrific species at any time."

    Stark sighed. "Only a simpleton would fall for that story. Why would a species that has only managed to conduct a handful of pirate raids suddenly show up on their capital planet to kill off their military council? While your explanation is inventive, it's not well thought out. The Karthians have a practiced and well run intelligence corps. They will see through your poorly planned ruse."

    Johnny crossed his arms. "So, wise one, what would suggest we do given the circumstance?"

    "I would suggest you take me back to Earth in secret. I will have to remain in hiding. And we should prepare for retribution. The Karthians will want a pound of flesh, even if they only suspect we might have been involved. I also fear you may have tipped the balance of power away from the military council and to their political factions—who are much less reasonable I might add. At this point, I am uncertain of how to mitigate the damage you have done here. Perhaps there is a solution as yet unseen. I will need to consult with my staff as soon as possible."

    Johnny pulled Mace up to the cockpit. "Tell me you aren't thinking of taking him back."

    Mace let out a long breath. "At this point I'm not sure what to do. His being there, and now being the only one missing, changes everything."

    Johnny gestured toward the rear of the ship. "We can always take him back."

    Mace shook his head. "No we can't, he's seen us. He knows how we did what we did, and that we could do it again. We take him back and they'll get the truth out of him."

    Johnny said, "Then we take him back and maybe drop him in from a thousand meters up. That would at least tell the Karthians that it wasn't Humans doing this."

    Mace removed his helmet, setting it aside as he rubbed his fingers through his hair. "Not gonna work. That place will be swarming with ships. We crack that door and we're toast. I hate to say it, but I think our best option is to sneak him back to Earth. At least there we can be assured that he isn't making any more deals with the Karthians. And until or unless the Karthians are out of the picture completely, he can't let anyone outside his inner circle even know he's alive."

    Johnny frowned. "That's it, then? He goes home?"

    Mace nodded. "I think so."

    Johnny returned a half frown while in thought. "If we take him back we'll have to do that before talking to Jasper. He won't be happy with your solution."

    "Jasper will have to live with it. For now, we try to do what's best for our people. If the Karthians do decide on retribution, we will need his ideas to keep the damage to a minimum."

    Johnny looked back at the cabin. "I look forward to the day when I can blast him out of an airlock, or at least be there to watch."

    Mace turned to Jenny. "When you get to a safe distance, open a wormhole back to Earth. We'll be dropping Stark back with his people."

    Jenny frowned. "I heard your conversation. We should be able to drop him wherever he likes. You know, he's kind of an intimidating fella. Almost as big as Johnny, but Johnny doesn't look mean the way he does. He just looks like he's up to no good."

    Mace glanced back. "He looks familiar. Could be I've just seen too many faces being in the bar biz."

    Jenny scowled. "He could play the villain in just about any movie I've ever seen. Just looks like a creep."

    Mace walked back into the cabin. "If we drop you back on Earth, where would you want it to be?"

    "The south side of D.C. would be appropriate. Alexandria. From there I can get to where I need to go."

    Mace yelled up to the cockpit. "Alexandria, just outside D.C."

    Jenny held up a hand to acknowledge. A wormhole was opened and the Royal Fortune passed through. An hour later, Malcom Stark was deposited in the ruins of Alexandria. The hour was getting late and he quickly disappeared into the blackness of the night. Jenny piloted the shuttle back into free space and a jump was made to the Alpha site.

    Jasper Collins was livid. "There he was again, selling us out. When are you people gonna see it?"

    Mace replied, "We're not fans, but you have to look at the big picture. His actions have kept most of us Humans alive. He's got a case to make. Until we rid ourselves of others who want to dominate us, we need someone strong to be in charge. At the moment, he's all we have."

    Jasper scowled. "I ran an entire empire. Put me in charge and I'll see to it we're protected. And I'll be fair to everyone."

    Mace nodded. "I have no doubt you'd be good at it. And fair. But it's not up to us. It's up to the people. And at the moment, you have no relationship with the people. No one is going to rally behind you or help support your agenda. Right now, you're somewhat of a pariah. Many would blame you for the Karthians coming in here the first place. Stark had his deal cut. You interfered. Now we’re conscripts of the Karthian Empire."

    Jasper growled. He banged his fist on a rock in frustration before turning back to face Mace.

    Johnny laughed. "Careful. You got the geezer all spun up. He's likely to explode on us."

    Jasper shook his head. "I'm frustrated because I know he's right. We're stuck with that fool until such time as we're out of danger."

    Jane said, "So what do we do now? What are our options?"

    "I think we have to wait and see what the Karthian reaction is," said Mace. "Might be they call off the whole attack until their council gets re-seated. I think that's the best we can hope for."

    Jasper gestured toward his shuttle. "If we're all done here then, I'd like to get back to my pirate duties. There's cargoes that my people are in dire need of."

    Mace asked, "Have you figured out how to get rid of the freighters you've been stealing? I know you've been stripping them to the frame. What do you do from there?"

    Jasper pulled up a holo-image above his arm pad. "We just completed this giant, underground hangar. We bring a ship down into this crevasse and then up into the hangar. From there we empty the cargo, strip down the hull of useful parts, then chop up the rest to be melted down and re-cast. Starting in about a week we'll be making use of 100 percent of what we bring back."

    Jasper zoomed in on the image. "We're also in the process of digging out the area around the hangar. Over the next six months we'll be building a complete underground city. The centers topside will be dismantled and the entire shindig will be coated in the gatrellium copper paint and monitored for any signal leakage. When we're done, you won't even know we're there."

    "Sounds like you're keeping everyone busy," said Jane.

    Jasper nodded. "And then some. Those people will work until they break down, though, so I've had to institute a series of manual breaks for them to take. I couldn't be prouder if they were all Human."

    The Royal Fortune lifted away and was soon back at Earth and settling in at the cave. The ramp lowered and the Human teams made their way to their destinations. Mace and Johnny walked to Jeff's lab and Jane and Jenny hurried of to see Zax and Fina.

    Mace filled Jeff and Gnaga in on the raid: "...and we dumped Stark in Alexandria."

    Mace pulled an image of the Human leader up in a holo-image. "This is him. We at least know what he looks like now."

    Gnaga said, "He has a bulbous head."

    Johnny laughed. "If that was an attempt at humor... I like it."

    Gnaga continued: "His skin looks like an alabaster brakna."

    Johnny frowned as he shook his head. "OK. I've got no reference for what that is."

    "His gaze looks like that of a putta gior."

    Johnny held up a hand. "You're gonna have to stop. You've gone way past funny into the nonsensical. You should have quit after the first one."

    Johnny turned toward the door. "I'm heading back to see the kids."

    As soon as he was out, Jeff said, "Well done. I told you he would only tolerate three."

    Mace chuckled. "What are you teaching this guy, Doc?"

    "He's been interested in Human humor for some time. We're just in the experimental phase at the moment where he's learning about tolerance. Humor, if you've studied it, can be very nuanced and complex."

    Mace shook his head. "Sounds like you're taking all the fun out of it."

    "Perhaps you should enroll in my next class."

    Mace held up both hands. "I'll stick with what I've got, thanks. How's the work on the wormhole device coming?"

    Jeff smiled. "Good. I believe we’re almost back to where we were on Divinia. If we can achieve that, we may be only weeks or months away from a breakthrough."

    "Let me ask you this... how much effort would it take to build another one of the small units like we have on the Royal Fortune?"

    "Months, possibly. It would depend on access to components. We have a very limited supply here."

    "Could you make out a list of what you need?"

    Jeff nodded. "We already have it."

    "Could the unit be produced by someone else if they had the time and materials?"

    "Yes, I suppose. What'd you have in mind?"

    "What I have in mind is this... the Targarians are building an underground complex on Hardy. When complete, they could begin manufacturing these smaller units for our shuttles. It would give them a weapon, especially if we can manufacture that green wave generator, and it would allow them to jump anywhere on their own."

    "I can see where that might be useful. If the time comes, ask me again and I'll pull all the needed data together. Until that time I think it best if that information remains here with us."

    Mace nodded. "I could agree with that. I have another question to ask. The thunder glove, as Johnny calls it, what are the chances we could make more of those? It came in useful as an alternative weapon for our raid."

    Jeff turned toward his Kaachi partner. "I believe Mr. Klept has the data on that item."

    Gnaga pulled up a holo-image. "I have a complete workup on the glove. Is this an immediate need?"

    Mace thought for a moment. "How long would it take you to piece together a few more gloves? Let's say three."

    Gnaga rolled his beady eyes in thought. "If the components needed are available, three weeks I suppose."

    "Let me know if the components are available and I'll tell you then if I want them."

    Gnaga typed away on his arm pad. "They are available."

    Mace chuckled. "OK. Then I'll take three gloves. Do you need the glove size it will be added to? One will be for Jane."

    Gnaga nodded. "Can I assume the other two are for you and Miz Taub?"

    "Yep."

    "Very well, you can expect them in about three weeks."

    Jeff said, "You do realize this may push back our work with the wormhole weapon, right?"

    "I do. However, we have people on the front lines who could use this glove now—versus a weapon we can't even make yet. I'll take the sure thing. Now... are there any supplies you are in immediate need of? Jasper's people are beginning to get a good stockpile of materials out there, such as mini-reactors. They nabbed a freighter with about eight thousand units aboard."

    Jeff tilted his head from one side to the other. "Have you considered turning those into the bombs like we just placed on the Consortium battlestations?"

    "And what would we use them for?"

    Jeff half shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe a campaign to put one on every Karthian ship out there? We now have a sufficient number. With a dozen teams from Jasper and your own, you could possibly place one on every Karthian ship you could find. We could then blow them up as you came within comm range of each one."

    Mace replied, "I've been mulling over that exact thing. Would take us months to outfit their ships with those units. After that we'd have to chase them all down to detonate them. And we'd have to hit their factories so they couldn't make more. That just leaves one big hole, seeing we don't have the ships or people needed to take control. They would eventually build themselves up and we'd have no way of stopping them from coming here."

    Jeff smiled. "I suppose there would be some additional planning involved. Hey, perhaps you could make a deal with the Consortium? They could be your enforcers. They are already at war with the Karthians."

    Mace frowned. "You know who could pull that off? Stark. Only problem is it would put him right back in the driver’s seat. I'm all for taking out the Karthians, I just don't want Stark driving the bus when we're done."

    "Perhaps you could find a way to use his services without relinquishing control."

    Mace sighed. "Not a game I want to play with him. That's playing right to his strengths."

    Mace glanced over at the door. "It's getting late and I promised Jenny I'd have dinner with her, so I need to get going."

    Gnaga nodded. "Stop back anytime. We're always open."
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    Three days had passed since the raid on Terrex. The Karthian orders to march the Humans round and round had stayed in place. As the sun rose over Washington, D.C. on the fourth day, a new command came in from the Karthian capital. The hastily cobbled together military council on Terrex had ordered the campaign against the Consortium to begin.

    Mace walked into Jeff's lab. "What we got?"

    "Sensors have shown ships lifting off for the past several hours," said Jeff. "I believe the command to attack must have been given."

    Mace scowled. "Haven't even had my breakfast. I guess it's time we moved into position to take out those battlestations. Wish us luck, Doc. We're gonna need it."

    Mace hurried back to the cave. Johnny, Jane, and Jenny were rounded up. The Royal Fortune lifted off several minutes later. A stop at the Alpha site to notify Jasper Collins again found him out on a raid. He would be notified immediately upon his return. A second jump was made to the Molingrad system.

    Jenny said, "I took a scan of their departures before we jumped. I have the coordinates here they were jumping to. It's about an hour's flight. Two hours from there to Molingrad."

    Mace nodded. "Take us to the fleet. We won't need to move until they do. I'm curious to see what they are bringing as far as their own ships."

    "At what point precisely do we blow those stations?" asked Johnny.

    "I would say for maximum effect that would be right before any Karthian ships arrive. The Consortium would be scrambling to figure out how to react."

    The journey to the incoming Karthian fleet passed quickly. The Royal Fortune, invisible to the fleet, waited for the action to begin.

    Jane sat next to Jenny. "That's sixty-five transports loaded with Humans. They hold a battalion each. That's just over fifty thousand troops. And they're still coming in."

    Jenny replied, "Four hundred twelve Karthian cruisers. And look, here... does that look like one of Stark's domed ships, the radica or whatever?"

    Mace looked over her shoulder. "I'd say that's exactly what that is. Another technological advantage they gained from us."

    The observations lasted for five hours before the Karthian fleet was ready for the assault. Fourteen hundred cruisers, backed by eighty new dreadnoughts, would lead the charge. The Human transports, numbering eighteen hundred twelve, would follow in close behind.

    Jane said, "I wasn't expecting them to bring that many troops. They must have loaded up a number of those second class units."

    Mace nodded as he pointed at the sensor display. "The last ships to come in have been located on the outer edges of the troop transports. I believe those to be the secondary units. Probably using them as cannon fodder while they try to get the best we have on the ground and fighting."

    Jane scowled. "Can't say I like the thought of that."

    "They're moving," said Jenny.

    Mace replied, "Keep up with them. And keep our distance. We should have plenty of time to set off those reactor bombs when we get within comm range."

    The grand assault fleet moved in unison for most of the two hour journey.

    As the ships reached sensor range, Jane said, "We've got a problem."

    Johnny asked, "What is it?"

    Jane gestured toward the display. "The battlestations. They're gone."

    Jenny said, "There's also no ship traffic. None."

    Jane replied, "You think they just up and left?"

    Jenny shrugged. "Not sure, but we'll know in about five minutes when we're within range of the bio sensors."

    Mace said, "Might take a bit longer. Since they're almost all machine, the bio-signatures are small."

    Johnny asked, "How do you move an entire population in that short a time? This place was bustling just a few days ago. Do we have the locations of their other colonies?"

    Mace nodded. "In the starmaps. Jenny, move us away from the fleet. Let's jump to their other colonies for a look."

    Mace held up a hand. "Hold up... I just realized what that rack room I saw was when I was planting that reactor. I don't think those were battlestations. I think they were transports. If you took the head, with the brain, off one of those Consortium citizens, it would fit right in one of those racks. All the piping and wiring running to each rack... that would keep the head alive. The Consortium's defense was to run. And it looks like we might have bought them just enough time to do so."

    "Good for them," said Johnny. "What's it mean for us now?"

    Jane replied, "Means we don't have to fight the Consortium."

    Jenny frowned. "Also means they don't need Human troops for this conquest."

    Mace said, "That could be a problem. Although I don't see them giving up such an asset when they have the threat of the United Front inching closer. They're gonna want to keep us in reserve. It's not like we're costing them anything. We're a self sufficient planet again."

    An hour later, Jenny made the jump to the next Consortium colony. Two additional jumps revealed worlds that had been abandoned. The species, rather than standing for a fight, had fled.

    Jenny said, "If you want, I could do a pattern of wormhole openings with scans. We might just pick them up. They are sub-light. Gonna take them a while to get anywhere."

    Mace shook his head. "Not necessary. Let them go. And good luck to them. I hope they find a peaceful existence."

    Jane looked back. "Where to, Boss?"

    Mace sat in a chair. "Let's go see Mr. Collins. If he finally showed, he's probably on his way back by now."

    A jump was made to Alpha Centauri. The Royal Fortune settled on the deck of the docking bay. The team walked down the ramp to a waiting Jasper.

    "I guess you saw what we saw?" Mace said.

    Jasper nodded. "Up and gone? I gotta respect them for that."

    Jane frowned. "I just remembered we have Roge back at the cave. His people have all gone. Are we going to offer him transport to wherever they're going?"

    Mace shook his head. "We don't know where that is and I doubt he would tell us, even if he knew. Now that we're not at war and we haven't killed any of his people, maybe we can bring him into the fold. Maybe he can offer us help against the Karthians."

    Jane said, "Well, if we do find out where his people went, I vote we take him back."

    Mace nodded. "Absolutely. For the moment though, he isn't a threat. So I think we bring him up to the Alpha site. That will at least get him out of Doc's hair."

    Johnny turned to face Jasper Collins. "Your latest raid yield anything significant?"

    Jasper smiled. "Yes and no. We didn't go on a raid exactly. We paid another visit to Terrex."

    "Why would you go back there?" asked Jane. "It has to be a hotbed right now."

    "It is. We detected nearly continuous scans. And they have a team of several hundred people going over that place with a fine-tooth comb. There was a big commotion when they found the body at the bottom of the cliff. Who tossed him over?"

    "Nobody," said Jane. "He ran and jumped on his own. Mace asked him a question. He spazzed, ran to the edge, and leaped over. I guess he thought he was being patriotic by not divulging secrets. All he had to do was say no."

    Jasper chuckled. "That I would like to have seen."

    Mace asked, "What'd you learn from your trip?"

    Jasper grinned. "That they still don't have a clue as to what happened or who the Harpoonians are. We listened in on dozens of conversations, including one about Stark. They were joking that he had probably been eaten by those creatures by that time. I didn't get any indication they suspect Humans. You all did a really clean job of the assault. All the way down to disguising the landing feet on the shuttle."

    Mace returned a confused look. "We didn't change those."

    Johnny raised a hand. "I asked Jenny to do that."

    Jenny added. "I raised the ship up and set it back down about a dozen times so it would leave a different imprint in the grass. Johnny mentioned it on the way out. I did it while you were in the buildings."

    "Did you get a feel for who was taking over? Stark thinks if it’s the politicians it's a bad thing."

    "That's exactly who it is. Civilian dignitaries have been walking all over that compound, ordering the military personnel about. If the Karthians had a strong military class before, you just cut their... sorry, ladies, you neutered them, that's for sure. The shots from here on are gonna be called by their politicians."

    Jane said, "Might be an ideal time for a similar raid on their political houses. I'm thinking maybe we do it different this time."

    Johnny grinned. "I want to hear this."

    "Doc can make us a couple explosive packs. Only this time we attach them to a reactor, or to right here on the surface. You could take out a few city blocks with one reactor and not leave enough evidence for them to determine what happened."

    Jenny nodded. "If we're doing that, we could go in and rig up half the reactors in their capital, take out their number one city without firing a shot. That sounds like a win to me. All we have to do is make sure one of the Harpoonians is seen and we have a great cover."

    Jasper said, "If you aren't willing to take this on, I am. I could drop in a hundred men and be in and out in an hour."

    Mace added, "My only worry is any explosive we would use might be traced back to us. That and any electronics we use for our trigger."

    Jasper replied, "Not an issue. I have stockpiles of Karthian electronics and chemicals from our raids. I'll have my peeps put something together for us. We even have examples and diagrams of their reactors. Bringing a whole city to its knees would be a piece of cake. I'm pretty sure the Harpoonians would want this."

    Johnny chuckled.

    Mace said, "Part of me wants to stop you so we can evaluate this further. The part remaining wants this done today."

    Jasper turned to one of his aides. "Open a comm to Hardy. Tell them I want an explosive and a triggering mechanism that can be attached to a Karthian reactor, standard size or mini. And tell them all the materials used must be Karthian materials. And I want enough kits put together that would allow us to rig up a hundred units."

    The aide bowed before turning to scurry off with the commands.

    Johnny said, "I have a suggestion for you while we wait."

    "Let's hear it," said Mace.

    "We take our team, including Mr. Crawford and the rest. We drop into the target city and we scout out viable locations. When Jasper's team is ready, we have detailed maps, observations, and instructions waiting for them."

    Jane laughed. "Where's that Johnny been hiding? I think that's an excellent idea."

    Mace gestured toward the shuttle. "Let's take a ride back to Earth first. I want to know if our troops are being returned safely."

    A first jump through a wormhole showed Karthian troop transports landing on Earth. A second jump had the Royal Fortune moving into the Terrex system. Two hours later, Jenny had the shuttle hovering just above the ground in a darkened lot. Stars filled the night sky above the Karthian capital.

    Mace said, "Everyone be back here in four hours. You have your coordinate squares mapped out. Identify every reactor you can find. Collect video streams if you can. Plot out security personnel and measures that will need to be bypassed. And don't risk detection or capture. We have time. We can always come back."

    Each of the team members headed off to their designated section of the city. The Karthians were fans of hard angles and pointed shapes. The architectures would have made any porcupine comfortable with its surroundings. To Humans, it was not a friendly-looking place.

    The first building Mace approached had no first floor. Giant columns rose up from the ground for thirty meters before reaching the base of the building. Transparent floors allowed a view up through several levels before office clutter obstructed the line of sight. An open, large, moving spiral staircase was used to bring guests up to the first floor and back. A night guard sat at a transparent desk pushing some kind of meal around a plate with a utensil. His look of quiet boredom hinted that it was a normal night at the desk.

    The streets of the city were largely empty except for the occasional hover-bus or cargo hauler wisping by. The normally-moving staircase sat motionless. Mace placed a foot on the base stair. The entire unit began to move. The guard looked to the side of his chair, down at the moving stairs. Several seconds of no activity, except of the stairs themselves, saw his attention returned to his food. Seconds later the moving staircase stopped.

    Mace again touched his foot on the first stair. As the unit again moved, the security officer stood from his chair, stopping at the top, staring down. After a second stop and a third start, the guard opened a gravity-wall and rode the down staircase to the ground. After a short walk around the unit, he stepped onto the first stair. The guard slowly spiraled upward, walking back to his chair and once again eyeing his partially eaten food.

    Having followed the guard up, Mace quietly walked to the internal stairwell that led further up into the building. Twenty-five minutes of searching led him to the top floor. Plush offices looked out through floor-to-ceiling windows with views of a nearby park, a coliseum, and another set of identical looking buildings. A return journey saw the former Army Ranger again on the plaza beneath the building. A new search located a maintenance door going down into the ground beneath the plaza. The maintenance door was locked.

    The three hours that remained were spent exploring the rest of the mapped-out square. No reactors were found. A frustrated Mace Hardy returned to the shuttle landing site. When the scheduled time arrived, the ramp-way of the shuttle lowered. Mace bumped into another spy as he attempted to climb the ramp into the shuttle.

    Johnny chuckled. "Watch it, you oaf."

    Mace stopped. "You cut me off."

    Jane bumped into the back of Mace. "Move it, you idiots. We're vulnerable here."

    The holo-projectors were all switched off.

    As the ramp closed, Mace asked. "Anyone have any luck?"

    All heads shook except one.

    Liam said, "I found that all the reactors are located in the maintenance works underground. I believe those works cover the entire base of the city. I had to check half a dozen doors before I found one I could jimmy open. I left it largely undamaged, only having to bend a clasp back into place."

    Mace turned to Jenny. "How long until we hit daylight?"

    Jenny replied, "Six hours. Terrex runs on thirty hour days."

    "Any sign of bios walking about?"

    "Not at the moment. Have only seen two vehicles in the last hour. Apparently these people all sleep at the same time."

    Mace said, "OK, I think we go back. Mr. Hobbs, if you could pass the coordinates of that door to everyone, we'll follow you over. From that point, everyone move back to their prospective squares. If the reactors are indeed all underground, we might just bring down this whole city."

    Johnny grinned. "Tell me we'll at least get to stay and watch."

    "I'm sure that can be arranged."

    The ramp lowered and the team once again moved out. The underground works were opened and the team members entered and dispersed. Reactors were videoed and mapped. The members reassembled at the shuttle when their tasks were complete. At the end of the fourth hour, the ramp lowered and the Humans moved aboard. A jump back to the Alpha site had the information delivered to Jasper's officers.

    "He out on another raid?" Johnny asked.

    A Targarian captain replied, "We expect him back at any time. He sent word of having to overtake an escort ship that had been sent out with the freighter. If this becomes the norm, we will have to adjust our tactics."

    Mace frowned. "Taking down a cruiser is a lot riskier than some fleabag freighter. This news should definitely change how he's doing these raids."

    The captain replied, "We're expecting at least ten vessels to be brought in this time."

    Mace reacted. "Ten?"

    The officer nodded. "The King has been training teams. This will be our first effort to take down multiple targets. We are preparing for the day when our new dismantling dock at Hardy is ready to be placed into service. If successful, we plan to perform operations around the clock."

    Four hours passed before the Targarian king returned. The Organ Cave parked in its normal ravine and a shuttle was taken over to the hidden underground complex.

    Jasper walked down the ramp of his shuttle with a grin, clapping his hands together. "Success! Ten freighters at once!"

    "I take it everything went smoothly?" said Mace.

    Jasper nodded. "Peaches and cream. They sent out a cruiser to escort one of the freighters. I led the team that cleared it. Was a mess getting all the crew and the few hundred Marines it carried onto shuttles and such, but we managed. Would have saved a lot of time if we had just spaced the lot of 'em."

    Mace shook his head slowly. "We've been over this. We're better off sending crews back. They will be much more cooperative when captured if they know they will live."

    Jasper took off his helmet. "Which is why I sent them back. Although the argument could also be made that had we spaced the occupants of the warship, their crews would be less supportive of being sent on escort duty. The more dissension we can cause in their ranks the better. Besides, spacing Karthians would give me a warm fuzzy. And I know my crew would appreciate the gesture as well."

    "The reactors on Terrex are waiting to be rigged," said Mace. "Your people have all the necessary info. You can work on the setup whenever you're ready."

    Jasper turned toward one of his aides. "Assemble the teams. We'll get started on this at once."

    "You just got back from a raid. No interest in taking a break? Getting some rest?"

    Jasper scowled. "The king don't need breaks. Besides, this is the stuff that keeps me going. Also gives my people hope that we can one day wipe out this scourge."

    With Jasper's planning underway, the others returned to Earth. New spying was in order if the Karthians’ next move was to be determined.
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    The Human forces had been returned to Earth. Attempts to gather knowledge about future plans had yielded little to no results. That all changed two days after their arrival.

    Johnny said, "I heard talk of a new raid coming. They didn't say where, only that it was in the works."

    Mace replied, "I heard similar hints from General Flox. Word is being sent down to prepare for departure. The transports could be landing at any time."

    Similar stories came from several of the other spy team members. Something big was in the works.

    Jeff hurried into the cave complex. "We have transports landing all over."

    Mace nodded. "I'd say that confirms it. The Karthians have been hinting at another raid. Anyone who needs to say bye or take care of urgent business... now is the time to do it. For those who are interested in going, I'll meet you on the Royal Fortune in half an hour. The transports should still be loading. After that maybe we can find out where they're going."

    Jenny piloted the Fortune up to where the Karthian fleet was gathering. When the last of the transports arrived, a massive wormhole was opened. This time, twelve hundred Human-laden transports followed fifteen hundred cruisers and assorted other warships.

    "The target is Rhombia," said Jenny.

    Johnny winced. "Forcing us into a war with the UF? This can't be good. After getting slaughtered last time, I wonder what made then so bold?"

    Mace replied, "We're about to find out. Jenny, move away and jump us to a neutral location in the Rhombia system. Wish we could send word down to Geerok and Montak. They deserve to know what the target is."

    Jane stood behind Jenny's pilot chair. "If they attack, they put us at war with the UF."

    Jenny replied, "Yep. And we can't even warn them because it again puts our forces at higher risk."

    Minutes after moving into the Rhombia system, Jenny yelled out. "Mr. Hardy! We're getting blasted by some kind of electromagnetic storm!"

    Mace moved to the cockpit. "Our shields should be sufficient."

    Jenny shook her head. "Not an issue for us, but a half hour from now, the Mawga capital is gonna get bombarded. I think it's the weapon that was used against Earth. It just came out of nowhere."

    Mace asked, "You have a direction. See if you can find a source."

    The Royal Fortune made repeated short jumps until a massive ship came onto the sensors.

    "There's your source." Jenny said. "Wait, it looks like they're shutting it down."

    Mace said, "Take us closer. If it jumps, I want a location."

    Humphrey Mallot leaned over the others. "That looks like a Karthian vessel."

    Jenny said, "It's not broadcasting an ID."

    Mace replied, "Wouldn't expect it to. See if you can get us close. I think we should go aboard."

    Humphrey moved into the co-pilot's seat. "This looks like what we got hit with originally. I'd say it was four of those ships that first bombarded Earth."

    "That doesn't make sense," Johnny said. "Why would the Karthians have done that? They had no interaction with us."

    Jane replied, "For the same reason the Galactic Union wanted us. We're a powerful species when it comes to war. Those transports heading to Rhombia, that's less than a hundred thousand men. Who would use that few to invade a whole planet? A hundred thousand Karthians being dropped down there would almost be laughed at."

    Jenny asked, "If we're already going in, why the EM bombardment?"

    Mace shrugged. "Could be it will weaken their defenses. Throw their military into chaos and they might not offer much of a response."

    As the Royal Fortune approached, the mammoth ship began to turn. Seconds later, a wormhole was opening.

    Mace said, "Tell me you have the coordinates for where that's going."

    Jenny nodded. "Hang on. If they keep it open long enough, we might be able to slip through with them."

    Mace grabbed her shoulder. "Wait. If you're jumping to make that happen, don't. We open a wormhole near them and they will know something's up. Just get the coordinates for where they're going."

    "Coordinates are locked in."

    "Pick a spot at least half an hour away, open a wormhole only long enough for a scan. If it's clear, take us through. From there we can move in on the ship."

    A short while later, the Royal Fortune sat within a kilometer of the massive EM ship. Three more identical ships were parked beside it, all having just returned from attacking the Rhombia system. The Human-commanded shuttle landed in a vast docking bay. Mace Hardy and Johnny Tretcher hopped down from a partially open ramp, beginning their investigation of the ship they believed had nearly wiped out Earth.

    Johnny whispered, "We go straight for the bridge? Or do we check out the weapon?"

    Mace replied, "Hand on my shoulder. We're heading to the bridge."

    Various Karthian techs, maintenance workers, and other assorted crewmen were passed on the way to the ship’s command center. The two Humans entered, taking an out of the way position in an empty corner.

    The captain of the ship was sitting in his command chair with his first officer standing by. "Two weeks of blast will hardly bring them to their knees. Two months would have been more adequate."

    The first officer replied, "I completely agree. We are the ones who have experience with this. When these ships were first captured, I failed to see what a potent weapon they were. I find it troubling that our first use was on our own planet."

    The captain replied, "Our people on Terrex were not behind a war with the Consortium. We have just conquered the Galactic Union. There are many planets to exploit. The people want to take part in the plunder before financing another war. The Consortium wasn’t belligerent, they weren't expansionists. Our politicians saw no benefits in that fight. I'll admit that turning this weapon on our own world was heavy handed, but the people are now solidly behind our military goals."

    The officer frowned. "Were behind them. Now we have a new threat. And we have no idea where these Harpoonians have come from."

    The captain scowled. "The United Front is behind this. They will soon get their just reward. When the station falls, we will control that rift. Let's just hope they take the bait on the Rhombia raid."

    The officer asked, "Why do we need the rift? We have an ample supply of wormhole fuel. And the UF ships now have wormholes. What is the importance?"

    The captain grinned. "Ample supply is the key word, Commander. We have it, the United Front does not. They need that rift to conserve their fuel. We take it and they are only months away from running out of gatrellium. The dozen planets they control in this sector, Rhombia, the other Mawga planets, and Canto, will be ours."

    "What use are the Humans to us now? The Mawga, with the support of the UF, will capitulate and fall under our control."

    "The Humans are still to be used against the UF. Were you listening to the briefing? Once we control the Canto Rift, we begin attacks on the planets of their empire. These ships will be instrumental in such a raid."

    "What confidence do you have in the new military council?"

    The captain huffed. "Same as before. Most were just overstuffed tunics filled with ego and self-righteousness. They came to power during times of relative peace with the Galactic Union. While our final campaign against them was successful, it was costly. The whole campaign could have been conducted differently, yielding the same result. And of course we have to talk about the betrayal of Commodore Hoolbud. Those council fools were the ones who came up with the idea of letting the Humans kill him off. Many good Karthians died that day. And for what? A failed assassination scheme?"

    The lieutenant replied, "Yes, there has been much talk of that. There are many unanswered questions regarding that whole episode."

    The captain said, "And there will never be answers. The answers died with most of the military council on Terrex. If the people should be riled up and angry, it should be because the security of our own planet was violated. These Harpoonians should be captured and eliminated."

    The lieutenant sighed. "I wish we had access to leave. I have family I would like to see."

    The captain shook his head. "When you accepted this position you gave up all family and friends. This crew is now your family. The existence of this weapon can never be known. Especially since it was used against our own planet."

    The lieutenant looked around at the bridge. "I find it remarkable that a Galactic Union species was able to construct such a weapon. Had they used it against us instead of the Humans, they might have wiped us out."

    The captain laughed. "There is no comparison between Terrex and Earth. While disruptive, our entire civilization is not based on susceptible communications. Our leaders can still give orders. As we saw with our attempt to bring our people in line with our goals, we also saw what disruptions were possible. Minor inconveniences in our case. When used against the Humans there was an almost complete collapse."

    The lieutenant said, "I still wish we had wiped out the Targarians. If they were capable of building weapons such as these, I shudder to imagine what else they may have come up with."

    Johnny pulled on Mace's shoulder, luring him out into a hallway.

    Johnny whispered. "The Targarians?"

    "That's what it sounded like to me. I'm sure Jasper knew nothing about this. It sounds like they captured these ships from the Targarians after that all happened."

    "This is huge."

    "Doesn't change a thing. The Targarians are now our allies... the Karthians our enemies. Our question at the moment is, do we tell the others?"

    "Why wouldn't we?"

    "Because, as I just said, the Targarians are our allies. We need them. We let word of this get out and that relationship would potentially be ruined. That's especially true if Stark and his people get a hold of it."

    "I can't keep this from Jane."

    Mace said, "You can and you will."

    A Karthian officer walked past on his way to the bridge.

    When the hall was again empty, Johnny said, "I can't believe it was our friends who brought down Earth. This is messed up."

    "They weren't our friends at the time. And these weapons may have been used to keep us from being taken and abused by the Mawga or the Kaachi. Had either of them been successful in conquering us while we were still strong, the resulting force would have dominated the Galactic Union. We'd still be slaves."

    Johnny growled. "This war business is for the birds. Too many secrets. Just let us all face off against each other and the winner takes all."

    Mace said, "Remind me to never put you in charge."

    Johnny chuckled. "Didn't mean any of that literally. This thing just gets frustrating, that's all. Everything is complex."

    "Well, let's explore this ship and then we'll go back to discuss our options with the others."

    Johnny said, "Please tell me you are at least planning to take these ships. We can't leave them in the hands of the Karthians."

    Mace replied, "That will be our first order. After that we discuss what we do with them. Could be we just fly them into a star and be done with it."

    "Or we turn them over to Doc and Mr. Klept to see if they can be improved upon. We are still at war and we do need weapons."

    The intruders took to checking out the rest of the ship. After nearly an hour of exploring they came upon the room that housed the weapon.

    Johnny whispered, "That looks like nothing more than a wormhole generator. What the heck?"

    Mace nodded. "I think you're right. We need Doc and Gnaga on here to figure out exactly what they're doing. This doesn't make sense... unless..."

    Johnny asked, "What you got cooking?"

    Mace said, "What has been our most powerful weapon?"

    "That would still be our plasma cannons. The microwave bursts are effective, barely. That green energy cannon Doc built just doesn't have the power. Same with the wormhole weapon. We can punch a small hole in a ship if we're lucky. Wait... are you talking nukes?"

    Mace said, "You're forgetting the solar flares. Those strikes have done more damage than anything else we have. They are difficult to use against a ship because it can move. But a planet... that's a fairly stationary target. Maybe the EM waves sent to Earth were directed from some natural source, just like we did. They would open a wormhole where one end faces the source and the other faces Earth."

    "The problem with that scenario is the wormhole on this end would be facing this ship. I doubt they have the shielding to handle that much power coming through directly at them. And those waves covered the entire face of the Earth. That would have to be a huge aperture."

    Mace shrugged. "I don't think you or I know enough to draw conclusions. Let's say we go back and put together a plan to grab all four of these ships at once. We can store them elsewhere and bring Doc and his team aboard to study how they work."

    Johnny chuckled. "How did we get into this crazy situation? I mean, here we are... on an alien ship... planning to capture it for study. Meanwhile, our whole planet is being held captive and forced to fight... by an alien civilization we never knew existed."

    Mace shook his head. "So you'd rather be sitting on a barstool with some schmo like me serving you beers?"

    "Hey, don't know it 'til you've tried it."

    The duo made their way back to the Royal Fortune, where a plan was laid out to take over the four ships. From there they would be taken to a neutral site and Jeff Moskowitz and his scientists and engineers would be brought aboard for study.

    Half an hour later, the task was complete. An hour after, Jeff and his team were getting to work. The Royal Fortune made a jump to the Alpha site.

    Jasper said, "I can't stay long. I have four freighters I have to get stripped. Are you looking for something in particular?"

    Mace said, "We found the EM ships that were used to bombard Earth."

    Jasper stopped and stared. "And?"

    "We have them. And we know they were built by the Targarians."

    Jasper held up a finger. "They weren't built by the Targarians. They could barely operate them. They were captured from some species decades ago during an expansion attempt by the Targarians. The ships were parked near a magnetar, siphoning off EM energy to some unknown location. The Targarians captured the ships from teams of scientists. They weren't being used as weapons. Anyway, after an attempted escape, the Targarians killed the lot of them. Their king at the time thought they were smart enough to figure things out for themselves."

    Johnny said. "Huh. So they got the tech from somewhere else. You knew this. Why didn't you tell us?"

    Jasper frowned. "Wouldn't have helped us at the time. I had just taken over. I figured that little detail would be best dealt with later. Later just never came... until now. The Targarians were planning to use the ships to take control of the GU. Then Earth was discovered. We were a game changer.

    "The Targarians had no claim to us, so they decided it best that we were eliminated before being discovered by the entire GU. Had it not been for the intervention of the Mawga, things would have gotten a lot worse. They even had plans in place for an invasion to wipe us out. When we were revealed to the entire Union, everything changed. The EM ships were moved away, and after a bit of squabbling the GU took over. Or at least tried to. Stark saw to it they weren't successful. I've been fighting to get control back from him ever since."

    Johnny shook his head. "I still can't believe you knew all this and didn't tell us."

    Jasper shrugged. "I didn't see how it would help. At first I was unsure of my reign. Later, it just wasn't convenient to mention it. What we do know about the weapon is that it uses two wormholes, one to pull the energy from the origination point, a second to aim it toward a target. All without endangering the ship itself. Anyway, now you know the whole story."

    Jane said, "Well, we have the ships now. Hopefully Doc and the others can figure out how to use them."

    Jasper replied, "We already know how to use them. What we need to know is are there more uses that we haven't thought about."

    Jenny asked, "How'd the Karthians get a hold of them?"

    Jasper frowned. "They had their spies everywhere. When the Targarians fell to me, the Karthians moved in and swiped them during the chaos. I didn't actually learn of their existence until after they were gone. Anyway, what are you doing here? I thought the Karthians were invading Rhombia?"

    "It's a diversion. We think they're going after the UF warstation. They bombarded the Mawga world with these ships to draw attention away from that station."

    Johnny said, "You know, I bet if you find the big Karthian stations you'll find out where they're staging their attack from. If that's what they're doing."

    Mace looked at Jasper. "Any idea where those Karthian stations are?"

    Jasper shook his head. "Last we saw them was when they showed at Earth. They didn't take them out for the Consortium raid. Now that we have our stealth ships, I could cut back on the pirate activity, send my ships out to look for them."

    Mace replied, "No. Just keep doing what you’re doing. If they manage to take down that warstation, maybe that takes a little UF pressure off us. They'll be scrambling to defend their home worlds from an invasion. This whole war is starting to spiral out of control. Not that we had any control, but we're certain to have less now."

    Jasper asked, "What'd you do with the crews from those ships?"

    Jane said, "We stuck them on a shuttle and sent them home."

    Jasper scowled. "You people and your morals. They're killers and we're at war. Just shove them out into space and be done with it."

    Jane replied, "We needed witnesses. As far as they know the Harpoonians now have the ships."
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    Mace asked, "How are the reactors on Terrex coming? When do you think you'll be done there?"

    Jasper said, "We're already done. I'm just waiting on your word before sending the code."

    "Have you figured out how the Harpoonians will reveal themselves to take credit for this?"

    Jasper nodded. "I have. I'll be broadcasting a signal that should be viewable by most if not all of their citizens. It will be a Harpoonian demanding a full and immediate surrender. If they refuse, which they will, the city will be destroyed. Afterwards, there'll be another broadcast with the same request."

    Johnny asked, "And if they don't comply?"

    Jasper grinned. "I have a second, small city rigged to blow. Two should be enough to convince them we can do this at will."

    Johnny crossed his arms. "You think that'll work?"

    Jasper shrugged. "I don't see why not."

    One of Jasper's aides walked up to him with status. "Sire, the Karthians are attacking the warstation. I have a video feed if you desire to watch."

    Jasper looked up. "Guess we're too late. Fighting between the UF and the Karthians is underway."

    A holo-stream of the battle was displayed just to the left of Jasper's arm pad.

    "Three Karthian stations are engaged, along with a thousand warships. Fourteen Karthian cruisers have already been destroyed."

    On the video stream, two of the Karthian stations fired at once. The bright green energy waves impacted the UF warstation, causing visible damage to its heavily shielded exterior. In response, a tight microwave beam penetrated the shield of a radica ship, striking the Karthian station behind it. The external walls of two decks collapsed and burned brightly as they melted under the intense energy of the UF beam. The Karthians returned the favor with another two green energy waves.

    Following the strikes, five hundred Karthian cruisers rushed the warstation. Immediately after, a dozen UF external guns were taken offline and two hundred Human transports were sent in. Twenty were incinerated before reaching the hull. The remainder clamped onto the sides of the warstation; breach tubes emerged and Human Marines piled aboard.

    As the assault continued, three hundred UF warships emerged from a wormhole portal. The Karthian cruisers that rushed to confront them took immediate heavy damage, forty knocked from the battle with a single burst. The Karthian stations countered with their energy weapon, taking out eighteen UF ships with the counterpunch.

    The battle raged for almost an hour before the guns of the warstation ceased. A second surge of Karthian cruisers, six hundred strong, swept in from behind the larger UF dreadnoughts. This time, instead of trading blows with the more powerful dreadnoughts, hundreds of assault shuttles emerged. Within minutes, nearly half the remaining UF ships had Human Marines aboard. Shortly after, their guns began to go silent as well.

    A second stage of a hundred fifty UF dreadnoughts was met with another six hundred Karthian cruisers. It was becoming apparent the UF defenses would not hold up to the onslaught.

    Johnny said, "What a fantastic view of a battle. Everything is just so fluid."

    Jasper said, "Our transports are leaving the warstation."

    Johnny asked, "What do you think that means?"

    Mace replied, "It means they accomplished what they were asked to do."

    Several brilliant flashes erupted from the warstation as nuclear explosions went off from within. Nearly a third of the station's interior decks were left exposed. Less than a minute later, the remaining UF dreadnoughts turned from the battle space. While being chased by less powerful cruisers, the UF ships opened a portal and slipped through. The battle for Warstation 56 had come to a quick end.

    Johnny raised an eyebrow. "Two hours ten minutes. I would not have thought it possible."

    Mace replied, "My guess is we're likely to see Canto surrender and the Mawga capitulate. I have to wonder why the UF committed so few ships."

    Mace stood. "I think we should make a visit to Canto before they take it out. If Mr. Knuttin is there, perhaps we can again make contact with the UF."

    "Why would you want to?" Jane asked. "They turned their backs on us last time."

    Mace said, "Because they are now the enemies of our enemy. If we ever want to free our people from the Karthians, we'll need allies. I have to believe the UF is far from defeat with regards to this single battle."

    A jump was made in the shuttle to Canto. The UF dreadnoughts that patrolled the Canto system this time stayed close to the planet. As the shuttle came within comm range, a warning was issued.

    "Halt or prepare to be destroyed. You have entered a warzone."

    Mace replied, "We would like word with Frado Knuttin if possible. Convey to him that Mace Hardy would like to talk."

    The UF lieutenant on the display turned to face someone behind him.

    Johnny said, "Friendly as always."

    The officer turned back. "Canto is being abandoned, Mr. Hardy. You'll be on your own. I would suggest you leave the area immediately as we're expecting hostiles to arrive at any time."

    Mace nodded. "Thank you for your concern, Lieutenant."

    The Royal Fortune was soon settling into a crowded spaceport. Hundreds of small ships were arriving for pick-up while a similar number departed, laden with all they could carry. A portal had been opened to allow all available transports or cargo vessels to attempt a one-time extraction of Canto citizens. A return portal was to be opened in less than half an hour. The shuttle settled on the deck as Mace placed a call to the one contact he still had... Derette Golese.

    Derette answered the comm while scrambling to assemble her valuables with her few moments remaining. "Mr. Hardy! Sorry I don't have time to talk. My shuttle is leaving in fifteen minutes. I have to be on it!"

    "Is Mr. Knuttin on planet, or do you know how we can get in touch with him?"

    "I can't help you at the moment. Wait..."

    A second comm was answered. Derette stood, yelling in silence at the comm camera as the audio was diverted to the other channel. The disheveled Kohamian stumbled back, plopping onto her couch. "They just left me."

    Mace said, "Come to the spaceport, we'll give you a ride out."

    Jenny said, "Don't think that's gonna happen, Mr. Hardy. We have a storm of people heading that way. Most of the ships just lifted off."

    Mace turned back to the comm. "Your building... any open spaces outside? If so, send us the coordinates. If not, tell us the closest field or lot we can land in and we'll pick you up."

    Derette sat forward. "You'd do that?"

    Mace nodded. "We will. Give us coordinates."

    Derette stood, passing her location through the comm. "I doubt we can make the portal. They won't keep it open."

    "We can take you into your space if needed."

    Derette grabbed at a handful of bags as her comm link transferred from the apartment comm to that of her stylish arm pad. "There's an open space on the south side of the building. People walk their pets there. It should have room for a shuttle, although it may be tight."

    Jenny said, "We'll make it fit."

    Mace added, "We'll meet you there."

    The Royal Fortune lifted from the tarmac as hundreds of left-behind Kohamian citizens stood with dejected looks on their faces. Thousands were crowded around the exterior of the control tower. A small ship, landing for a pick-up, was soon overwhelmed by the growing, frantic mob. As it attempted to lift, a dozen citizens fell from one side while a dozen on the other side held fast. The small craft dipped to the left, plowing through the crowd before its gear impacted the concrete tarmac, flipping it over and sending bodies flying in the air. The disabled ship was again mobbed as the surrounding crowd pushed forward.

    Jane scowled. "This is awful."

    Minutes later, the Fortune settled in the field beside the apartment building. As the ramp lowered, a half dozen Kohamians scrambled out into the field, following Derette Golese as she ran.

    Johnny said, "We got trouble."

    As the refugees scrambled up the ramp, another half dozen emerged from the building, this time with children in arms.

    Jane looked at Mace. "Don't even think about leaving them."

    Mace took a deep breath. This is it, though. We can't fit any more."

    As the stragglers reached the ramp, the door to the building again flipped open. Five more fleeing citizens emerged, including two who were elderly. Jane looked at Mace. No order to leave was given. The final guests were squeezed aboard, standing room only. The Royal Fortune lifted with a full load, but her gravity drive easily handled the weight of her living cargo.

    Mace asked, "Miss Golese? Would you be able to contact Mr. Knuttin directly?"

    "I can. Hold on. I'll pass him through to your comm."

    An image of Frado Knuttin appeared on the main comm display. "Derette? Please tell me you made it out."

    "I'm on a shuttle with Mr. Hardy. I missed the main lift. He was kind enough to offer us a way out. He would like to speak with you."

    Mace squeezed in front of the comm. "We have Miss Golese and about a dozen of your citizens here. We can deliver them wherever you like if you give us coordinates."

    Frado replied, "I'm certain you know we are now in a state of war. No foreign ships will be allowed into our space. However, I have an alternative. I'm sending you the coordinates to one of our new colonies. There should be adequate room there to house and feed those who are with you until I can get a vessel out to pick them up. It may be a wait as things are hectic around here, but at least they will be back in our care."

    Mace nodded. "Send us the coordinates and we'll make the drop. In the meantime, is there anything we can do to help? We can offer a starmap of the Karthian Empire if that would help."

    Frado's eyes grew wide. "That would help tremendously! If we're able to take the war to them, they will keep assets at home for needed defense."

    Johnny grabbed Mace by the arm. "I have an idea."

    "Go ahead."

    "We have our setup on Terrex all ready to go. What if we let Mr. Knuttin record a video demanding peace instead of our made-up Harpoonians. That might stop this war, at least temporarily. If the Karthians think the UF can punch them right in the face like that, they might be eager for peace."

    Jane added. "That is an awesome idea. And I have more. In return for this immediate strike, the UF will give up all claims to Canto and the Mawga. Both will be free from their rule and 'protection.'"

    Mace turned to the comm. "Mr. Knuttin. We have a strike in the works that will take out the capital city of the Karthian Empire. It's already set to go. We could accredit it to your military if you want, with a demand for peace. I believe we can stop this war before it goes any further. In return we would ask your people to relinquish control of the Mawga and Canto."

    Frado replied, "I believe that request to be excessive, Mr. Hardy. I don't think our rulers will accept."

    Mace leaned in closer to the camera. "I can only guess from your response at the warstation that your fleet is not as strong as you'd like it to be. The Karthians have a lot of reserves. And they don't have a problem with committing them. Talk to your people. You could potentially end this war today."

    Frado nodded. "I will pass your offer along. But I don't see our leaders accepting. We were attacked, we suffered losses, and we are being asked to give up territory."

    Mace thought for a moment. "OK, then how about this... the UF gives up the Mawga and Canto, the Karthians give up Earth and the former Galactic Union planets. That space will remain as a sort of buffer zone between your peoples.

    "As you've seen, there are plenty of other systems for each of your empires to expand out to. You can both grow without interfering with the other. I would also like to add this... the Karthians are flush with gatrellium. I'm talking having enough to conduct heavy operations for as long as they want. My guess is your supplies are very limited. You can't afford to be jumping back and forth trying to protect your colonies... you don't have the available fuel."

    Frado Knuttin asked, "And you are certain you can deliver on this attack?"

    Mace nodded. "We'll even throw in a bonus city should they be indecisive. You can end this now, Mr. Knuttin. And it would be in the best interest of all parties involved. Ask your leadership and ask them soon. And give me a coordinate where I can contact you again. We can spare the gatrellium for a comm. You probably can't do the same."

    Seconds later, Jenny was enabling a wormhole. The shuttle slipped through, settling at a newly established Knuttin Corporation colony base. A small crew came out to aid the rescued citizens. Mace and the others sat in wait, giving their Kohamian counterpart time to discuss their options.

    Johnny said, "I can't believe this opportunity presented itself. What you offered, it makes complete sense. The only thing standing in the way of this working is egos. And the Karthians and UF both have big ones."

    Mace stood. "Jenny, open a jump to Hoorka space. I need to talk to Favia."

    Jane asked, "What are you thinking?"

    "I'm thinking the Targarians are completely exposed right now. That UF marker we had down, it's now a magnet for the Karthians to attack. Open a comm to Jasper while we're heading for a jump point."

    Jasper came over the comm. "What happened at Canto?"

    Mace replied, "Don't have time to explain. Your people on Hardy are sitting ducks right now. If the Karthians just attacked UF territories, that means Hardy is now a target."

    Jasper nodded. "We figured as much. All assets are being moved into our new facilities. In two days those facilities will be fully operational. We have scout ships watching the Karthian fleets for any movement toward Hardy."

    "I don't think you have two days. I'm making a jump out to see Favia. I'm hoping I can talk her into offering up a temporary claim stake. If the Karthians think the planet now belongs to someone else, they are less likely to invade."

    "An excellent idea. We thank you for your efforts. Have you decided on a time for our attack on Terrex?"

    "About that, I'm in the process of negotiating with the UF over ending this war. They would give up the Mawga and Canto and in return get peace from the Karthians. The Karthians would give up Earth and Galactic Union space in exchange for said peace."

    Jasper scowled. "The Karthians aren't gonna go for that!"

    "They will if they think the UF was responsible instead of the make-believe Harpoonians. I know that would take away your broadcast speech to the Karthians, but it might bring peace to us all at the same time."

    Jasper stood from his command chair, pacing back and forth in thought.

    Jenny said, "Ready for our jump."

    Mace followed. "Jasper, I need a decision."

    The Targarian king stopped, clenching his fists in frustration. "OK. Do it. You take all the fun out of this job, you know that?"

    Mace said, "Nothing set yet. Just keep watch on your people."

    A jump was made and a comm opened to Favia. "Mr. Hardy," she said. "How are things on Earth? The same?"

    "At the moment, yes. We're working to change that, though. In the meantime, we're in need of a favor. I need a Hoorka colony claim spike. We need to dissuade the Karthians from attacking a colony for just a couple days. After that we'll be in the clear. Is that something you can provide?"

    "Will this involve us in your war?"

    Mace replied, "At the moment, no. The Karthians haven't attacked. With a Hoorka claim spike planted, I believe they would leave the planet alone."

    Favia thought for a moment. "Would you be willing to sell this asset to my kingdom? I would be willing to pay you a single credit in exchange for it. That would make it legal and binding and would provide the protection you seek. When the couple days had passed, the asset could be sold back to you for the same one credit price. No one here would argue over my purchase of a planet for a single credit."

    "Couldn't you just lose a claim spike for a couple days? I don't know that I'm comfortable with selling it to you."

    "I'm afraid not. I would be willing to hold up the paperwork for the transaction on our end for two to three days. If unreported, the agreement could be destroyed with none the wiser."

    "I suppose if that's all we have we'll take it. Where do I sign?"

    "This conversation is proof of the deal. I only need to enter it into permanent record for it to be official. Give me a moment and I'll have one of my engineers send you a claiming code that can be broadcast."

    Mace smiled. "You've been a huge friend to the Humans. We can't thank you enough."

    Favia bowed. "It is I who am still in your debt. Consider this transaction done."

    Several minutes later, the Hoorka code came through. A jump back to Hardy had the broadcast spike changed to emit the new claim. Shortly after, a Karthian scout ship jumped into the system. Several scans were conducted before the ship turned to leave. Hardy remained a free planet.
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    A comm was opened to Frado Knuttin. "Mr. Hardy. The United Front would like to make a counter offer. We will retain the Mawga Empire, as well as Canto, and offer peace to the Karthians. In exchange, they will release all claims to Earth and the Galactic Union territories, and they will declare peace with the United Front. The United Front will then provide protection to Earth for a period of at least five of your years."

    Mace sighed. "I can tell you right now the Karthians will not go for that. We'd end up having to destroy a dozen of their cities, something we are not prepared to do. So here is my counter... the UF will give up Canto and the Mawga territories. In exchange they will receive peace. The Karthians will give up Earth and the Galactic Union territories, and in exchange they will also get peace."

    Frado replied, "That's the same as you're original offer."

    Mace nodded. "It is. And time is wasting. Those Karthian stations are sitting right on the other side of that rift as we speak. They now know where the heart of the United Front resides. They're probably making a starmap of your entire territory. And if they attack, they rarely take prisoners. Just look at what they did to most of the members of the Galactic Union. Gone. Genocide.

    "Now, you can tell your people they can be bullheaded about this, or they can have peace. It's their choice. But if we're going to make this work, I need to know now. They have one hour or the deal is off and the Karthians are gonna be a much bigger problem than a lost warstation."

    "I will pass on your message, Mr. Hardy. Let's hope they can come to a proper decision."

    The comm closed.

    Mace let out a long breath as he sat back in a chair. "I'm gonna need a vacation. The muscles in my neck feel like they're gonna explode."

    Jane said, "You're in the middle of playing hardball negotiations over entire planets and species. The fate of the Human race is hanging in the balance. That's more than any one man should have to deal with in a thousand lifetimes."

    Johnny said, "You did great, by the way. Like I said earlier, I'm in awe of everything that's happened. How we came to this point in time, the problems we're dealing with... talk about above and beyond... things couldn't get any bigger than this."

    An hour had passed when Frado Knuttin again opened a comm to Mace. "Mr. Hardy, I have what you would consider good news and bad."

    Johnny rolled his eyes. "Here we go."

    Frado continued: "We reached out to the Karthian fleet at the rift. After a series of hastily-put-together negotiations, a peace agreement has been reached. Canto will be spared. In return, the Mawga will be released from their protection bargain. The Karthians, in return for that, will relinquish their claim to the former Dellus colonies, providing each of us with a buffer between our territories. We will forgive their transgression against Warstation 56 and will refrain from formally declaring war."

    Mace sat silent for several seconds. "What brought on this quick capitulation from the Karthians? That doesn't seem right. They clearly had the upper hand."

    Frado smiled. "Perhaps we are better negotiators. This is the best of both worlds for the corporation, Mr. Hardy. The Canto colony and our investments there go unharmed. And the corporation will receive rich defense contracts as fleets need to be rebuilt, as well as two warstations to be parked at the rift."

    Mace shook his head. "None of this makes sense, Mr. Knuttin. It doesn't seem like the Karthians."

    "Perhaps it was getting a look at our defenses. A dozen of those warstations would have shown on their sensors from their viewpoint. I believe they think we have perhaps hundreds more they would have to contend with. They were able to defeat Warstation 56, but at a high cost. Our planets near that rift are heavily defended. I'm certain they saw that as a deterrent."

    "I think you're making a mistake. The Karthians won't honor their peace pledge for long. Now that they know what they're up against, they'll make every effort to prepare for dealing with it."

    "It buys us time to rebuild as well, Mr. Hardy. I'm sorry about your people. I wish they could be freed. Just not at our expense."

    Mace countered. "OK, how about this... you keep Canto, the rest of the deal stays. I think I can make that work."

    Frado slowly shook his head. "I'm afraid that deal is not possible."

    "You do realize we are still going to attack the Karthian capital, right? And there is always a possibility they will want to pin that attack on you, seeing it as retribution for their attack on the warstation. You'd be right back where you are... only without a negotiating position."

    Frado slowly shook his head. "I've been asked to tell you to not go ahead with that attack."

    Mace pulled back with an indignant look. "Why would we do that?"

    Frado sighed. "Because our military now knows you are the Harpoonians. I'm sorry, Mr. Hardy. It seems their name came up during the negotiations. We denied any knowledge of them of course. Afterward, Miz Golese told me of your mention of them while she was on your shuttle. I had to pass that vital information on to our command."

    The Kohamian businessman turned back for word from an aide. "I am sorry, Mr. Hardy. I've just been told this deal is final. There will be peace with the Karthians."

    Mace drew in and let out a long breath. "Thank you for your efforts, Mr. Knuttin. We at least gave it a shot."

    Frado replied, "No, thank you. It was your negotiation and suggestion of a peace deal that started this rolling. I will make sure to give you full credit."

    Mace grimaced as the comm closed.

    Johnny pinched a finger and thumb on his left hand together. "Wow. We were that close. The deal you offered was perfect. I doubt Mr. Knuttin did an adequate job of selling it. And he's gonna make out like a bandit in all this."

    Jane grabbed Mace by the back of his neck. "Let it go. You did good. They screwed this up."

    Johnny said, "Well, we at least have good news for the old man. He gets to play monster and then blow up a city. Maybe we just have the Harpoonians demand Earth's release."

    Mace shook his head. "That would just bring reprisals against Earth, and now possibly from the UF if they felt a need to defend their position. Either way, maybe it's time we rethought our Harpoonian strategy. If we hold the destruction of those cities in reserve, maybe another opportunity will present itself. We need to sit down and seriously think all this through. Everything we do from here on should have something to do with Earth's freedom.

    "Retaliation is no good if it doesn't come with something more than a mental benefit. I had a sergeant in bootcamp drill that one into me. Of course, he was probably the most vengeful person I've ever known."

    Jenny said, "Where to?"

    Mace replied, "Back to Alpha Centauri. I have to give Mr. Collins the bad news."

    The Royal Fortune landed in the docking bay and the ramp lowered. Mace's frown was met with a scowl by Jasper Collins. Johnny chuckled at the expression.

    "I know that look. I won't be happy with what you're about to tell me, will I?"

    Mace shook his head. "We need to hold off on the attack at Terrex."

    Jasper wiggled his fingers in a 'come on' motion. "Spill it. What happened?"

    "The UF went behind our backs and made their own peace deal. They gave up the Mawga, the Karthians gave up the Dellus territories. They'll now have a no-man's-land buffer between them. The UF was scared of an invasion they were not ready for. The Karthians were scared of a defense they misread. They're now officially at peace. We're still stuck where we were."

    Jasper huffed. "I don't see where waiting for the Karthians to make another move helps us. We should go in, pancake that city, and then just keep doing it until they have nothing left. All this back-door dealing is ridiculous. We're always the ones drawing the short straw."

    The team moved into a conference room. Four hours of back and forth was spent on options and their potential costs and benefits. When the meeting broke up, no new plans had emerged. The Royal Fortune and her crew headed back to Earth as King Jasper Collins readied for another pirate raid. Three days passed before another visit was made to the Alpha site.

    As Mace waited for Jasper's return from a raid, a comm came in. "What did you do?"

    Mace replied, "Not sure what' you're talking about."

    Jasper gestured over his shoulder. "There are half a dozen Hoorka warships sitting in orbit over Hardy. I've got four Karthian freighters awaiting disassembly. I can't just fly them down there in full view."

    Mace sighed. "Give me twenty minutes to get in touch with Favia. You'll have to hang on."

    Mace reached for the corner of a picnic blanket. "We have to cut this short. The Hoorka are sitting at Hardy. Jasper has four freighters ready to unload. Care to fly me out to Hoorka space?"

    Jenny smiled. "You name it and I'll fly you anywhere in this galaxy you want to go... free of charge."

    Mace half smiled. "I hope we didn't screw things up with Favia."

    The Royal Fortune slipped through to Hoorka space. A comm was soon through to the reigning queen.

    "Mr. Hardy, I must apologize. I asked an aide to hold the submission of our deal for two days and to then check back with me. There was a miscommunication. The deal is now part of the official record. Our military command was interested in the newest planet in our kingdom. They were already there before I got word of what was happening."

    Mace said, "So just let me buy it back for the single credit."

    Favia winced. "I cannot do that. That planet is now part of the royal treasury. I can make suggestions to the House of Lords, but they have to sign off on any deal. And I can assure you, a planet for a single credit is not a deal they would agree to. I am sorry for this mix-up, Mr. Hardy. Please allow me to work on making this right."

    Mace replied, "This is the Targarian home. We cannot give this planet up. They have too much invested in it already."

    Favia bowed her head. "As I said, I will make this right, Mr. Hardy. You entrusted me with keeping this safe and I have failed. All I ask is to be given time. I cannot tell the House that I jeopardized the kingdom out of an act of friendship to an unrecognized nation. And putting the kingdom in jeopardy is exactly what I did. I will make this right, Mr. Hardy. I don't yet know how, but I will find a way."

    The Royal Fortune departed for the planet Hardy, stopping just short of comm range. As Jasper had reported, six Hoorka dreadnoughts were sitting in high orbit. The Targarians, having completed their move into the underground complex, remained silent and unseen.

    A comm was opened to Jasper. "We have trouble. Favia is working to correct the issue, but for now we have to stay away. I had to sign over the planet for a single credit in order for us to get a Hoorka claiming code. One of her aides mistakenly put the transaction into their royal system. Their military and their politicians are all giddy over her acquisition of an entire planet for a single credit. And she can't tell them the transaction was phony because by making the claim she put her kingdom in jeopardy. We have to give her time to straighten this out."

    As the Royal Fortune waited, an opening wormhole was detected.

    Jenny said, "We have a Karthian ship coming through. It's flying diplomatic banners."

    Mace said, "Keep us cloaked and take us in for a listen. Absolutely no broadcasts. We can't afford to be detected."

    Jenny nodded. "Outgoing comm is disabled. Moving in..."

    A comm went out over the general hail from the Karthian vessel. "This is the Fratingvoss. We're a diplomatic vessel of the Karthian Empire. We noticed your recent claim of this planet. There are subjects of ours residing down there that we would like to remove. With our request, no assets will be taken, only the individual subjects."

    A Hoorka commander responded. "This is the Hoorka Kaninga. Our scans show no bios on this planet. If your subjects were here, they either left or departed. I apologize for any brusqueness, but we must insist you leave this system. This is rightfully claimed Hoorka space."

    The diplomat leaned toward his camera. "The subjects in question were here only two days ago. No ships have been seen leaving this system. I must insist that we are allowed an inspection of their previous encampment."

    The Hoorka commander scowled. "You will insist on nothing. This planet and this system are property of the Kingdom of the Hoorka. I will only ask you this once... kindly leave."

    The diplomat countered, "Very well, Commander. You have forced my hand."

    The diplomat turned away from his comm camera, giving a nod. A new wormhole opened and fifty Karthian cruisers and two radica ships came through.

    The diplomat turned toward the comm. "We will be conducting an inspection, Commander. When we are satisfied our subjects are no longer on your planet, we will leave. In the meantime, just so there are no incidents between our forces, I suggest you and you ships leave the area. We shall not be long."

    As the Karthian cruisers moved in close, the Hoorka ships held their ground. After five minutes of a stare-down, several small explosions then burst out from the forward-most Karthian ship. Laser blasts were returned at the Hoorka. Within seconds, both sides were firing at will as their ships took evasive actions.

    A Karthian cruiser, the same ship that had taken the initial hit, was the first to take major damage. A heavy breach of the exterior shields and armor had been followed with a direct hit from a Hoorka dreadnought. A hundred meter long rent, covering five decks, had been ripped into her port side. A breached hydrogen store, and the ignition of the oxygen reserve, sealed her fate. The center of the ship exploded in a massive fireball before splitting in half.

    The Hoorka pilots and gunners were skilled in their tasks. Three more Karthian ships dropped from the battle before the first Hoorka ship took major damage. The concurrent laser strikes had converged on the location of the bridge deck at the same time. The Hoorka dreadnought was now in a slow, uncontrolled roll as the following Karthian cruisers pounded her relentlessly. In the span of the next five minutes, five more cruisers were taken from the fight and a second Hoorka ship was shredded when its rear shields failed.

    Another wormhole opened and forty Karthian cruisers slipped through. As the new ships joined the fight, two more of the Hoorka vessels met with violent ends. Only moments later, twelve of the Karthian ships exploded.

    Johnny said, "What just happened?"

    Mace stood. "Jasper Collins just happened. Was probably his shot that started this thing."

    A wormhole opened near the Royal Fortune's location, a fleet made up of one hundred twelve Hoorka dreadnoughts, cruisers, and destroyers, joining the fight.

    "This is spiraling out of control," said Jane. "How do we stop it?"

    Mace shook his head. "We don't."

    The casualties on both sides began to mount. Ships flew, twisted, and turned. Weapons fire lit up the blackness of the void. Sparks flew and explosions vented as the two sides rammed their heads together. Twice again each side committed new ships. The fight continued to grow.

    Forty-two minutes into the escalation, one of the massive Karthian stations came through a wormhole portal. The green energy weapon was quickly put into use. Three Hoorka ships were its first victims. Four additional firings saw ten Hoorka vessels completely destroyed.

    A wormhole opened and the Hoorka fleet retreated.

    Johnny said, "This can't be good for the queen. A new war with the Karthians is not gonna play well with her people."

    Mace nodded. "I'm afraid you're right."

    Jane asked, "What do we do?"

    Mace frowned. "Not much we can do. We wait to see what happens, and then we go back to Alpha to yell at Mr. Collins."

    Johnny said, "He was only protecting his people."

    "I know. But he might have just cost us our only ally."

    Mace let out a deep sigh. "This has just been a bad week for us all the way around."

    Johnny slapped Mace on the shoulder. "We're still here. And that means we can still fight. The Targarians are hidden away. They should be safe from detection."

    Jenny said, "Not if the Karthians put troops on the ground. I doubt they've had time to completely cover their tracks. A good forensics team would take them right to that ravine they covered over."

    Forty minutes after the fighting had ended, the first of the Karthian ships touched down on the surface. Troops piled out, searching through the remains of the previous Targarian encampment. The first hour of searching turned over no leads.

    The Royal Fortune moved back to the Alpha Centauri site. Jasper Collins was waiting.

    Mace walked down the shuttle ramp. "You just started a war."

    Jasper shrugged. "They were closing in on my people. I wasn't gonna sit back and just watch. Anyway, I think I have a way to end this."

    "How could you possibly do that?"

    "By blowing up the capital on Terrex. I'll open a video stream and broadcast an image of Favia, demanding an end to all hostilities and immediate removal of their ships from Hardy. I have a crew making a 3D image of the queen right now."

    "This is a horribly bad idea. We need to sit and discuss this."

    Jasper shook his head. "There is no discussion. The Karthians are on the ground. We both know it's only a matter of time before they figure things out. There are dozens of well worn trails between that abandoned city and the underground complex. They only need to follow one. So I'll be moving ahead with the assault on Terrex. Maybe this buys us peace. If not, it hopefully buys me enough time to move my people elsewhere... which is my big problem at the moment. If you have an alternative, you better tell me what it is in the next hour, because as of right now, this is happening."
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    Mace paced the deck of the Fortune with the others. "There must be something we can do."

    Johnny shook his head. "In an hour? Not happening. Don't know that it would do any good to notify Favia, either."

    Mace said, "Jenny, take us back to Hoorka space."

    Johnny placed his hand on Mace's shoulder. "They may not let us anywhere near her. Your name is on the deed stating Hardy was purchased from you. A single credit might have seemed cheap, but not if it comes with war attached to it."

    "We have to tell her what just transpired and why. We owe it to her. She may be the only one who has enough pull to get us out of this."

    The shuttle moved through to Hoorka space.

    An immediate comm was opened from two dreadnoughts parked in the shuttle's way. "Mr. Hardy, I'm afraid the queen is temporarily unavailable."

    Mace replied, "Patch me through to her, Commander. This is important."

    The commander shook his head. "I have my orders, Mr. Hardy. She is not to be bothered."

    Mace nodded as the comm closed. "Jenny, jump us out to free space and then back in again near the planet. We're going all the way to the ground."

    Jenny replied, "They'll have detected a wormhole opening."

    Mace nodded. "But they won't see anyone come through. Take us in and put us down smack in the middle of her palace courtyard. I'll hop down from there and go directly to her... if she's there."

    Fifteen minutes later the ramp of the shuttle was lowering... just enough for Mace Hardy to jump down to the grass of the courtyard. A sprint had him entering the queen's throne room, where the monarch was sitting with three advisors standing before her. Mace turned off his projector as we walked into the grand room.

    Favia stood. "Mr. Hardy? What has happened?"

    Two guards raced into the room, tackling him to the marbled floor.

    Favia yelled, "Unhand him! He is here on business of the queen!"

    The guards relented. Mace walked up the steps toward the throne. "This is the doing of Mr. Collins. His people are trapped on that planet. The Karthians insisted on performing a search. Mr. Collins fired the first shots that started the fight. Both sides escalated the conflict almost immediately."

    Favia motioned for her advisors to leave. "Why is it the Karthians lay claim to the king's people?"

    "The Karthians defeated them in battle, claiming their home world. They killed the rest of their citizenry and will do the same to Mr. Collins’ people. That's what these people do. They're genocidal."

    Favia rubbed her forehead. "I should have refused your request for a claim, or found some other way. This is disastrous... simply disastrous."

    Mace nodded. "And there's more to come. Jasper Collins, right now, is preparing to demolish the Karthians' capital city. He'll be giving them an ultimatum... disguised as you. If they don't comply he will destroy the capital. He has a second city that is wired and ready to blow after that. I begged him to wait. He wouldn't listen."

    Favia held up her head in thought. "Is this possible? Can this be done?"

    Mace replied, "It can and he will do it. He's working up an image of you to use before he does this."

    Favia stood, clapping her hands for her assistants to return. The three Hoorka scurried back into the room and were soon at her feet.

    "Bring my scepter and my crown. I will be making a speech momentarily. Mr. Hardy, can you open a comm to the king?"

    Mace nodded. "I can, but your people will not be happy with how it's being done. We're parked in your courtyard. I'd give you the coordinates so one of your ships could do this, but it would reveal the whereabouts of our base."

    Favia said, "Make the connection, Mr. Hardy. I will speak to the king directly."

    Mace enabled his comm. "Jenny, go back up and open a wormhole comm back to Jasper. She wants to speak with him personally."

    Jenny replied, "You do realize you are giving away our position right now, don't you?"

    "We have no choice. Go up and make the connection. You'll be under the protection of the queen."

    Mace turned. "Order your military to not move on the Royal Fortune. They interfere and you won't be talking to Mr. Collins."

    Favia nodded. "I will give the order."

    The comm was opened. "King Collins, I would like to offer my services directly to your effort. I am volunteering my image and my voice for the purpose you are about to undertake. Allow me to speak with the Karthians on behalf of my people."

    Jasper replied, "This would be demanding their complete withdrawal from the Hardy system. And a complete cessation of all hostilities. If they refuse, their capital city will be destroyed. Of course, don't tell them which city, just threaten that a city will be demolished. And tell them you'll be firing a secret weapon at them that they won't be able to defend against. I doubt they'll agree to your demands, but it's worth a shot."

    Mace said, "Favia, as an extra incentive, you could tell them the Hoorka will retract any claim to the system as well, but make sure they know that system is off limits to both species."

    "Mr. Hardy, that will be a hard sell to my people."

    "Will it? If it allows them to avoid a war? Currently your people have no stake in that planet. Fighting over it is not worth having it. If it was, you'd just go back to war against whoever else it was you were fighting, as that was over disputed territories as well."

    "Excellent points. And they fit perfectly with our foreign policy. King Collins, if you and Mr. Hardy allow me to play this role, I think I can bring an end to this conflict and serve all parties involved."

    Jasper nodded. "We'll contact the Fortune when we're ready. Mr. Hardy, you'll be receiving a video feed of her broadcast, of their response, and of the result should they deny her offer."

    Jenny came over the comm. "I have a dozen dreadnoughts up here facing us down."

    Favia replied, "Give me one moment. Commodore Gluthy, I requested the Royal Fortune be left alone. Under the direct order of the queen you will move your forces back immediately. I am conducting critical negotiations that will bring about the end of this conflict. Your interference may make that impossible. If these talks fail because of you, I will hold you fully responsible for the continuance of this war. Do you understand me?"

    The commodore leaned in to his camera. "I will respect your wishes. However, should your effort be unsuccessful, know that it is you who may be held responsible."

    The queen scowled. "I am the queen of the Hoorka, Commodore. I am already responsible!"

    The commodore bowed as the comm closed. The dozen menacing dreadnoughts pulled back, though remained within weapons distance.

    Twenty minutes passed before Jasper came over the comm. "I'm in position. Feed is coming through. We're tapped into their system. Broadcast will be live in fifteen seconds. I'll patch through their response when I have it."

    Favia shooed away her advisors. She adjusted her crown slightly with her left hand as she right clutched the royal scepter. The image of Jasper nodded as the video feed went live to the capital city of Terrex.

    "Karthians, I am Queen Favia of the Hoorka Kingdom. As some of you may know, your forces violated our territory and attacked a small fleet of our ships only an hour ago. I am here on behalf of my people to offer you terms of peace. Should these terms not be agreed to within the hour, I will be forced to order the destruction of one of your cities on Terrex. This is not something that either I or my people desire. I hope it will be the same with you.

    "Here are our terms. All hostilities and operations in the Hardy system will cease immediately. All Karthian and Hoorka ships will be removed. As a side to this agreement, the Hoorka Kingdom will relinquish all claims to this territory. The Karthians will also relinquish any claim. Both sides will refrain from any visitation to this system, as will any associated allies. It is in both our best interests to let this system go.

    "To do otherwise would mean continued and escalating war between our peoples. Should that happen, I can assure you the Hoorka will not stop until the Karthian Empire is no longer a threat. I await your response on the comm channel that is open to you. Should any effort be made to encroach on the comm channel I have presented, it will trigger the immediate response of the destruction of your city.

    "With that... I beg for the safety and security of both your people and mine, that you will accept this offer and end this already bloody conflict. Let there be peace between us."

    An image of the queen stayed on the broadcast with a caption in Karthian that read "Peace Between Us."

    Mace was the first to speak. "Well done. You looked confident and commanding."

    "I feel strangely calm. We're at the beginning of a war and I do feel confident in our military. If you can do as you say with regard to that city, I would think they would eagerly agree. If they deny my offer, I would like to give them a short time to evacuate their city. The Hoorka are not about killing civilians. However, I will do that if it prevents a larger war. If you'll excuse me, my military and political leadership is demanding answers."

    The time spent waiting on a response seemed to drag forever. Favia's discussion with her leadership was heated. In the end, she was given the time she asked for. When the hour had come and gone without a response, Favia returned to the Karthian airwaves.

    "Karthians, as a show that we are not barbarians, you will be given one hour to fully evacuate your capital city. Should you continue to deny the offer when that time arrives, the city will be destroyed in its entirety. You have one hour from this time to clear out your people."

    Jasper came over the comm. "Just realized the Karthian hour is like seventy-nine of our minutes. We might have cut their initial response short, but this evacuation offer more than makes up for it. We're getting images of people beginning to leave the city already. Many of those heading in are turning away."

    Mace looked up at Favia. "A gracious offer. It will play well with your people that you are compassionate."

    Favia frowned. "If this destruction doesn't happen and we continue at war, you will see the people not caring about my compassion. They will instead be demanding a ruthless warrior who would do anything to defend her people."

    "The game of war only has temporary winners. Eventually those who started it die off, whether during or after the conflict. The newer generations lose sight of what it was all about and what needs to be done to assure it never happens again."

    "Sounds like you speak from experience."

    Mace nodded. "Some. It's also what the history of war teaches us. Hoorka children being born today will hear about the great war that just ended, but it won't have the same impact on them as it had on those who lived through it. That seems to run in a vicious cycle that repeats itself. Full preparation for war is the only means for a possibility of lasting peace. Ideologies cannot defend against it, and are often the cause of it."

    Mace watched as a counter ticked down. The Karthians continued to stream out of their capital, but not at a rate that would allow it to be empty when the hour was up. As the moment of decision approached, Favia returned to the air.

    "Karthians, we are only moments away from the destruction of your capital. This is not the outcome we desire. Your leadership chose to attack us in our territory. They shed Hoorka blood. My people demand justice. I have made this offer to instead give peace. Our comm is open and awaiting a response. If this hard thing is done, the responsibility for it rests on your shoulders.

    "You have... seven minutes to stop this. And so you know, if you fail to respond after this event... a second of your cities will be targeted and destroyed. Choose peace for both our peoples."

    The image on the display froze, this time accompanied with text that read "Choose Peace."

    Mace sat on the steps as he watched the timer count down on his arm pad. "I'm sorry I brought this upon you."

    Favia waved her hand. "This was brought about by my mistake. I should have handled our agreement personally instead of passing it off to my aide. My laziness brought this about."

    Mace shook his head. "In reality, it was the Karthians who brought this about. I just hope we can resolve it before it escalates. The last thing I want to do is to drag someone else into war with them. Besides... I like your people. You have treated me well."

    The Hoorka queen and the Army Ranger watched the final two minutes in silence. The deadline came without a Karthian response.

    Jasper came over the comm. "It's time. Say the word and I pull the trigger on this. If not, give me a valid reason why I shouldn't."

    Favia replied, "The Karthians have made their decision. Proceed with your weapon, King Collins. You have my full backing should any future questions arise."

    Jasper laughed. "OK. Not really sure what you mean by that, but here goes."

    Seconds passed with nothing but a continued stream of citizens leaving the capital.

    Mace asked, "Anything? What happened?"

    Jasper shook his head. "I don't know. It should have blown. I pressed the button. Aw crap..."

    "What is it?"

    Jasper sighed. "I set off the wrong city. There's a huge mushroom cloud rolling up where Territac was. My fault. I got my cities messed up. I knew we fouled up when my people picked one with a similar name. If you want I could hit Terrenet also?"

    Mace held up a hand. "No. Just leave it where it is. We'll give them a few minutes to let this sink in. After that, Favia can again make the offer. At least this time the threat will have some weight behind it."

    Another five minutes passed before Favia returned to the air. "I warned you of the power of the Hoorka. My original offer still stands. You have lost an entire city and its population because of your stubbornness. Don't make the same mistake again. I'm giving you twenty minutes to decide. This time, Terrenet will be destroyed. If you choose to deny the offer, I will choose a new city to destroy every half hour after until you agree. The Hoorka risk nothing with that scenario. The Karthians risk the lives of all your people."

    Ten minutes of silence turned to fifteen, and then nineteen. Vehicles of every size and type fled from Terrenet, including civilians on foot. Again, no response was returned.

    Jasper said, "Say the word and we scratch city number two."

    Mace looked up. "We aren't rigged for a third city. If they decide against peace, they're going to come after you like angry hornets."

    The open comm popped as a signal connected. There... on the display... was the smiling face of Malcom Stark.

    "Queen Favia, my name is Malcom Stark. I am here, in Terrenet, to negotiate peace between our people."

    Jasper yelled. "What the...? Tell me I'm not looking at his ugly face right now!"

    Mace said, "Don't press that button. We need to hear him out. This peace deal is for the Hoorka, not us. We caused this war. We need to bring the end of it as well."

    Malcom Stark continued. "I've just recently come from another successfully negotiated peace. Under similar circumstances, the Karthian Empire found itself at war with a neighboring people. The war was inadvertent, as was this one, all started over a simple misunderstanding. Already a great many people have died... too many. Let us instead embark on a path to peace. What say you?"

    Favia replied, "I'm listening. The terms of our agreement are firm. The choice to end this now lies with the Karthians."

    Stark nodded. "Understood. Now... as to the offer that both sides abandon the Hardy system... I believe we can agree to that. Both the Hoorka and the Karthians will withdraw all ships, troops, and personnel, immediately following acceptance of this agreement. All hostilities will cease, and all sins on both sides will be forgiven. Those were the terms you offered. Are they still agreeable to you?"

    Favia replied, "They are. And let me add, you don't seem like much of a negotiator, Mr. Stark. You just gave us what we asked for. It was a fair offer to begin with, and I am quite happy with your acceptance of it."

    Stark smiled. "Yes. Your terms were quite fair. And I offer the Karthian acceptance of this agreement to be coupled with yours. Let the hostilities cease and the terms of this agreement be met."

    Jasper came over the comm. "The Karthians have found my people! An assault of the entrance to the complex is underway! I'm heading there directly with my fleet. Tell those backstabbers the deal is off!"

    Jasper's comm closed as his ship turned for a jump to Hardy.

    Favia said, "Mr. Stark, we have word of a skirmish taking place on Hardy. You will cease and remove your troops immediately!"

    Malcom sighed. "You have my apologies, Queen Favia. It seems we are having trouble with some of our people not wanting to leave. This is an internal matter and I can assure you it is being handled without any danger to any Hoorka citizen. Allow us this small window to clean up our problems and I can assure you we will have a lasting peace between our peoples."

    Favia received a comm from her military commanders. "Your Highness, we are strongly in favor of allowing the Karthians this short period to end this ordeal. I can only say that the entire staff is in awe of your ability to command respect and to end this fiasco. We are eager to be filled in on this secret weapon you have at your disposal. My Queen, the people's selection of you has shown them to be wise. It is an honor to serve in your military command."

    Favia took a deep breath. "You will not like what I have to say, General. It may not make sense to you, but I have my reasons and they are clear to me."

    Favia closed the comm with her staff and returned to the one hosting Malcom Stark. "Mr. Stark, the reason for you asking for a short time has come to my attention. I ask you now, the Karthians, to fully honor this agreement and to immediately withdraw all of your troops and ships!

    "This skirmish you speak of is not with your own people. It is with the Targarians, a people you were previously warring with, and a people who were under my protection from the moment I placed a claim on that unclaimed planet. Those are Hoorka subjects you are assaulting and you will cease immediately or the terms of this agreement are in violation!"

    Stark nodded. "Understood. Please allow me five minutes to consult with the Karthians."

    Jane came over a comm to Mace. "Hey, we just noticed, Stark is not at Terrex. He's in his old compound, wherever that is. You see that heel smudge on the wall behind him? That was there when we talked with him a year ago. I remember making a comment to Johnny about it. Anyway, if you have any concern about Stark being in Terrex, then forget it. He's somewhere on Earth."

    Mace nodded. "Good to know, and thanks. I think this whole thing is about to get a lot messier."

    Favia said, "I'm sorry I dragged you into all this. But I won't be bullied or deceived. You've always been straight with me. I know I can trust what you say to be true. If the Karthians agree and pull back, your Targarians will be free to leave. If not, the Karthians will feel the wrath of Queen Favia of the Higatheps of Jore! I will crush their fleets, destroy their cities, and grind their bones into dust!"

    Mace raised his eyebrows. "Wow. That's... intimidating."

    Favia smiled. "Good. I'll go with that then. I picked the bone grinding from one of your movies Miz Tretcher allowed me to watch before my return here. The words were powerful and stuck with me."

    "It works. Go with it."

    Jasper opened a comm. "The Karthians are pulling back. I'll sit here until they're gone. My people are safe."

    As the last of the Karthian transports lifted, a cruiser swooped in close to the mouth of the ravine. A dozen blasts from its laser weapons ravaged all who occupied the crevasse leading to the Targarian hideout. Hundreds of Jasper Collins' soldiers were killed, the Karthians extracting their last pound of flesh.

    With the fighting ended and the ships from both species removed, peace returned to the planet of Hardy. All comms were closed.

    Mace stood. "I admire your strength and courage. And your conviction."

    Favia replied, "It's evident the Karthians are bullies. They only respect strength. I can only hope my display to them was enough to dissuade them from their aggression. And as for you, I would suggest you leave immediately. There will be many questions asked about the events surrounding this short war. It would be better for you if you were not here, as others might desire to force answers from you."

    Several minutes later, Jenny said, "We're in the courtyard. Meter's running. Let's go while we still have our hides."
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    Johnny shook his head as he sat across from Mace in the Alpha Centauri conference room. "Somehow we keep on living through these things. Somebody among us must have a heckuva rabbit's foot."

    Mace said, "That was all Favia's doing. For someone so young, she has a commanding presence and a sharp sense of what to say and when to say it. She had a speech prepared to give Stark should the Karthians not give in. She practiced on me, and I can only say I felt she meant every word and that she would make it happen. She will serve the Hoorka well for years to come."

    Jasper walked into the room with his usual scowl. "That was close."

    "We still have to find a new home for your people," Mace said.

    Jasper scowled. "We ain't going nowhere. They still don't know where we are."

    "I thought they found where you were and were attacking?"

    "Pfft. They followed tracks to the canyon. That thing is thirty kilometers long. We had a couple hundred of our troops positioned at the mouth to slow them down. Good men. They'll be missed. I'm just glad they didn't blast all the way down through to the other end. Had they knocked out the projector they'd have been staring at our shiny steel hangar doors. Those beasts are a half-kilometer wide each."

    "They are likely to be back, you know."

    Jasper nodded. "And we'll be better prepared next time. We're already starting work on a second site, this one bigger than the first. When complete, we'll be able to fit two of their large freighters or four of their medium freighters at the same time. We've already identified three new cargo routes that are rich with targets. The Karthians are traders. Their planets like to specialize. That means lots of cargoes being moved about. Heck, one of freighters we just brought in has enough preserved food on it to last my whole population for six months."

    "They're going to start monitoring that system. If only to make sure the Hoorka haven't returned."

    Jasper waved a hand. "Let 'em watch. They can't see us. We built a transport vessel out of four of their freighters that just fits into our hangar. It's a kilometer long and half a kilometer wide. Will fit a full-size freighter. We just load the freighter at a remote location, jump it to Hardy and bring it down. It has the special paint and projectors. We've got it all worked out."

    Johnny said, "You have teams on the ground where the Karthians were?"

    Jasper replied, "Nope. We scanned for bios. Nobody was left."

    "If I was them," said Johnny, "I would have left a few passive sensors scattered about that I could come back and check later."

    Jasper stood silent in thought for several seconds before turning for the door. "Excuse me, I'll be right back."

    Johnny turned to Mace. "The stubborn is strong in that one."

    "He has a lot invested in that space. I'd be hesitant to move again as well. Once they get established and things are running well, they can always explore looking for a backup site. But they do need to be careful with the Karthians. They want the Targarians dead."

    Johnny huffed. "I'd say that's all from that little bird Stark whispering in their ears. He's still smarting from Jasper screwing up his big deal."

    Mace sighed. "Truth be told, we would probably all be better off right now. The Targarians, along with the rest of them, would all be alive, and we would be allies with and not subjects of the Karthians."

    Johnny shook his head. "And we would be fighting the Consortium and the UF. I don't see that as a big win either. Different maybe, but not necessarily a good thing."

    Johnny began tapping his fingers on the conference room table. "Wait... did we just miss the fact that Malcom Stark is already back in the good graces of the Karthians? How could he possibly convince them he wasn't involved in the slaughter on Terrex? And again with the destruction of that city?"

    Mace shrugged. "He's good at talking these people into things."

    "He's like that bad penny that keeps turning up, is what he is."

    Jasper walked back into the room. "You were right. They left three sensors that we've found so far. Two have already broadcast using comm lasers. If they park a ship far enough out, they can pick up the data without being detected."

    Johnny said, "Or they could have several relays they left sitting out there. Pop open a micro-wormhole and do a read of the data. Nobody would know."

    Jasper scowled. "Where'd you get this ape? He's just full of all sorts of good news."

    Jasper again turned and left the room.

    Johnny chuckled. "It's what I would have done."

    Jasper came over the comm. "The Karthians are back! They have five cruisers pounding the crap out of the area in and around that canyon. We've got about ten minutes before they reach the other end."

    Mace stood. "What are you gonna do?"

    Jasper replied, "I'm gonna blast five Karthian cruisers out of the sky, that's what. Then I'm gonna begin looking for a new planet."

    Mace said, "Who of the Galactic Union were the farthest from the Karthian rift?"

    "The Gorange. And that might not be a bad idea. If we pick a water planet, we might be able to stay hidden for a long time."

    "I wouldn't suggest that. They'll eventually send ships there. Even if it's just some Karthian businessmen wanting to take advantage of the open world. What I was going to say was pick a habitable planet to temporarily park on while you search for a new place."

    Johnny said, "Shouldn't we let Favia know about this?"

    Mace replied, "I don't want to drag them into a war."

    "Shouldn't that be their decision?"

    "Yes, but --"

    Jasper yelled, "Ha! The Hoorka were watching! Two dozen dreadnoughts are dropping through orbit. This is gonna be good!"

    A short skirmish saw three of the five Karthian cruisers destroyed, their remains scattered about the Hardy countryside. The two escapees managed to jump away, each with major damage. The Hoorka ships patrolled the area for most of an hour before jumping back to Hoorka space.

    Jasper was giddy. "I do like the queen. She doesn't mess around."

    Mace said, "Maybe now we can get back to the business of freeing Earth."

    Jasper nodded. "Gentlemen, if you'll please excuse me, I have pirate raids to get back to."

    Mace stood. "I guess we can head back to Earth."

    "I could use a break," said Johnny. "I know Jane is eager to see the kids."

    An hour later, Mace Hardy was standing in the lab with Jeff Moskowitz. "Doc, I don't know how much longer our lucky streak is gonna hold out. We somehow keep surviving these major wars. Our troops being sent in to fight the UF... and most came home. A new conflict brewing with the Hoorka and again, of little direct consequence to our people. But I still feel like we're heading down an icy slope on a sled with no way to steer it. And there's lots of trees around."

    Jeff nodded. "We've managed because we adapt. Humans have a resilience that many of these other species seem to lack."

    Mace shook his head. "I think it's more because we're big and intimidating. That's an asset these smaller species covet. We're like the cats they can take into battle against a bunch of mice."

    Mace sat in a nearby chair. "We need to find a way to put ourselves back in control, Doc. You think we'll ever have this wormhole weapon fully functioning?"

    Jeff turned. "We've managed to make it back to where we were before the move here. I'm expecting a breakthrough from Gnaga and his team any day. That will only leave my feedback problem as our last major issue. I'm becoming convinced this weapon can be made even more powerful than we think. Imagine opening a wormhole portal and then having it sweep over a ship instead of the ship having to travel through it."

    Mace asked, "How's that a weapon?"

    "It's a weapon because we control the other end of the wormhole. Imagine opening one end into a solar flare while the other end not only targets a ship, it chases that target. No more having to have the ship sitting still. Instead, this wide wormhole, with multi-million degree heat, moves after a ship as it tries to move away. Short of a portal jump away, there would virtually be little chance of escape."

    Mace leaned his head down, beginning to rub his temples.

    Jeff said, "Are you feeling OK? I have some aspirin if needed."

    Mace sighed. "No thanks. Sorry. I was just thinking about having such a weapon. If we can build it, who's to say someone else can't also? And if something like that gets put into use, how long before it gets used against civilian targets?"

    "We've already gone down the civilian road, Mr. Hardy. Our recent attack on Terrex was exactly that."

    Mace nodded. "That's what I'm worried about. We're supposed to be the ones with a conscience. What happens when a ruthless species like the Karthians get hold of such a weapon?"

    Jeff replied, "Well, I suppose we just have to see to it they don't."

    "The only way to ensure that is to do exactly as they've done with making use of genocide."

    Jeff shook his head. "Education. If we teach our people to not be hostile toward one another... the use of this as a weapon would not be needed."

    Mace chuckled. "Education only works on the sane, Doc. And there will always be nutjobs among us. I suppose the point is moot, though. If we can figure this out here and now, someone else will eventually be able to replicate it later elsewhere. Maybe we can make good of its use and buy Humans another thousand years of existence."

    Gnaga joined the conversation. "As you say, someone at some time will make this work. It may as well be us. I believe we have that conscience you speak of. As a weapon, it would only be used to right that which is wrong. Others may not have that goal in mind."

    Mace nodded. "Exactly."

    Jenny walked in with a blanket and a basket. "I thought someone might be hungry."

    Gnaga stepped forward. "Oh, thank you so much. I'm famished."

    Mace grabbed his arm. "Not so fast, Mr. Klept. I think that was intended for me."

    Jeff chuckled. "Well done, Gnaga. His reaction was exactly what we have been looking for."

    Gnaga smiled. "It's all in the delivery, isn't it? You have to sell the joke for it to be effective."

    Jeff pointed. "You see, Mr. Hardy? Education. I've managed to teach humor to a species that was largely without it. If the same effort were applied to, say... teaching us to have respect for others, a weapon such as this wormhole device would not be abused."

    Mace shook his head as he stood. "You're theory has one big flaw, Doc. You started your experiment with a reasonably well-meaning person. You aren't gonna re-educate the Hitlers or the Joey Baskums of the world. If given a chance, they'll unleash their evil on others."

    "Joey Baskum?" Jeff asked.

    "Yeah. He was a thug I grew up with. Got himself arrested before he could graduate from high school. Went back to prison shortly after his release. He decided to rob a group of drug dealers and ended up in a gun battle. He managed to kill off three of the five he went up against, and was convicted of murder for it. Was rotting in jail when all this went down. Doubt he's alive today... although, he would fit into Stark's army. Anyway, some people just seem to be born bad. I would bet that's the same with every species."

    Gnaga agreed. "The Kaachi encouraged that type of behavior."

    Jenny said, "Fried chicken is getting cold."

    Mace hurried to the door. "Gotta go, Doc. We'll talk later."

    A blanket was laid out on the grass. A blue October sky brought with it a cool breeze. The tall, tan stalks of ripe grass made for a private space where small talk, jokes, and longing gazes could be traded. Half a dozen stripped chicken bones lay on a plate. A carafe, previously filled with a fruity wine, sat empty. Mace lay on his back with his eyes looking up. Jenny lay beside him, her arm laid over his chest.

    "This is nice," Jenny said.

    Mace slowly rolled his head to the side to face her. "Nice doesn't compare. This is—"

    The shuttle dropped into the field, settling only meters away. As the ramp lowered, Johnny stood looking down at the two with a concerned look on his face.

    "This is... over," said Mace. "What's happened?"

    Johnny crossed his arms. "Jasper's been captured... sort of."

    Mace sat up. "What? How?"

    Johnny shrugged. "At the moment we don't know. He boarded a cruiser during a raid. The cruiser managed to jump away. He's been missing for two hours. Him and two of his Marines."

    Mace let out a sigh. "The Targarians have any idea of where they went?"

    "Don't know. You now know what I know."

    Jenny said, "Go, talk it out for a few minutes. I'll clean up here and join you in a few."

    Mace turned and gave Jenny a tender kiss while holding her cheeks in his hands. "Someday we're gonna finish one of these picnics."

    Jenny replied, "I look forward to that day."

    Mace followed Johnny onto the shuttle.

    Johnny laughed. "Must be romantic lying out there in the field in your battlesuits."

    Mace frowned. "I'll take what I can get. Given our current situation, we can't afford not to be ready. Wait... oh great... my helmet is full of ants."

    Johnny again laughed. "Classic. Jane's coming, too. Has to finish bathing Zax and Fina. They got a bit too involved in splashing around in the creek. They built a little dam and then started rounding up crayfish. Jane put a stop to it when Fina caught a moccasin with her bare hands."

    Mace sat. "That's a scary thought."

    Johnny chuckled. "We had to explain to her that some creatures bite to protect themselves, and those bites can be deadly. Jane wasn't happy with the less than timid response. Neither of those two have any fear."

    "They haven't known loss or pain."

    Johnny nodded. "And I know it's wishful thinking, but I hope they never do. The both of them are just energetic bundles of joy to be around. Other than their curious natures, they're both well behaved."

    Jenny walked up the ramp to the shuttle several minutes later. "Jane should be just behind me. Do we have a plan?"

    Mace replied, "We don't have anything until we know more."

    Jane hustled up the ramp with her helmet in hand. "Anything new?"

    "We'll know more in a few minutes. And a moccasin? That could have been bad news. We're gonna need to get some anti-venom in case anyone gets bit."

    Jenny strapped herself in. "I'll have us out for a comm in about ten minutes."

    The ride was quiet, mostly with Johnny cracking jokes about the canceled picnic. Jane's scowls saw to it he didn't get many laughs. When a suitable distance was reached, a micro-wormhole was opened to Alpha Centauri.

    Jasper accepted the comm. "What's up?"

    Mace replied, "You tell us. We were told you were missing."

    Jasper nodded. "We had a little mishap. The escort cruiser was called home moments after we boarded. Curiosity got the best of me, so I just rode along to see where it was going. We made a short visit to a depot—was probably two hundred ships parked there. Next was to a shipyard. Looks like they're gearing up for war. Must have been a hundred docks with ships under construction. Had another couple hundred parked there as well.

    "The most disturbing thing I saw was a new ship. It was much different as compared to the cruisers. I'd call it a freighter. Bad part was it was gatrellium blue. I think they've copied our coating that allows a jump through a micro-wormhole. If so, that massive supply of gatrellium they're sitting on just got a lot bigger."

    "That's not good news at all," said Johnny.

    Jasper shrugged. "It is what it is. Anyway... unless you have something else to discuss... I've got work to do. Those freighters don't pirate themselves."

    The comm was closed. The Royal Fortune returned to the cave.
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    Johnny stayed on the ramp as the others walked down. "My shift wasn't over. I guess that means I have another four hours to just sit up there and listen for news."

    Jane replied, "Maybe you can work on your humor delivery. I hear Mr. Moskowitz teaches a good course in it."

    Johnny returned a half smile. "Har, har. You must be a graduate of his."

    "Nope. Gnaga's been teaching me," Jane said.

    Johnny stood staring down the ramp to the shuttle as it closed. The shuttle went invisible and then lifted away. Jane hurried back to the cave.

    Jenny said, "What now, boss?"

    "Now we deal with whatever this is."

    Two men were walking toward Mace and Jenny, arms in front of them as if feeling for some invisible building. Seconds later, they came through the projected image and into the field were Mace and Jane stood.

    The two men stopped in front of them. "You Hardy?"

    "I am," Mace replied.

    "The king asked that we deliver you a message."

    "We're listening."

    "He wanted to pass the news to you that there was a new threat to the Karthians. Some species calling themselves the Hoorka. Anyway, the King has been given full authority to begin planning for a war with the Hoorka. The Karthians just had a brush-up with them a few days ago. The Hoorka destroyed a city on their home planet, so they're looking for revenge."

    Mace said, "So Stark managed to worm his way back into their confidence. Tell me, how'd he convince them to take him back?"

    "He convinced the Karthians that the Hoorka are either the Harpoonians or they are working with the Harpoonians. That's some pirate species that has been dogging their trade fleets. Anyway, Stark told them he could solve both issues if they gave him a little leeway and a handful of ships to command. He believes if he earns their trust with the pirates, he can wrest command of their entire fleet from them."

    Jenny shook her head. "They would be fools to place that much trust in him."

    "Excuse me, ma'am, but the king can and will get things done."

    Mace asked, "Was there anything else?"

    "That was all we were told to say."

    Mace pointed. "Do us a favor. When you leave, go through that clump of trees over there. That way you don't just appear or disappear in the middle of a field when viewed from outside."

    "I don't suppose you'd be willing to part with the tech you're using for this?"

    "Not a chance. Thank Mr. Stark and have a safe journey back."

    The two men nodded, turned and left.

    Jenny said, "They're going after Jasper. He's gonna have to watch out for traps. Stark would love nothing more than to parade the King of the Targarians before crowds of Karthians. That would give him the trust he's looking for."

    Four hours later, Johnny's shift ended. The Royal Fortune landed in its normal spot. Mace and Jenny walked aboard.

    Johnny asked, "You taking her out?"

    Mace nodded. "Going to Alpha. We have some news for Mr. Collins. Stark has been given ships and authority to put a stop to the pirate raids. We might need to change tactics. Jenny had the thought they may try to change things up by setting a trap."

    Johnny gestured toward the seats. "Have a sit. I'll take us out."

    A comm was opened as the shuttle approached the Alpha Centauri base. "Mr. Collins, we have trouble. More specifically, you have trouble."

    "Tell me something new," replied Jasper.

    Several minutes later, Jasper met the messengers in the docking bay as the shuttle ramp lowered. "So Stark wants a war? I'll give him a war."

    Mace said, "We don't want to do that. We need to avoid his people. This will be Humans you'd be fighting against. We don't want to kill Humans."

    Jasper scowled. "These would be his diehard supporters. They might as well not be Human as far as I'm concerned."

    "These are also the frontline troops we want fighting the Karthians. All I'm asking here is that we make a few adjustments. If a freighter has an escort ship, and that escort is crewed by Humans, let the freighter go and wait for the next one."

    Jasper shook his head. "We'll be playing right into his hands. If he shows the Karthians that ships escorted by his people don't get attacked, he's gonna get that trust he's after."

    Johnny said, "Or they start thinking he's somehow in cahoots with the pirates. We could always plant evidence to suggest that."

    Mace frowned. "He would just use that to point at us. Right now, the Karthians don't even know we exist. For the time being anyway, let's limit our raids to ships without escorts."

    Jasper said, "When they bring those new freighters online, they won't be needing escorts. They'll be able to ship all their vital cargoes instantly. That in itself would put us out of business."

    Johnny chuckled. "You're putting a lot of faith in their ability to replace their cargo fleet in a hurry. They probably have tens of thousands of ships moving about. It will take them a good chunk of time to change them."

    "Not necessarily," said Mace. "If it takes a freighter six months to haul a cargo now, and they can make that same run in a day if you count loading and unloading at a spaceport, each of those new ships is worth a hundred eighty-two of the old ones. They could haul the same cargo as your ten thousand ship fleet with fifty to sixty ships."

    Jasper said, "From what I saw, they already have a third of what they need."

    He added, "That also means their economy is about to get a lot more efficient. And I'm sure they're about to apply the same skin to their warships. They do that and gatrellium conservation goes out the window. They'll start attacking where they want, when they want."

    Johnny replied, "That settles it, then. We need to go after their ship construction. Those construction docks have to have reactors on them, right? We could potentially blow that whole shipyard at once."

    Mace looked at Jasper. "I do like that idea more than the pirate raids. We could halt production at that entire shipyard for months, if not longer."

    Jasper said, "I'd venture to say that's not their only construction yard. Maybe we do some snooping around and hit all their yards at once?"

    Mace nodded. "This would also most certainly delay any planned attack on the Hoorka."

    Jasper sighed. "I guess I could get behind that plan for a while."

    Johnny said, "We take out those gatrellium ships and their production and we put you back in the pirate business, at least temporarily."

    "Stop with the hard sell, ape-man. I've already signed up for this cruise."

    Johnny laughed. "Well, all right, then... let's get this boat in the water."

    Jasper said, "Where'd you like to begin?"

    Mace thought for a moment. "We need to get our spy team together and scout that shipyard. You think you can have your fleet look for any other yards?"

    Jasper nodded. "Consider it done. And I'm assuming we follow the same procedures as we did setting up Terrex? You provide the info and we'll rig 'em up?"

    Mace nodded. "Sounds good."

    Mace looked at his two friends. "Gentlemen, do you realize that within a week's time we could bring their ship production to a halt?"

    Jasper replied, "If this works, I'm going to insist we do the same to all their warships. We could stop all of their construction and then have enough firepower to prevent them from starting it up again. Goodbye Karthians."

    Johnny said, "Well, if we're gonna do this we need to get it done before they turn half their ships over to Stark. We don't want him running what's left of their fleet."

    Jasper scowled. "If needed, we'll take down Stark too."

    The Royal Fortune lifted out of the docking bay and was soon back on Earth. The team of a dozen volunteer spies was assembled and crowded onto the shuttle. A jump to the first Karthian shipyard had the reconnaissance underway.

    Mace said, "We have one hundred four construction docks. Jenny will be our pilot. You'll each get dropped at a dock and then picked up precisely one hour later. If you can't make it back, she'll try to make a return exactly every hour after until we get you picked up. These docks are big, but an hour should give you ample time to scout and record all the information Jasper's people will need."

    "We just looking for a single reactor?" Johnny asked.

    Mace nodded. "That's all we need. Of course, if you can get information on more... that's even better. More will give Jasper's team choices. And just as last time, we aren't in a hurry. Take your time. Don't get caught or arouse suspicion. If you get bumped into, just move away as quickly and as quietly as you can. If you find it's too busy to move around, just wait for a pick-up. As I just said, we aren't in a hurry. I'd rather be safe and take extra time if needed. Everyone get that?"

    Nods were given in response.

    Jenny said, "I'm just gonna go right down the row. Set your timer as you step off the ramp. I'll be back every hour from now until you've been picked up."

    The Royal Fortune slid through the gravity wall into an open docking bay. "Looks clear. Whoever's up, you're on."

    The ramp lowered and Liam Hobbs was the first in line. A short hop to the deck and the ramp was closed. After the eleventh hop, the shuttle moved into the docking bay of the twelfth construction dock.

    Jenny turned. "You're up, boss."

    "I wish you'd quit calling me that."

    Jenny smiled. "OK, puddin', it's your go."

    Mace shook his head and chuckled as he flipped his visor shut and activated his projector. "I concede. Boss is fine."

    Mace hopped to the deck. With little more than a whisper, the ramp closed behind him and the Royal Fortune was gone.

    The deck had a single occupant, who was busily typing away at a console in the room's corner. The stealth entry did nothing to alert the worker. Thirty meters of walking had Mace standing in front of a set of doors. The overhead sensor for the automatic door saw nothing and the door remained closed. Mace waved his arms in a futile attempt to spring the trigger.

    After a quick look around the bay to check for cameras, it was evident that he was stuck. His hand fell almost a meter short of the high doorway and higher up sensor. A walk to the worker's desk had Mace looking over the Karthian's shoulder. The worker was typing away on what looked like a report. After an inspection of the desk and console, Mace found a power switch and flipped to the "Off" position. The console shut down.

    The worker threw out several choice words, banged on the console, and then stood. Walking quickly with an angry stare, he moved to the automatic door and out into the hallway. Mace followed. Twenty minutes of searching located a power room with five reactors all showing white on their monitors. Mace moved in and around each unit so as to get a high quality video of the outer case. The innards, the portion where the explosive devices would be located, had already been logged by Jasper's teams.

    In the next half hour, he saw the facility control room, the workers quarters, support facilities, and the massive construction bays where smaller assemblies were being pieced together to form the major assemblies of the ship under construction. With his pick-up time approaching, Mace turned back toward the docking bay. Fifteen meters into his walk a loud horn sounded. The hallways in and around him were soon full of workers coming off their shift and heading for their quarters.

    As the heavy crowd moved forward, Mace was continuously bumped and shoved. A curious worker raised a hand in an effort to understand what it was he had just bumped into. Mace dropped, rolling to the worker’s feet, causing him to be pushed forward and over. A quick roll to the side saw the worker sprawled on the floor, the others behind him pointing and laughing. A quick duck into a side room allowed the rush of the crowd to pass by.

    Mace reached the docking bay door just at his scheduled time, but the door remained shut. Five minutes of pacing did nothing to uncover a solution. When two workers moved up the hall, Mace circled behind them and shoved one on the shoulder as he came close to the door. The sensor triggered and the automatic door opened. Mace moved quietly through as the two workers began shoving each other in the hallway.

    An all-out brawl ensued and the dock worker rushed out to check on the commotion. The worker who had been shoved was quickly atop the other on the hallway floor, his small Karthian fists flying. A check of his timer told "the boss" he had missed his ride. The next hour passed slowly as the commotion in the hallway cleared and the workers were taken away. The second attempt at a pickup saw Mace back aboard the Royal Fortune.

    Jenny taxied out into open space. "What took you so long? I got everyone else first try."

    "I went all the way down that left arm to check out the construction area and got caught in the hall during a shift change. Had to trip a worker when he began to get curious about the mysterious bumps and shoves he was getting. Then I got stuck at the automated door."

    Jenny asked, "You at least made it to the power room, didn't you?"

    Mace nodded. "I did. How'd everyone else make it through that door?"

    Jenny laughed. "The big red button on the right side? You press it... the door opens."

    Mace sighed. "Mine was covered with a poster on both the inside and out. Nobody else had that?"

    Jenny replied for the group. "Guess not, everyone else was waiting... puddin'."

    Mace smiled. "OK, I guess I deserve that. You already drop the rest at their next dock?"

    "Yep. Probably all waiting on a pick-up already."

    Mace moved over to the ramp as the shuttle settled in the next dock. "I'll try to pick up the pace this time."

    The remaining construction docks were videoed and layouts collected. No further encounters with Karthian workers took place. A run out to free space was followed by a jump back to the Alpha site. The data collection operation had taken just over ten hours.

    Mace walked down the ramp to a waiting Jasper. "Any luck?"

    Jasper replied, "We've covered about a third of the known Karthian colonies. We have one other construction yard, probably a third smaller than that one. All of the bays had gatrellium plating being installed on the ships."

    Mace said, "Everyone up for another run?"

    Nods were returned.

    "OK, give us the coordinates of the new yard and we'll get it tagged and bagged. After that, we'll need some rest."

    Jasper passed the info to Mace. "We'll have the rest of their territory swept in a day and half. We'll take a little time to plan out our missions when we have all the data. Once we're done outfitting the explosives, I suggest we blow them all immediately. They're turning out new ships every day."

    "Sounds like the plan."
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    Three days later, a third and larger construction yard, this one containing a hundred forty-two docks, was video logged and passed to Jasper. Two days of planning and implementation saw the explosives placed and the teams returned to Alpha. A single Targarian, Collins-class cruiser remained in stealth mode at each of the yards. Video feeds from each were displayed on a holo-wall.

    Mace took a deep breath. "There's no taking this back. Are we sure we don't want to throw up a speech from some radical Harpoonian dictator?"

    Jasper asked, "You got a speech prepared?"

    "I'm sure I can come up with something."

    A Targarian officer entered the room. "Your Highness, a Karthian cruiser has entered the Alpha Centauri system. It will be within weapons range in minutes."

    Jasper replied, "They can't see us. Probably just a scout. Come back and tell us if something changes."

    Jasper turned to the others with a scowl. "Probably Stark gave them coordinates and they're trying to flush us out. Unless they take action, I ain't biting."

    The officer bowed, turning back toward his station, only to return less than a minute later. "We're receiving a hail from Malcom Stark. Should I respond or remain silent?"

    Jasper growled. "Why is he always a thorn in my side?"

    Mace said, "Patch him through. I'll take the comm."

    An image of Malcom Stark popped onto the display. "Ah, Mr. Hardy. I thought you might be here. Excellent. I wanted to run a few things by you and your team. I believe I've convinced the Karthians to stay away from your Targarians. And I'm working to convince them to focus their efforts on the United Front rather than the Hoorka and your Harpoonian nuisance. By the way, your pirating efforts will come to an end in a few months. The Karthians will be ferrying cargoes through wormholes starting about then, so no more defenseless freighters for you to abscond with."

    Mace asked, "You here for a reason?"

    Stark nodded. "Yes... I know you have no interest in revealing your stealth technologies to me, so I would like to instead enlist your help. We... I am planning an invasion of the United Front territories. They are currently the biggest threat to the Karthians and I plan to change that. We will strike hard at the center of their empire, taking control and forcing a surrender.

    "Once that is accomplished, we can turn our efforts toward the Hoorka. However, before any of these plans can be put into play, I require intelligence. I need to know fleet strength and planetary defenses. This is where I enlist your help. You and your ships can move in and about the United Front and Hoorka territories without being seen. With the information you'll be providing I can plan and execute precise attacks... bringing quick ends to any conflicts."

    "And why would we be motivated to do this in any way?"

    Stark smiled. "To save Human lives, of course. The more decisive the victory, the fewer the lives claimed for that purpose. A very simple concept that I am certain even Mr. Collins can understand."

    Jasper muted the comm. "Give me two weeks before giving him a definite answer."

    Johnny said, "Uh oh. What you got rolling around in that skull of yours?"

    Jasper replied, "We have those construction yards ready to blow. I'm certain my teams and I can rig at least half the Karthian warships to blow right along with that. Give me two weeks to accomplish it. After that, you decide what you think is best for us and I'll follow."

    Johnny said, "You're talking rigging thousands of ships in a couple weeks. How's that possible?"

    Jasper turned. "It's possible because I'm a determined individual. Look, I have thirty-five ships. Those ships each have two shuttles. So that's really a hundred five ships. All of which are wormhole capable and all of which are stealth. And my crews are trained.

    "Let me set the explosive charges in as many Karthian ships as I can for that two week period. At the end, I set them off and you make your decision based on the results. What I think will happen is the Karthians will freak and not try to attack anyone until they have their ship numbers back up. If we play this right we might be able to push any planned attacks of theirs, plans made by Stark, out for several years. Heck, we might even be able to weaken them enough that Stark himself could finish the job."

    Johnny said, "That's quite the plan. I'm guessing you didn't just now come up with it."

    "It's been in the works, ape-man. Planning our freedom is something we do 24/7 around here."

    Mace asked, "You really think you can rig a substantial number of their ships in two weeks?"

    Jasper nodded. "We've been practicing on one of the captured cruisers. The warships are a little more tricky than the civilian reactors, but we can do this. My guesstimate of half their ships is conservative, but it does rely on them being clustered in fleets like they previously have been. Give me this two weeks and I'll cut them down to size."

    Mace looked at Johnny. "Thoughts?"

    "Stark will not be happy. You're gonna be taking away a large part of his planned power base. Control of their ships is what he's been after."

    Jasper leaned in, palms of his hands flat on the table. "Please. I can do this. Let me poke him in the eye with a sharp stick one more time."

    Mace slowly nodded. "I'll give you your two weeks. Just keep in mind, if your people get compromised, we need to blow everything we have already rigged. If they figure out what your people were up to, they'll search every reactor in their empire."

    Jasper grinned as he stood. "You won't be sorry about this decision."

    Jasper clapped his hands together as he left the room. "Lieutenant Jolus! Bring my staff together pronto!"

    Mace enabled the comm audio. "We need two weeks to clear out some projects we're working on. If you're still interested at that time, we'll see to it you have the info you need for your next decision."

    Stark bowed. "Excellent news, Mr. Hardy. This should be the first major step toward restoring Human control. Now you know why I've continued to allow you to operate in this rogue manner. You have the ability to move about outside of the confines of politics. We have much in common with our goals, Mr. Hardy. I hope we are able to cooperate more in the future as all this unfolds."

    Mace replied, "We'll see. Come back in two weeks and we'll talk."

    The comm closed. The Human-piloted Karthian cruiser turned and departed the system.

    Johnny said, "Hope we're not biting off more than we can chew. The Karthians will be furious over this. They might even take revenge on our people.

    Mace shook his head. "I don't think so. If this works, they'll be needing Stark more than ever. Their truce with the UF is tenuous, and the skirmishes with the Hoorka will quickly become a very unwelcome conflict."

    "What do we do with Terrenet? The reactors of that city are still wired up."

    "I'm not sure. We've got two weeks to figure that out, though. Maybe we use that as leverage for a type of surrender, or at least a bargaining chip for human freedom. I hope we're not just climbing one more hill of this rollercoaster. Not sure how many more letdowns I can take."

    Johnny nodded. "You and me both."

    For two weeks, Jasper's crews buzzed about. Thirty-six hundred Karthian ships were identified, with twenty-two hundred having the explosive device applied to a reactor. As the last day came to a close, a Karthian cruiser again appeared in the Alpha Centauri system.

    Stark opened a comm. "Well?"

    Mace replied, "Just waiting on Mr. Collins to return. I need him here for this meeting. How goes it on the political front?"

    Stark sighed. "The Karthians are a stubborn lot, but they will come around. They have already given control of a hundred warships to me. That effort has been put on hold however, awaiting information that is to come from you. Have you done any forward planning?"

    Mace nodded. "Some. It's mostly just a question of flying in and gathering passive data. We could do a single orbit of a planet and give you a good idea of its defenses. I'm not expecting this task to be difficult. What I don't know is the size of the UF Empire. The more colonies there are, the longer this will take. Same issue with the Hoorka."

    Jasper's shuttle settled in the crevasse that held the hidden cave. After slipping through the faux projected cover and a gravity wall, it parked on the deck of the docking bay. Jasper emerged, walking down the ramp with a grin.

    "I think we're all set. I'm passing a feed to the display wall. It shows a hundred eighty feeds coming in from various places. The three on top are the construction yards. The ones below are ordered by the number of warships that are parked in one place."

    Johnny said, "Do we want to add Terrenet on there?"

    "Not yet," said Mace. "Let's hold that one for later. We need to see the Karthian reaction before doing anything with that."

    Jasper said, "Wish I could see Stark's face as he watched all this."

    Mace said, "I could pass him this feed. Anyone have any objections? I think we all might derive some satisfaction from seeing his reaction."

    Johnny replied, "Do it. I just wish we had Jane and the others here to see this. They deserve it, too."

    Jasper scowled. "Let's not wait. It just invites risk."

    Mace returned to the comm with Malcom Stark. "Mr. Stark, there's been a slight change of plans. I'm passing you a video feed. You'll probably want to scrub your comm logs before returning. And I'm certain you'll want to make new plans after having a moment to take in the new playing field. There's about to be a huge disturbance in the Karthian Empire."

    Mace passed the video stream from Jasper's ship to the orbiting Karthian cruiser.

    "What is this, Mr. Hardy? Why am I seeing this?" said Stark.

    Mace smiled. "You're looking at live video feeds of the Karthian construction yards, and about two thirds of their fleet of ships."

    "What are you planning?"

    Mace replied, "It's not what we're planning... it's what we've already planned. You're about to witness one of the greatest Human feats of all time, far bigger and more decisive than even the invasion of D-Day in World War II."

    Mace looked at Jasper. "You ready?"

    Jasper nodded. "I passed the control button to you. You've been the binding force that has gotten us this far. I thought you deserved it."

    "You sure?"

    Jasper waved a hand. "Just do it before I start tearing up."

    Mace said, "Behold the power of Human determination!"

    The button was pressed... nothing happened.

    Mace turned to Jasper. "How long should this take?"

    "Should have been immediate! Mr. Joles! Tell me why this isn't working!"

    Stark began to laugh. "Should I be seeing bubbles or balloons or what? With the buildup you just gave, I was at least expecting some fireworks. Should I come back in another two weeks?"

    Jasper yelled, "Hold your bald-headed horses! This is happening any second!"

    Stark replied, "Mr. Hardy. I'm beginning to second guess my desire to have you gather intelligence for me. It seems you wanted to surprise me, and your plans for doing so have fallen through. Perhaps if you just gave me the means to your stealth technology this could all be handled professionally."

    Jasper scowled. "Keep it up and I'll be boarding that ship to shove my fist in your smart mouth!"

    Lieutenant Joles hurried into the room. "Your Highness, our sincerest apologies. It seems there was a typo in the planted passcode."

    "Tell me we don't have to go do all those again, Lieutenant!"

    "No, Sire. The button is ready to press."

    Jasper's scowl turned into a grin. "Hold onto your shorts, Stark. This is happening now!"

    Mace pressed the button... the images on the displays began to light up with explosions. The ships went fast and burned bright before quickly fading as their hulls broke apart and scattered. The construction docks spewed debris from their exploding power rooms, damaging and destroying everything within several hundred meters of the blast. Fires raged as oxygen bled from other parts of the great structures.

    Mace glanced over at Jasper. A single tear rolled down his right cheek. Malcom Stark sat in awe of the destruction unfolding before his eyes.

    Johnny said, "That has to be the most beautiful and inspiring thing I have ever seen. That's just... wow. I can't believe we just pulled that off."

    Mace stood. "Mr. Stark, I suggest you get to work on your new plans. The Karthians won't be invading anyone for quite some time. In fact, they'll be lucky if their people don't revolt against their current government. This which you have just been witness to... is monumental, and is only the beginning. We will not stop until Earth has been freed."

    Stark slowly closed his lower jaw that had been sitting open for most of a minute. "Impressive. You are correct, Mr. Hardy. This changes everything. I'm now concerned about a knee-jerk reaction against us."

    Mace said, "We have one more card to play in that regard. The Karthians will be scrambling to make sense of this event before they take any action. Give me an hour and I'll be delivering an ultimatum from the Harpoonians. The Karthian regime will cease all hostilities toward other species and give up the Humans to the Harpoonian Empire. In return, the Harpoonians will not invade, conquer, and wipe out the Karthians."

    Stark asked, "And just how are you going to convince them that they should comply?"

    "We're prepared to blow up their capital this time. If they fail to come to their senses, we'll just have to pick another city and another until they do."

    "They will rebuild and they will come after you."

    Jasper huffed. "We'll see to it that they don't. We can take out more cities and more ships whenever we like. If they start repairing those construction docks we'll just blow them up again. The Karthians are now in the weak position. If they want to survive, they'll do as they're told."

    Stark sat quietly for most of a minute. "Impressive indeed. I'll assemble my team to assess our options. Is there anything you'd like from me?"

    Jasper said, "Yeah. Space yourself."

    Stark sighed. "I assume you know that won't be happening. Now... if you'll excuse me... I have planning to do."

    The comm closed.

    Johnny turned to face Jasper. "Space himself... nice touch."

    Jasper grinned. "I try to help where I can. What's our next move?"

    Mace replied, "We need to deliver a message to the Karthian command. Can you get a ship to Terrex and get us tapped into their broadcasts again?"

    Jasper nodded. "I'll have one there in a couple minutes."

    Mace pulled on his helmet. "Johnny? Want to enable a comm of me and pass it to Mr. Collins?"

    Johnny took position in front of a now standing Mace Hardy. "Comm is up and you are live. Live to the old man that is."

    Mace flipped down his visor and turned on his holo-projector. An image of the skull-covered monster Jasper had created was soon standing in front of Johnny.

    "I don't like that thing," Johnny said as he shook his head in disgust.

    Jasper followed. "Feed will be live to the Karthians in twenty seconds."

    Mace said jokingly, "How's my hair look?"

    Johnny chuckled. "Hair looks fine, but I think one of your skulls is a little out of place."

    Mace replied, "It'll have to do."

    Jasper said, "You are live to the general populace of Terrex in three... two... one."

    The grand and hideous image of the Harpoonian dictator showed on millions of Karthian displays. "I am Krug, ruler of all Harpoonia. As you have seen, we possess weapons of great power. As of this moment I am demanding a complete surrender. Your lives will all be spared and you will be allowed to continue governing yourselves. We have no interest in having Karthians as slaves... at this time.

    "Our demands are simple. You will cease all hostilities with the Hoorka. You will release all Sarkesian slaves. And you will peacefully remove yourselves from the Human planet and release all current and future claims. You will also cease all expansionist efforts and instead focus your efforts inward, toward improving the lives of your people. Effective immediately, you will no longer build warships for your fleets. The Harpoonian Empire will now be responsible for your defense.

    "In return, you will be allowed to live free. However, should any of the set-forth rules be broken, or should the Karthian Empire or her leadership be determined to be aggressive toward others, your capital city of Terrenet will be destroyed. Your leadership will have one hour to announce full compliance with our demands or you, the Karthian people, will face the consequences. We expect a response to be broadcast on a general comm by this deadline. One hour."

    The broadcast ended.

    Johnny slowly nodded. "Nice work. Can't see them refusing that."

    Mace replied, "Not everyone takes sound advice. We'll have to wait to see if they were impressed with our handiwork today."

    Johnny shook his head. "How could they not be? I'm still shaking from it."
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    The hour came and passed without a reply. Jasper was eager to destroy Terrenet.

    Mace said, "You do this, we have no options left."

    Jasper huffed. "We can rig up another city. And another if they decide to be stupid. I have about two thousand of those charges all set and ready to go, and supplies to build as many as we want. My people are trained. All we have to do is set them in place and set them off."

    Jane said, "These aren't military targets."

    Jasper replied, "Well that's always the dilemma in war, isn't it? The Karthians attacked us as an empire, not as a handful of military personnel. All those people work in factories or industries that support that effort, or they work jobs that support that support. It would be nice if you could just separate the two, the civilians and the military, but that's an almost impossible job when they're holding your planet hostage. So we make them pay until they decide the price for keeping us is too high."

    Johnny said, "I have to side with the old man on this one. We could go rig those ships parked around Earth, but we can't take out the Karthians on the ground. And even if we could we would still be faced with hundreds more ships showing up. They could ravage all those community centers from above without much effort. We need them to willingly pull back. Jasper's option doesn't endanger our people. I say we run with it."

    A vote went around the room with the destruction of Terrenet holding a slight lead.

    Mace said, "It's possible they haven't responded because they are still trying to assess what happened. Anyone want to change their vote given that possibility?"

    The room remained silent.

    Mace looked at Jasper. "Looks like you have your majority. Would you object to me giving one last chance for a response?"

    Jasper nodded. "So long as it's not open-ended. Give them two minutes to at least acknowledge the comm. If they offer no reply at all, then I move forward."

    Mace stood in front of a comm camera. His holo-projector was turned on, transforming his appearance into that of the Harpoonian emperor. Karthian skulls moved about his torso as if trying to escape out through his skin, stretching it out before it snapped back into place as they disappeared.

    "Karthian leadership, I demand a response. I give you three of your minutes to reply. If no word is spoken, the city of Terrenet will be eliminated. Save your people, comply with my demands. As I said, you will be left to rule yourselves. The alternative is my Harpoonian fleets will devastate the cities of your worlds one by one. Spare your people this suffering. Answer if only to gain yourself more time."

    The three minute deadline quickly approached.

    "Don't think they're biting," said Johnny.

    The comm crackled. "This is High Chancellor Bregahn. For us to give into your demands before we have had a chance to evaluate what has happened would make us remiss in our duties to our people. I request additional time for consideration."

    Jasper said, "He's just stalling, and he'll keep at it until they figure out a way to strike back. He's just wasting our time."

    Mace replied, "Just the same, he did respond. That's progress. It doesn't cost us anything to wait a bit longer for a full answer."

    Jasper scowled. "What are you talking about? Our entire planet is enslaved as soldiers for their armies! They could decide to start up hostilities with the UF if they wanted. Or the Hoorka. They order our people aboard those transports again and they're not likely to come back."

    Johnny said, "I still have to agree with him. We have the upper hand. Let's make use of it. Something could come along and change this whole situation in an instant."

    Mace asked, "Can you give me a full day?"

    Jasper shook his head. "Ten minutes. They know the options. Let it be their choice and let them be responsible for their decisions."

    Mace sighed. "Very well."

    The comm was re-enabled. "Chancellor, it is our decision that you be allowed another ten minutes. We are being generous. We don't wish to rule your empire, but we will not have an aggressive species in our sector of the galaxy. Comply with our demands or in ten minutes you will be made aware of our commitment."

    The comm closed.

    Liam Hobbs said, "We're doing the right thing. As Mr. Collins says, their efforts at the moment are being spent on trying to figure out how to defend against us, not on what compliance means. When this time is up, I say we send that command."

    The discussion continued for another nine minutes. A comm channel was opened.

    Mace enabled his holo-projector and answered. "Tell me your decision."

    The Karthian High Chancellor replied, "Ships in the former Sarkesian worlds are being recalled. Transports will be sent to begin the repatriation process."

    "And what of the Humans and other species you hold captive?"

    "They will be released in due time. Allow us to conduct this operation in an orderly manner so that the species being released are taken care of during this process."

    Mace replied, "Unacceptable. In the case of the Humans you only need pull your ships and troops from that world. Our intel says they are fully capable of surviving without your continued assistance. You will comply with all that we have demanded or we will crush you like the parasites you are."

    The chancellor replied, "Then I believe we are at an impasse. Our people are not willing to give up the assets of our empire without receiving just compensation."

    Mace stood silent for several seconds. "Very well. It appears your decision has been made."

    The chancellor returned a stern look. "It has."

    The comm closed.

    Mace said, "Do it. They have no intention of giving us up."

    Jasper raised his arm pad, typing away at the display floating above his arm. The holo-wall display sprang to life with the image of the city of Terrenet.

    Jasper grinned as he pressed a holo-button, sending out the command phrase that controlled the rigged reactors. In an instant, the once beautiful city of Terrenet was vaporized. Jasper then stood and headed for the door.

    Mace asked, "Where you going?"

    "To organize my team for the next one. These things don't blow themselves up."

    Jasper left the room.

    Johnny asked, "What's our next move?"

    "I think Mr. Collins is doing it. I don't see where we have a choice here. The Karthians only have a dozen ships parked at Earth. We destroyed the rest. But those dozen could wipe us out. And Stark placed their numbers on the ground at close to fifty thousand. While not overwhelming, they do have superior weapons and armor... and air support with those ships."

    Jasper walked back into the room. "Give me half a day and we'll have the next city ready. Bootese is the next largest city near the capital. When you planning your next attempt at contact?"

    "I'll give them an hour. Do we know where their last comm response came from?" Mace asked.

    Jasper frowned. "From Terrenet. They may have been foolish enough that we just wiped out their leadership. They didn't know what city we would hit."

    Mace replied, "There have to be levels of command. You don't have a single chief and the rest Indians. There’s always a second in command. They will make themselves known. Taking out the capital might not have been the best of decisions."

    An aide of Jasper Collins walked into the room. "Your Highness, we have news from our Canto scout. The United Front are amassing ships just this side of the Canto Rift. We believe their intent will be to attack the former Galactic Union colonies. The Karthians only have a small fleet remaining there, having lost half to your justice, and two thirds of those remaining having been called home. We believe the United Front to be taking advantage of their weakened opponent."

    Johnny sighed. "As usual... we trade one enemy for another."

    Jasper replied, "Thank you, Lieutenant. "Keep me informed if anything changes."

    The aide moved back into the hallway.

    Jasper said, "Well... when my boys are done rigging the next Terrex city, it looks like we'll have to pay a visit to the United Front. If they want some of this action, I'll be happy to give it to them."

    Johnny said, "They use similar reactors?"

    Jasper nodded. "We have several of theirs we are still using. Got them when dealing with Canto. Won't be hard to rig them up if needed."

    "We still don't have decent intel on the UF colonies or the size of their fleet," said Jenny. "I could take the shuttle out for some recon. Anyone else interested in going?"

    Jane nudged Mace. "Go. Spend some quality time with her. See what you can find out for us."

    Jenny smiled. "You in?"

    Mace nodded. "Like I have a choice with the two of you ganging up? Yes, I'm in."

    "Check back here for current status," said Jasper.

    Jane stood. "Think you can drop us back at Earth on your way out?"

    Jenny nodded. "We can. You be ready to leave in about five?"

    "Ready to leave now."

    Jane and Johnny were dropped at the cave with the others while Mace and Jenny ventured out to the Canto Rift. Once through, they began mapping the United Front colonies. No less than forty jumps were made, with passive scans following, before a new tactic was attempted. Jane pulled the Royal Fortune alongside a UF mining ship that was busy working over a sizable asteroid.

    Mace walked around the outer hull, slipping aboard through an open bay door with a gravity wall. A quick tour of the docking bay found an open computer. Having had access to machines on Canto, a connection to the Knuttin Corporation mining ship was easily made.

    A search found a starmap database with information on the twenty-eight UF established colonies and one hundred four claims. Extensive maps of the former Galactic Union worlds were also available. With downloads on his arm pad, Mace made his way back aboard the Royal Fortune.

    "What'd we get?" asked Jenny.

    Mace replied, "Complete maps. Sending them to your console now. They have twenty-eight functioning colonies."

    Jenny nodded. "Good. We already scouted nineteen. Let's hit the others and get back to Canto. Won't hurt to know the size of the UF fleet. And if we turn that info over to Jasper... well... he might get started on rigging up their ships. If we weaken both sides sufficiently, nobody would have the nerve to attack anyone else. If they free us as well, we might actually be able to start building a defense."

    Mace replied, "You're living in dreamland. I guarantee the Karthians are trying to figure out a way to make use of us still. And the UF... I bet their planners are trying to do the same. I wouldn't have thought these stealth suits and ships to be so effective. If we had a few hundred more we could dominate this galaxy by destroying every warship out there."

    Jenny frowned. "Yeah... well... good things have a way of coming to an end. Eventually someone is gonna figure out what we've been doing. It bothers me that Stark already knows."

    Mace shook his head. "He won't give us up. We keep frustrating his plans, but at the same time he recognizes us as an asset when it comes to keeping Humans alive. Speaking of that, at some point one of these races is gonna get tired of the domination game and just wipe us all out. If nothing else, just so no one else controls us."

    Jenny replied, "We're down to three species out there with that ability, and the Hoorka aren't interested in control, so that leaves two. That should be much more manageable than the fifteen we were having to deal with before."

    Mace sat silent for several seconds. "I cringe when I think about the thousands of years of history each of those Galactic Union goons had and about how quickly it was wiped out."

    Jenny said, "You know, you go back to any of those planets and there's a good possibility you'll find some people who were able to hide out and survive. They may not all be gone."

    "I wish that were true. The bio-scanners would see to it that nobody escaped. Maybe if you found a cavern that went a kilometer underground, but how many of those would there be? And who'd be able to survive down there for a year without having planned for this in advance?"

    Jenny scowled. "I forget about those bio-sensors. I guess that's a game changer."

    The remaining UF colonies were scanned. The Royal Fortune returned to Earth to pick up Johnny Tretcher before moving back to the Alpha Centauri site. The gathered data was given to Jasper Collins and his team of planners.

    Mace said, "Almost four hundred ships parked near Canto now. That's about a quarter of the ships they have available. Looks like three construction yards are busy turning out more. If we decide to hit the UF ships, I don't think we want to do it as Harpoonians. That would only serve to unite the Karthians and the UF."

    Jasper replied, "What would you suggest?"

    Mace thought for a moment. "They had some pirate species they were having trouble with. If we could find an image of one of them we could use that."

    Jasper scowled. "Bah. Probably another one of these midget species. We can't fake that with the projectors. How about we just make up another one. Maybe just a big furry bear? Or an overgrown ape-man like Johnny?"

    "I'll take that as a compliment," Johnny replied.

    "Have your people pick something that looks intimidating," said Mace. "We'll go with that."

    Jasper said, "And we'll need a name."

    Johnny piped up. "I have one. How about the Bruteonians?"

    Jasper laughed. "That's just stupid."

    "Colonians?"

    Again Jasper laughed. "What are we, a giant intestinal species? No."

    "Wrathians?" Mace suggested.

    Jasper tilted his head. "I could get on board with that."

    Jenny said, "We have the UF language. Wrath means something to us but not necessarily to them. What if we used a word they dislike or fear?"

    Mace nodded. "Good suggestion. You are now in charge of coming up with a name. While you're at it, see what you can dream up image-wise for what this new species would look like."

    Jenny stood to leave the room. "Let me know if you have any other requirements."

    Mace turned to face Jasper. "Four hundred ships. How long you think it will take to rig them up?"

    "That's a one-day job once we know what we're looking at. I should send out a scout to map the insides of those ships. Looks like they have five different types."

    Mace leaned forward in his chair. "Let Johnny and me handle that. Have your people keep digging through the data. This way, if either of us ever finds ourselves on a UF ship, we'll know our way around."

    A run was made to the Canto system. From there the Royal Fortune docked with one of each of the different types of UF warships. The last was the newest dreadnought.

    Mace moved down a wide hallway. Kohamian soldiers were marching about, preparing for war. He turned a corner into a large circular room. The walls were fully lit and covered with holo-displays. Console stations lined an outer circle on the floor, with three command chairs stacked one atop another in the center. Each command chair spun independently as orders were given to those operating the consoles. The images on the displays were flashing from one of the former Galactic Union worlds to another... including the Rhombia system.

    Mace moved to a low-traffic spot on the deck where he could stand and observe. The UF would be retaking the Mawga worlds before moving on to the others. As Mace watched, each of the battles to be fought was laid out before him. After just over an hour of battle plans being revealed, the initial plans were once again shown. The Army Ranger moved back into the hallway.

    A fifteen minute search located the reactor room on the dreadnought. The reactor on the newest UF ship was different. Gone were the boxy shapes of the standard reactors, replaced with a single sphere, five meters in diameter, that floated above the floor on a reverse gravity field. A plasma conduit at the top moved energy from the reactor to a storage well located on the opposite side of the room.

    Mace walked slowly around the floating reactor, taking note of the lack of an access panel that would allow the rigging of its containment structure. A Kohamian worker walked into the room holding an electronic clipboard. His attention was drawn to the location where Mace was standing. Looking down, Mace could see his projection field was being interfered with. A translucent brilliance, barely perceptible, occupied much of his outer projection. Two steps back saw the light disappear.

    The Kohamian continued to stare for several seconds before calling in a supervisor.

    "Over there, next to the reactor, there was an energy glow. It moved to the right and faded. It was like it was alive and knew I was watching it."

    "Have you run any scans?"

    The worker shook his head. "No, I called you immediately."

    The supervisor stepped over to the console that controlled the reactor. "Systems are all reporting fine. Hmm. If I move back a minute or two in the data recordings I do see a slight anomaly. Nothing that affected performance in any way. I'll have the engineering team look it over, Taldy. Just wait here for them and tell them what you saw and when. Afterward you can return to your duty."

    Taldy nodded. "Thank you for coming, Sergeant. I'd rather us not be going into battle with a system issue. Especially with a new reactor."

    The sergeant patted the crewman on the back. "Parameters all look good. I wouldn't worry about it. Just report it and move on. If there's something wrong, the engineers will find it."

    Mace slipped out of the room and made his way back to the shuttle. Upon arrival at the Alpha site, the data was again transferred to Jasper's team.

    Mace said, "That new dreadnought... not sure what we do with it. I couldn't find an access to the containment circuits."

    Jasper waved a hand. "I wouldn't worry about it. We can rig something up with a projector to make it invisible. We'll just stick it to the outside. Blow the whole reactor housing if we need to."

    Mace shook his head. "Don't think so. If you get close to that reactor the projector doesn't work properly. I was spotted after giving off a white glow when I stood next to it. A meter away and that glow dropped off. But there was definite interaction when I was close. Their sensors picked something up from that as well."

    "Was there room in there where we could just plant a reactor bomb? Maybe in an unused corner?"

    Mace nodded. "There was."

    Jasper smiled. "We'll go with that, then. Might even take less time."
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    As Jasper gave orders for his team to plan their raids, word came in from a scout ship. "Sire, the United Front ships are on the move. We place their destination to be Rhombia. Should we follow?"

    "Keep with them and keep us informed."

    Mace said, "Another couple days would have been helpful."

    "We needed a week to make the reactor bombs. Those have to be put together and programmed."

    Mace frowned. "Maybe we just keep tabs on this fleet until then."

    Jasper shook his head. "Nonsense. We'll move ahead with rigging the ships that can be done. We can catch up with the others later."

    The pilot of the scout came back over the comm. "Sire, five hundred heavy transports just came through a wormhole. They are UF ships as well, and they are heading down through the atmosphere."

    Johnny asked, "Why would they be sending transports? Any signs of resistance?"

    Jasper asked, "Captain, any sign of a struggle?"

    A response came back. "One moment... visual sensors suggest Mawga troops were waiting on the ground, Your Highness. This appears to be planned."

    Mace said, "This can't be good. A force like that is intended for a ground invasion. That would mean either the Karthian worlds or Earth."

    Johnny said, "We need to go and prepare."

    Mace stood. "Mr. Collins, I'd rig those remaining ships as soon as possible. If their destination is Earth, we're gonna want to move everyone from the cave to here."

    Jasper nodded. "There's room. Go do what you need to."

    The Royal Fortune returned to the cave complex, settling in the field under the visual protection of the holo-projector. The civilians and children were the first to be loaded aboard the shuttle. Six trips were made to the Alpha Centauri site. Upon arrival with the sixth group, word came from the Targarian scout.

    "Sire, the United Front fleet is again on the move. Five hundred fourteen transports were loaded and have now rejoined the fleet. Hold on... wormholes are opening."

    A video feed from the scout showed more UF warships coming into the Rhombia system.

    "Sire, sensors count seven hundred eight additional ships. Most of those are the newer type dreadnought, the design you named 'a keeper.’ The ships appear to be forming up for another jump, Your Highness."

    Mace said, "The Karthians won't be able to defend against this."

    A comm came in from Malcom Stark. "Gentlemen, as I'm certain you are aware, a United Front fleet is preparing for an invasion. I believe our fates may be changing."

    Jasper scowled. "How is this a good thing for us?"

    "I made a deal with the United Front. In exchange for our full cooperation with them against the Karthians, they have promised our freedom. Transports should be arriving here shortly. When they do, we have two hundred thousand Marines standing at the ready to join them in the crushing of the Karthian Empire."

    Mace said, "What makes you think you can trust them?"

    Stark frowned. "Please, Mr. Hardy, I've been planning this for months. And much of that time was spent with a Kohamian liaison. I believe you may know him... Leonis Kontin."

    Mace nodded. "We know Mr. Kontin. He ran things for Mr. Knuttin while he was recovering from injuries. What is it you've been planning?"

    Stark's frown turned into a slight smile. "If we assist with the taking of Terrex, we gain our freedom. We will then be under the protection of the United Front for a period of ten years. That should allow us ample time to build a planetary defense. In the meantime, we will continue to supply a two hundred thousand man force for any further conquests they deem a force necessary for."

    Johnny said, "So you traded the lives of two hundred thousand men, and the freedom of our planet for ten years, for our permanent freedom after that?"

    "Yes. It took some doing, but I was able to arrange just such a deal."

    Johnny shook his head. "I don't know about your prior deals, but this one... I'm not impressed with. What's to keep the UF from deciding after nine years that they no longer want that deal?"

    "That is always a possibility, Mr. Tretcher. Any deal can be broken. However, we have contingencies that will make that effort difficult. The Mawga have a similar deal, although with five times the ground troops. And following this campaign, we will be given control of the older UF warships. Their newest dreadnought—we call it the Vendetta class—will make up the bulk of their fleet, with the other ships falling to our care."

    "And what of the Mawga? Do they get ships too?" Johnny asked.

    "We are not responsible for whatever deal the Mawga chose to make, Mr. Tretcher, only our own. And those older ships have been promised to us."

    Mace sighed. "Again, I have to wonder if you're a genius or a fool, Stark. How is it you managed all this without the Karthians’ knowledge?"

    Stark laughed. "If you tell them you have plans for their enemies, and you convince them of your loyalty to those plans, they are eager to give you the space you need to carry those plans out. They still view us as an asset, Mr. Hardy. So long as that continues, we will have leverage to make things happen. Foolish and naive on their part, but advantageous for us."

    The United Front fleet jumped from Rhombia to Earth. The dozen Karthian ships that remained were quickly dispatched by the UF Vendetta dreadnoughts. Transports dropped down through the atmosphere, unloading their Mawga soldier cargoes. Fierce fighting began as the Mawga engaged with the Karthian troops that policed the Human planet. Ten hours later, the last of the Karthians surrendered.

    Stark came over the comm. "Mr. Hardy, as I'm sure you are aware, the Karthian threat is no more."

    Mace replied, "From what I see it's only been replaced with a new threat. If you believe you're about to be free, you're mistaken. The Mawga troops are unloading equipment. My guess is they are here to stay."

    Stark growled. "You must excuse me, Mr. Hardy. This was not part of our agreement."

    Jasper said, "Looks like you've been played, Stark."

    The comm closed.

    Johnny shook his head. "Freedom. That's not happening until we become more powerful than them. We need ships and we need a lot of them."

    Fatso Geerok raised a hand. "Mr. Hardy, I believe I may have a solution to your dilemma."

    Mace turned. "And what would that be?"

    Geerok stood. "Mr. Collins’ teams have become proficient in piracy. Why not apply that skill toward acquiring warships? It seems to me we are destroying ships that we could make use of."

    Johnny asked, "You saying we should start jacking ships?"

    Geerok nodded. "Precisely. We have teams gaining access to the vital systems of these ships every time they are aboard. Instead of destroying them, why not take control and then move them to a neutral spot until we have a sufficient number on hand? I'm certain either Mr. Collins or Mr. Stark could provide the crews to man them."

    Mace said, "Taking over an entire ship is a lot more difficult that hiding explosives on one."

    Jasper replied, "We can do it."

    Jane added, "We'll have to cover any captured ships in the gatrellium and then add projectors. Wormhole generators too if they don't come equipped."

    Mace frowned. "We don't have enough gatrellium to cover more than a handful of ships."

    Jasper said, "Well then, we get more. The Karthians are weak. Might be a good time to steal it from them again. And if we can't get a hold of any in the near term, we can always mothball any ships we grab until a later date. Besides, that will give me a chance to train new crews to pilot them. We won't need gatrellium for flight and weapons practice."

    Mace stood. "Anyone opposed to trying this?"

    Jane asked, "So we take these ships... what do we do with the crews?"

    Jasper jumped in. "Space 'em."

    Johnny chuckled. "Is that your solution to everything?"

    Jasper replied, "These are the soldiers that enslave our world. We didn't attack them. We didn't threaten them. The Karthians and the UF chose their paths. We're just gonna speed them along it."

    Mace held up a hand. "While we've had our moments, I won't be party to a slaughter of those who have surrendered. We can load them on captured transports or freighters and send them home."

    Jane nodded. "I second that motion."

    Johnny looked at Jasper. "Sorry, gotta go with the wife on this one."

    The others in the room concurred.

    Jasper scowled. "Pfft. You people need to grow some spines. Fine. We send those who surrender home. But the instant any of those captives try to do anything, my people and I will be spacing the lot of them."

    Mace replied, "Fair enough. I'd say we need to get started on this immediately. Mr. Collins, tell us which UF ships you plan on hitting and we'll work on the rest. Between our team and yours, we could easily have a hundred ships in a week's time."

    Jasper scoffed. "Hundred? I'm thinking half the UF fleet that's now parked at Earth. Might give them pause with their Karthian assault if they feel they don't have the necessary ships."

    Johnny laughed. "Half? How you gonna pull that off?"

    "By putting three-man teams on that many ships, that's how. I have the people to do this. I'm sure you guys could commandeer a dozen or so ships of your own. And I'd start with those new Vendetta ships. We take half those and the UF won't be doing anything."

    "I think he's right about the Vendetta ships," said Mace. "That fleet has just over six hundred of that ship. We manage to take half and the UF won't attack."

    The teams divided the data on the ships they designated. The Humans were split into fourteen teams of two, while Targarians made up three hundred teams of three. The stealth shuttles would be used to drop off each of the teams. From there they would wait until a set time when all teams would assault the bridge of their ship.

    If all went well, three hundred fourteen United Front ships would open wormholes and move through at the same time.

    The Human teams were given a half hour to spend how they liked. Jasper was eager to get underway, pushing his crews to begin their jumps. Each Targarian shuttle held two to three teams. With a fleet of one hundred five ships, delivery of all teams would be complete in less than an hour.

    Johnny walked alongside Jane as they entered the crew quarters. Zax and Fina greeted the two by charging Johnny and clamping onto the legs of his battlesuit.

    Johnny chuckled. "Can we take them with us? They might be effective if we need the enemy immobilized."

    Jane scowled. "Not happening, Tonto."

    Johnny smiled. "You haven't called me that in over a year."

    Jane looked up with a smile as she peeled Zax's hands from their grip of Johnny's leg. "I guess it has been a while. Maybe with this move we'll be one step closer to that carefree world again."

    Johnny planted a kiss on her forehead. "I'd like that."

    Vanessa and Tres' three girls ran up in front of them. "Uncle Johnny? Can you play?"

    Johnny looked at Jane, who nodded her head. "You have twenty minutes."

    Johnny leaned in, scooping up the three screaming girls as Zax again glued to his leg. The large Human slowly walked across the room as the five kids squirmed and screamed with delight.

    Jane turned to Vanessa. "Sorry we have to steal your man for a few hours. Hopefully that's all this will take."

    "He's been itching to get back out there. Going on a raid terrifies him, but he doesn't want to miss out on the adventure."

    Jane frowned. "Hardly an adventure. We've been lucky with these with as few people as we've lost. I think that has us all feeling a bit cocky."

    Vanessa nodded. "So long as he's scared he won't be taking chances. Anyway, I'm glad he's on your team. I know you'll bring him back safe."

    "I'm a bit worried about Johnny. He has a tendency to charge in where he shouldn't. He has one of Mr. Crawford's men with him. I just hope he doesn't put them in a bad spot. He'd never forgive himself if he got someone killed."

    Vanessa put her hand on Jane's shoulder. "Let's just have all of you come back safe, OK?"

    Jane smiled. "I'm sure we'll all do our best."

    Fatso Geerok insisted on being included in the raids. He was teamed with Mace to target a Vendetta dreadnought. The battlesuit, with its incorporated exoskeleton structure, enabled the former Mawga admiral to move about as freely as a person half his age and weight.

    The portly fighter joined Mace in the cabin of the Royal Fortune. "I feel invigorated, Mr. Hardy. It's been many years since I was involved with a ship assault. Back at the academy, my squad finished second out of twenty-six teams. We successfully eliminated the defenses of our opponents—all simulated of course—in four out of sixteen engagements. I believed our success at the time to be responsible for much of my climb through the ranks to admiral."

    "You've watched the videos of some of our assaults... how do those compare to the simulations you went through?"

    Geerok half smiled. "Not much of a comparison really. Our approach was always one of caution. You didn't make a move unless you were in high confidence of a positive result. Your assaults would have finished off any defending crew without much trouble. Our training was nothing compared to your real-world triumphs. I'm looking forward to participating."

    Mace frowned. "I wouldn't get too eager to blast ahead, Mr. Geerok. We have yet to take on the UF crews. My gut tells me they will be much more determined to win than any of the Galactic Union members were. Have you watched any of our assaults on Karthian ships?"

    Geerok nodded. "I have. Both breathtaking and terrifying. Your shots are precise and your tactics admirable. I look forward to following your leadership."

    Mace rubbed his temples for several seconds before closing his faceshield visor. "Let's just hope my leadership holds up this time. Follow my exact orders and we might just make it back alive."

    Geerok grinned. "I do like the way you Humans face adversity. I would certainly like to find some of such determination in myself."

    Mace laughed. "Well, bring all of it you can. We're likely to need it."

    The shuttle moved into Earth space through a micro-wormhole. A short ride saw the United Front fleet come into view. Minutes later, the shuttle was parked in an open docking bay. Jane and Tres were the first team out. Fifteen minutes after, the Royal Fortune set down in the bay of a Vendetta class dreadnought. Mace Hardy and Fatso Geerok dropped to the deck from a partially opened ramp. This time, no pick-up had been scheduled. The Human and his Mawga teammate would be riding that ship out of Earth's solar system... if all went well.

    Mace felt around for Fatso. "You're gonna have to keep your hand on my shoulder so we don't get separated."

    Geerok whispered back. "That might be a problem. I can barely reach your shoulder. I know the way to the bridge. Perhaps it would be better if you follow me. Once we're there I'll follow your lead."

    Mace let out a long breath. "OK. Just stay out of everyone's way and try to remember you have a trailer following you. If space is tight, try to wait until it's clear enough for us both."

    "I'll do my best. When I feel your hand on my shoulder... OK, here we go."

    The admiral moved with surprising speed. Twice, Mace had to squeeze between UF crewmen where little room was left. They reached the main deck of the dreadnought's bridge after four minutes of fast-paced walking.

    Mace pulled Geerok over to an empty section, whispering, "When you see me appear as a Wrathian, you do the same. If anyone makes a sudden move, blast them. Hopefully we can take control without firing a shot. I should be showing up over there behind the captain. I suggest you hunker down here behind this console, but keep your vision of the room clear."

    Geerok replied, "You mean an image of the Geldidians, right? The name Miss Taub came up with? If so, will do."

    Mace answered. "Sorry, Geldidians. When you see my image, enable yours."

    Geerok grumbled, "I hope this works. That serpent-headed image scares me."

    "It'll work. Just do as I say and we'll be out in free space in less than a minute."

  


  
    [image: collide]   Chapter 23

    
    
    

    


    

    Mace moved into position behind the captain, placing the tip of his blaster at the back of the captain's head just as his projected image became visible.

    Speaking through his translator, he said, "Captain, your ship is now under my command. You are now prisoners of the Geldidian Empire.

    Geerok appeared behind a console with his weapon raised. "Collective."

    Mace asked, "What?"

    Geerok replied, "The Geldidian Collective. Empire was the old name."

    Mace returned an unhappy expression. "The Geldidian Collective now controls this ship. Cooperate fully and you will be returned to your homes. Resist and it will mean immediate death."

    The captain slowly nodded. "We will cooperate. What is it you want?"

    "As I said, this ship now belongs to the Collective. Have your navigator enter the following coordinates into your wormhole drive."

    The captain shook his head, "We don't have a wormhole drive."

    A moment of terror ripped through Mace's mind.

    Geerok said, "Yes you do. Now, as he said, cooperate or die. And when I say that I mean you specifically. Any tricks or attempts at deception and you will be the first to go."

    The captain turned toward his navigator. "Lieutenant Commander Lefui, enter the coordinates as given. Make the jump as directed."

    The nav officer replied, "I'm sorry, sir, our formation... we're too close to the other ships to jump."

    The captain returned an angered look. "Then take us out to clear space."

    Mace added as he poked the captain in the back of the head. "Good move. Take us to those coordinates, and hurry."

    Two UF crewmen walked onto the bridge from the outer hall. One attempted to draw his sidearm and Fatso Geerok took aim and squeezed the trigger on his blaster. An energy bolt hit the crewman's torso, expanding rapidly outward, taking the second crewman with him.

    Geerok quickly glanced around the room. "Anyone else want some of that?"

    No further movement. The UF warship, named the Armitesson, slowly moved away from the other ships in the formation.

    A comm hail came in on a main channel. "Captain Hergla, why are you moving from formation? No order has been given for such."

    Seconds later, a dozen other ships broke out.

    The captain replied, "Just stretching my legs, Admiral."

    The admiral began to curse at his subordinate, getting in several choice words before the comm was cut off.

    The nav officer said, "Fifteen seconds to jump, Captain."

    Mace pressed further with the tip of his blaster. "Order all crewmen to hold their current position. That will save any others from the same fate as those two."

    The captain nodded as he opened a comm to the rest of the ship. "This is your captain. You will note that we are underway. I'm ordering all personnel to hold your positions. I repeat, hold your position until you receive further orders over this comm."

    The comm closed.

    Mace nodded. "Well done."

    A portal opened and the Armitesson slipped through.

    Mace followed with a second set of coordinates. "Have your nav plug these in, but don't initiate until I say we're ready."

    The captain replied, "What will become of us?"

    "You cooperate and you get to go home. It's that simple. We'll be keeping your ship."

    The captain frowned. "They will find you."

    Mace leaned in, with the head of his snake looking menacing. My people are already spread throughout your empire, Captain. If I were you, I'd be worried about my home and my family. This ship is but a tool of war. Those who prescribe to a vision of peace have no need of such. Are the Kohamians a warring species, Captain? Or are you peace-loving and cooperative?"

    Four additional UF warships jumped to the same space, followed by an older Karthian freighter.

    Mace said, "Now, Captain, you will give the order for your entire crew to peacefully proceed to the docking bay. A shuttle will be used to ferry you over to the waiting freighter. That freighter will then be directed toward your colony at Canto. From there, you will be reunited with your brethren. However, should anyone decide they can gain the upper hand, and if they fail, you and your entire crew will be spaced. Are we clear on that?"

    The captain nodded. "We're clear. You will have my cooperation."

    Mace replied, "Good. Now for a reiteration. Should any of your crew attempt to hide aboard this vessel and be discovered, again we will space you and the remainder of your crew. So give the order for all to proceed to the docking bay and to offer no resistance."

    The captain opened a general comm, delivering the message as it had been provided. Forty minutes later the final shuttle moved across to the freighter.

    Mace said, "Mr. Geerok, scan this ship for bios. Should just be the two of us."

    As Geerok fiddled with his sensor array, a comm came in from Johnny. "How you looking over there?"

    Mace replied, "Good. We just moved the last of the crew to the freighter. You?"

    "We have two more loads. Any trouble?"

    "Geerok fried two crewmen who stumbled onto the bridge. We'll have a mess to clean up here, but it otherwise went smoothly."

    Johnny asked, "You sure everything is OK? You look a little nervous."

    "I think we made a mistake with this single jump. We should have moved again before transferring anyone."

    Johnny half smiled. "It looks to have worked out OK. We'll be gone in a couple minutes."

    Geerok yelled, "We have hideaways! Two dozen down on deck five! And wormholes are opening!"

    Mace growled as he opened a comm. "Crap. Mistake number one. Anyone who can jump, do so! If you can't, then abandon the ship. Take a position on the hull just to stay out of the way until they are ready to jump these ships away from here."

    The first UF ship through the portal took aim at the Karthian freighter. A heavy microwave burst tore through its weak hull, incinerating all those who were aboard. Geerok followed Mace as he ran toward the gravity wall of the docking bay. As Mace arrived, he turned to find Geerok was no longer behind him.

    "Geerok? Where are you?"

    "Taking care of the hideaways."

    Mace yelled, "Get your ass up here! We have to go!"

    Blaster fire could be heard echoing from a nearby hall. Mace stepped toward the gravity wall before turning back with a scowl on his face. A short run found two dozen dead Kohamian crewmen.

    Fatso Geerok uncloaked. "You know how to fire a microwave cannon?"

    Mace replied, "They'll be boarding any second. We have to go."

    Geerok shook his head. "I came to get this ship. I'm not leaving without it."

    Mace followed as the portly Mawga admiral ran back to the bridge, and to a weapons console.

    Geerok sat in a chair. "Microwave ring is fully powered. All we have to do is aim and push a button."

    "You fire the cannons. I'll work the nav. Maybe I can jump us out of here."

    A comm came in from the closest UF controlled ship. "Armitesson, we are coming aboard. What is your status?"

    Mace flipped his projector to show an image of Leonis Kontin. "They're eating us alive! Help us!"

    A confused captain replied, "Who's eating you? We only show two bios on the ship?"

    Mace froze his comm. "Geerok! Enable your bio inhibitor and go stealth!"

    Seconds later the Mawga admiral disappeared.

    Mace enabled his comm. "They just ate him! Hurry!"

    The comm was closed.

    Mace said, "Geerok, they should be sending a shuttle. Try to catch it as it's coming out of the docking bay. Hit it with whatever you've got!"

    Jump coordinates were entered and a wormhole initiated. A heavy microwave beam emerged from the port cannon, incinerating a UF shuttle as it came through a gravity wall into free space. The beam followed the shuttle into the docking bay, setting off explosions that tore the United Front warship almost in half. A wormhole opened and the Armitesson slid through.

    Mace followed with a second jump to a new location just as two wormholes began to open around them. A third jump secured their getaway. A fourth took them to their final destination... in orbit around a planetless star.

    Sixty-five other dreadnoughts showed. Mace opened a comm. "Have we for sure lost anyone?"

    A Targarian captain replied, "Mr. Hardy, two ships in our group were taking fire. The king was aboard one of them. Do we go back?"

    Mace slowly shook his head. "We don't have the crews needed for that. Everyone had their instructions. Get off the ships, let the Kohamians take them back if that's what it takes to survive. We'll give them an hour to clear out and then we'll go back to see if anyone is left floating out there."

    Another eighteen wormholes opened with ships coming through. All but two were piloted by Targarian crews.

    A comm opened. "This is Johnny. Who we missing?"

    Liam Hobbs replied, "Hobbs here. Can't say on Mueller and Mallot. Their ships were there and they had unloaded their crews. We left while we had the chance."

    Mace replied, "We're missing a lot. And, Mr. Hobbs, you did the right thing. We fouled up with our planning. Should have made a second jump before dumping those crews."

    Eighty six wormholes opened with more ships coming through.

    Mace said, "Report in."

    Mueller replied, "We managed to jump away. Mr. Mallot was in a firefight with two UF cruisers. Looked like he was getting the best of them."

    Jordan Crawford said, "We lost two ships. Can't say who they were. Miz Tretcher made it in. We're matching the comm logs to the ship nav logs right now. Will know in a moment if either one was her."

    Johnny said, "I'm heading to Alpha to get the shuttle. I'm going back."

    Mace replied, "Hold on. I'll go with you. Mr. Crawford, we'll be coming back here. Have the ship ID’s ready for us as to where she opened her last comm from."

    The two United Front dreadnoughts jumped to Alpha Centauri. A transfer was made to the waiting Royal Fortune and a jump back to near the space where Jane's original jump had gone. A short ride had the shuttle within sensor range.

    Jenny said, "Two UF ships are still there. Lots of floating debris. We'll have to get closer to know if there are any bios that are not on one of those two ships."

    Mace replied, "We'll be close enough in two minutes."

    The sensors returned what was expected. No bio-signatures outside the two remaining UF ships.

    Johnny stood, walking toward the shuttle ramp. "Take me in. I want aboard one of those ships."

    Mace shook his head. "Not until we have reason to put you on one."

    Johnny replied, "We have to bring her back."

    Mace nodded. "We'll do all we can. You know that. But let's be smart about what we do. That ship to the left... the registration shows as one of the ones we grabbed. If she's aboard it still, we'll find her."

    Johnny paced the floor. "She has to be on there, Mace. I need her."

    Mace looked over the sensor data. "OK, we have two dozen bios on that ship on the left. I'm seeing four groups of six. If she's on there, she's cloaked. I'll ease us into the bay."

    The dreadnought on the left fired its weapons, ripping two wide holes into the side of the other. No fire was returned."

    Mace said, "All four teams are heading toward the bridge."

    Johnny clenched his fists. "That has to be her. Get me on that ship!"

    Mace took a deep breath. We can't risk going in if they're exchanging fire. Getting ourselves killed won't help her."

    Mace quickly sat back in his chair.

    Johnny asked, "What is it?"

    "I matched up the ship IDs. That wasn't her dreadnought. But we need to bring whoever that is back."

    Johnny looked up at the ceiling. "What am I gonna do, Mace?"

    "You're gonna get it together until we know something for certain. I need you here with me."

    A second set of microwave beams emerged from the dreadnought on the left. Interior explosions found their way to the outer hull. A single cannon on the damaged ship returned fire, taking out the forward cannon of the other ship. A third volley, this time from three of the four remaining port cannons, shredded the decks that included the bridge. The heavily damaged ship began a slow roll.

    Johnny said, "Take us in. That other ship is disabled."

    Mace reached for the throttle. A heavy microwave beam emerged from the slowly tumbling ship, cutting through the lower aft section that held the powerful new fusion reactor. A forward cannon fired a return beam, effectively sawing the heavily damaged ship in half, explosions sending the remaining ends spinning end over end as further concussions ripped it apart.

    The dreadnought on the left went white hot as the third quarter of the ship turned into a glowing fireball. The reactor containment had failed and the hydrogen store had been breached. Intense flames shot through the forward decks, leaving nothing but a blackened, burned-out shell of a hull. Whoever had fired the weapon was gone.

    Johnny collapsed into a sitting position on the floor. Mace stood, moving over and pulling him to his feet. A short stumbly walk had Johnny sitting in the copilot's chair.

    Johnny leaned forward on the console. "I can't believe it. This isn't happening."

    Mace said, "She may still be on another ship. That was not hers."

    Johnny drew a long breath. "How do we find her? Even if we go back to their fleet, she'll have to reveal herself for us to know she's there."

    Mace placed his hand on Johnny's shoulder. "As I said before, we'll do whatever it takes."

    Mace opened a general comm. If anyone is out there, you need to check in. We can pick you up. This area is clear."

    The comm lit up with connections. Six Targarians and two Humans responded. The Humans were from Jordan Crawford teams.

    As they were being collected, Mace sent out another broadcast. "This is Hardy. If you're out there, accept our comm. If you can't, disable your stealth, let us find your bio."

    A single bio signature appeared several seconds later. It was Tres Dowda. The ramp lowered and Johnny pulled him aboard. His helmet was gently removed. Evidence of flash-burns covered his suit.

    Johnny asked, "Was Jane with you?"

    Tres nodded. "We were too close to that explosion. My comm is gone. I'm sure I was out for several seconds. Jane was holding my hand just before that."

    Johnny took a deep breath. "We can't leave. She may be out there."

    Mace replied, "We don't have a way to tell. With the stealth enabled, she could float for a month without us finding her. I'm apprehensive about moving from where we are. If we hit her we could kill her."

    Johnny asked, "What do we do?"

    Mace replied, "The only thing we can do. We wait, broadcast and listen."

    Mace opened a wormhole comm back to the Alpha site. "We picked up nine. I'm passing through their names. We got Tres. He's shaken up but OK. Jane is still missing."

    Johnny said, "There has to be a way to detect her."

    Mace shook his head. "Short of making physical contact, we don't have a way."

    "Then give me one of those Targarian jetpacks. I'll go out and feel around every inch of this space if I have to."

    Mace frowned. "Not gonna work. You don't have enough lifetimes to make even a small dent in that job. We best just wait and keep broadcasting."

    A wormhole opened not far from their position and a United Front dreadnought came through. After ten minutes of observance, and with no evidence of bios, the dreadnought returned to wherever it had come from.

    Mace flipped on the mic. "Jane… if you're out there, come back. If you can't, we need you to disable your stealth. Help us to find you."

    Fifteen minutes of attempts passed before two clicks were heard over the comm.

    Johnny sat up. "What was that?"

    Mace replied, "Could have been her comm. Jane? Are you out there? If so, do that again."

    Now further sounds were heard. Johnny began to type away on the console in front of him.

    Mace asked, "What are you looking for?"

    Johnny replied, "If that was a comm there should be a location in the log. There... just over a kilometer from here."

    Mace nodded. "Worth a shot. I'll take us in close. There are four of those jetpacks. You and three others can feel around out there for her."

    The shuttle was moved, the ramp lowered. Johnny and three volunteers maneuvered out into the abyss, feeling their way through the black emptiness of space for an invisible Human possibly floated unconscious nearby. Thirty minutes of searching revealed nothing. Two additional clicks came into the open comm.

    Mace searched the logs. "Johnny, twelve meters to the coordinates I'm sending. Move slow. We don't want to bump her away."

    "Please let this work. I need my... wait! I have her! I'm coming in!"

    Johnny and the others came aboard. The ramp was closed. The latch holding on Jane's helmet was flipped, shutting her projector off.

    As Johnny gently removed her helmet, Jane opened her groggy eyes. "What... what are you doing here?"

    Johnny smiled. "I'm just being happy."
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    Eighteen crews, including two Humans, had perished. Humphrey Mallot and Peter Fourier, two Canadians who had been faithful crewman from the beginning... were gone. A short memorial was held to honor the fifty-three who had given their lives for a free Earth and a hopefully one-day-reclaimed Divinia. All told, two hundred twelve ships were stolen; another twenty-six were damaged or destroyed.

    Jasper said, "We can do the plating at our facility on Hardy. We measured up. We can fit a dreadnought in our underground hangar. Only one at a time though."

    Mace replied, "If you had the gatrellium, how long would it take you to convert a ship?"

    "We have the people who are capable, but those ships are big. Probably a month each. If we had the construction yards at Divinia we could turn out twenty per month."

    Mace frowned. "So this is not something that will happen fast anyway. I'd say get started on the first one. We have enough gatrellium for that. If this raid on the UF fleet slows them down, we might just have time to go get more."

    "Those Karthian storage facilities are heavily guarded now."

    Mace nodded. "And we now have stealth ships. If we perform a raid similar to what we just did, even if they have fifty ships guarding the place, we can take them out."

    Jasper said, "We did come across one of those facilities while we were rigging up the Karthian ships. They had cannons on floating platforms scattered around the facility, along with a couple dozen garrisoned ships. We took out the ships. We could also take out those guns."

    Jenny chimed in: "Why not locate all the storage facilities first? We just went through and scanned all the UF colonies. We should do the same with the Karthians. After that, we only need to plan out enough raids to satisfy our needs. Or... we could hit them all at once and again take their whole stockpile. So long as we don't tell Stark about it we might actually be able to keep it this time."

    Mace slowly nodded. "If we do this, it also keeps that gatrellium out of the hands of the UF."

    Jenny stood. "Well, we can sit here and talk about it or we can go gather intel."

    Jasper said, "Little missy's getting spunky, isn't she?"

    Mace laughed. "You know I can't answer questions like that."

    The Royal Fortune was soon jumping into Karthian space.

    Mace said, "We need to go back to Earth and collect Doc and his team. I think leaving them there was foolish on our part. The United Front people have been marching all over that place looking for Karthians. All it would take is for one of them to stumble on that complex."

    Jenny replied, "If we move them we again, we lose everything they've been working on. Last I talked to him he seemed confident they were only days or weeks away from a breakthrough. That weapon could change everything. No ship and no colony would be safe."

    Mace frowned. "The wormhole generator has already taken any notion of safety away. If you have it you can jump five thousand ships to any colony out there. In minutes you could wipe that colony out. You can't defend against something so immediate."

    Jenny shook her head. "Then why are we doing any of this? If we can't defend Earth, what does any of this matter?"

    "It matters because you can work to prevent such an attack. You hit the enemy before they can hit you. We just took out the Karthians’ ship production and two thirds of their fleet. With a little time we could have taken out all their ships. That's when they’re no longer a threat. Same with the United Front. Take away their offensive capabilities and they would likely be peaceable neighbors."

    Jenny sighed. "So we become the policemen of the galaxy?"

    Mace shrugged. "Maybe. You have a better solution?"

    Jenny smiled. "I'll have to think on it."

    The first gatrellium storage facility was as Jasper's teams had last seen it. Sixty high-power rotary laser cannons sat on platforms surrounding the facility. Two freighters were parked at loading docks, one depositing unrefined ore, the other sitting idle, previously loading a cargo that would have been taken to a construction yard. Twenty-two Karthian cruisers sat in three formations surrounding the main storage structure.

    Mace said, "The Targarians could have this place cleared out in half an hour. If that facility holds as much as it looks like, we might be able to coat all two hundred of those captured dreadnoughts."

    Jenny nodded. "I would agree. Almost seems too easy."

    "I'm starting to think this stealth technology might be all we need to take back Earth and secure our futures. We almost annihilated the Karthians with sixty ships and their shuttles. We get another two hundred up and running, we could end any future Karthian threat in a matter of days."

    Jenny reached over, taking Mace by the hand. "Maybe there are a few good picnics in our future."

    Mace returned a smile. "Maybe."

    A jump was made to a second site. It was a storage facility still under construction. A comm wormhole was opened to the Alpha site. Jasper's team was already out and on the move, logging colonies and gathering intel on their makeup. Six hours later, all ships had returned to base.

    Jasper said, "Unless they have other colonies, we now have everything we need to know about them."

    Mace passed on the data he and Jenny had collected. "What are the chances we could hit their fleet once more?"

    Jasper replied, "Chances are good. I just wouldn't do it until we have the UF force weakened from where it is. Otherwise they would move right in on the Karthians."

    "I'm starting to think that might be to our advantage. Let the UF finish off the remains of the Karthian Empire. After that we go after their ships in the same way."

    Jasper crossed his arms and smiled. "We do that and suddenly we're on top again. Earth would be free, and there wouldn't be any immediate threats looming out there. Might give us a chance to build up a substantial defense. My people could go home to Divinia."

    Mace replied, "Exactly what I was thinking. Let's plan out our raids on the gatrellium storage. We take that prize and we leave the UF mostly empty-handed."

    Johnny came into the room.

    Mace asked, "How's Jane?"

    "She's recovering... slowly. Tres was facing feet first toward the blast and it still knocked him cold. Jane was flat perpendicular to it. Space doesn't have shockwaves, so you have to be close to the blast. Both were close enough to get their suits scorched. Give her a week and I think she'll be back at it. The kids are taking it harder than she is."

    "How are those two doing school-wise?"

    Johnny took a deep breath. "They’re smart. Smarter than me anyway. Tres and Vanessa's three are the same. They're like tiny teenagers, but without all the confidence hangups of trying to fit in. And they’re growing fast. Already have the size of a seven-year-old and they aren't even three. Zax is a whiz at physics. He's been plowing through the college-level simulator courses for it. Visually, he can recognize patterns like nobody's business. I keep wanting Doc to test their IQs, but I'm scared of what it will make me look like."

    Mace laughed. "Maybe we should team him up with Doc and Mr. Klept to figure out their wormhole issue."

    "I wouldn't laugh. He might surprise you. Anyone gone back to check on Doc and the others?"

    Jasper nodded. "We have a scout there now. So far, no one has gone near the cave."

    Mace said, "Jenny and I were just talking about this. I think we're taking a big risk leaving them there. Jenny thinks we should give him the few more weeks he's asking for. I say bring them out."

    Johnny stood. "I agree. No sense in them staying until they get caught. We can pack and move that lab out here."

    Jasper said, "If we want to do this, I suggest we do it now. If we hit the gatrellium stores, things may heat up back on Earth."

    Mace asked, "Why?"

    "Because the Karthians are going to think it's the UF. Regardless if we show Harpoonians, they probably think they work for the UF anyway. Once we hit those stores we risk reprisals against the UF. And where are the UF right now? Sitting at Earth."

    Mace said, "Then maybe we don't hit the gatrellium just yet. Might be better to take out more UF ships. And this time we just take them out and don't try to steal them. I say we rig up all the non-Vendetta ships and then assault the Vendattas while setting off all the others. If we pulled that off, they would be down to a few hundred ships at most. After that, we turn around and do the same to the Karthians. Neither will attack with that small a fleet."

    Jasper scowled. "You forget the UF only brought a quarter of their ships to begin with. They can resupply at will."

    Johnny edged into the conversation. "Maybe we hit the UF construction yards. We know where they are. After that we start eliminating ships."

    Mace leaned back in a chair with a disgusted look.

    Johnny asked, "What's wrong?"

    Mace winced. "Too much. For some reason I had it in my head that we might be on the upswing with dealing with these two species. We really took the hammer to the Karthians. Now we have the UF breathing down our necks."

    Jasper said, "And Stark's the one making deals with them. We get rid of that turd and maybe this situation wouldn't stink so bad."

    Johnny chuckled. "I think we may be trying to take on too much at once. Let's identify our top priority and focus our efforts on that first."

    Jenny added, "What he just said. Let's not waste time over-planning. The battlefield here is fluid. Let's try to focus our fight on goals we can accomplish one at a time."

    Mace sat tapping his fingers on the conference table before him. "It's my opinion that we hit the gatrellium first. Take it away from the Karthians and it keeps them from staging an attack. With the UF... we prevent future attacks. I have to wonder if they are waiting to reinforce because they are short on gatrellium."

    Johnny said, "No way to really know, is there?"

    "Might be. We have two hundred of their ships. Might be a good time to have the Targarians go through their ship logs for intel purposes. We might already have the answer to what we're wondering about here."

    Jasper opened a comm. "Lieutenant, I want teams ripping through the logs on those captured ships. See what you can find out about the status of gatrellium in the UF. Anything related to stockpiles or lack thereof. And if you find where they are mining it, let me know that as well."

    The comm closed. "Logs are being inspected. And I'm up for any of these suggestions so long as we're doing something. Count my vote as a yes to all."

    Johnny nodded. "Gatrellium."

    Jenny followed. "Gatrellium."

    The other members of the senior staff concurred. Before any other efforts were undertaken, the gatrellium stores of the Karthians would be hit for a second time.

    Shuttles were prepared and teams selected. The planet Hardy with its underground hangar would be the storage site for the stolen element. An hour later the operation was underway.

    The Royal Fortune pulled alongside a cannon station that guarded the first of the storage facilities. Mace and Johnny were dropped off as the shuttle proceeded to the next closest unit. Six Human teams soon occupied as many cannon stations. A gravity wall separated an external platform from the surrounding void of space; two blast doors led inside. The door to the control room was locked, while a door to the crew quarters remained open.

    Johnny whispered, "I'm getting a thick armor plating on this door. Gonna take five minutes to cut through."

    Mace said, "What choice do we have? If we wait we might be here for twelve hours. We have no idea how often they change shifts."

    "Let's check the crew quarters," said Johnny. "Maybe an opportunity will present itself."

    Seconds later, the two Humans stood looking down at a Karthian sleeping in his bunk. Mace made his plasma cutter glow brightly against a metal post, setting his blanket on fire. The crewman awoke to the smell of smoke and the sight of flames. Jumping to his feet, he quickly extinguished the blaze.

    A short walk had him pounding on the control room door. "Very funny, Sachra! I could have been burned."

    As the control room door opened, a plasma rifle blast sent Karthian body parts flying in every direction. Once inside, a second blast ended the life of the third crewman. Johnny turned, grabbing the arm of the stunned and confused Karthian standing beside him, shoving him out through the gravity wall. The crewman flailed for several seconds before the shock of the cold and the lack of air pressure began to take its toll. Fluids oozed from his eyes, ears, nose and mouth as his body slowly turned end over end.

    Johnny stepped into the control room. "That was grisly, but not what I expected."

    "What'd you expect to have happen?"

    Johnny shrugged. "I don't know, maybe to see him bloat up or something?"

    Mace laughed. "You watched too many B-movies. Lack of pressure makes the fluids ooze out of every orifice and the extreme cold makes that fluid freeze. Not pleasant either way, I'm sure."

    "So what do we do to this thing?"

    After disabling his holo-projector, Mace raised his plasma rifle, blasting the two command consoles in the room. "I would think that should do it. How much time we got before a pick-up?"

    "Six minutes. Wanna check out the crew quarters?"

    Mace shrugged. "Sure."

    As Johnny walked toward the room, a laser bolt impacted his right shoulder. Flames shot out as the battlesuit material turned bright red. A plasma round from Mace ended the life of the attacker. Mace shoved Johnny over to the gravity wall, pushing the smoldering shoulder out into the cold beyond. The bright glow faded quickly.

    Johnny winced in pain as he flipped up his faceshield. "This is not good."

    Mace looked over his shoulder. "Can't take off that suit until we have you aboard. You're just gonna have to tough this one out."

    Johnny grabbed Mace's arm with his good hand. "Shove me back out into the cold. We still have some heat going on. Wow. That is intense."

    Mace complied, holding his friend out in the cold for most of a minute. "We should have known to check when we saw two of them in the control room. That was a rookie mistake on my part. I've done this too many times to not follow through."

    Johnny scrunched up his face. "Gah! Feels like a blade just sliced off part of my arm."

    "Probably gonna leave a mark."

    Johnny chuckled, then grimaced. "Oh... that hurts! Please don't make me laugh!"

    The shuttle arrived for a pickup at its scheduled time.

    Mace helped Johnny aboard. "We need to get him back to a medic at Alpha. Took a laser pulse to the shoulder."

    Jenny nodded. "On our way. We can pick up the others on the next time rotation."

    The shuttle settled on the deck and the ramp lowered. Two Targarian medical techs were waiting at the bottom. Johnny was helped toward the infirmary as Mace walked back up the ramp.

    "He's away. You can take us back," Mace said to Jenny.

    When the Royal Fortune returned, the rest of the crew was collected. At the first sign of something being wrong, the twenty-six Karthian cruisers standing watch were eliminated. At the same time, the wormhole generator for the comm system of the facility was taken out. In the ten minutes that followed, the last of the cannon stations went offline.

    Jasper's people moved onto the storage facility, where the crews were rounded up and marched into a storage chamber. The two freighters at the facility were loaded with refined ore and sent through a wormhole to Hardy. The raiding ships were moved to the next facility. Five hours later, they returned from their mission.

    Mace made his way to the infirmary where Johnny was lying on his side in a bed. "How's it look?"

    Johnny frowned. "Third degree. If I hold still, it doesn't hurt... much. Gonna need a skin graft. But hey, on a high note, I'll finally be rid of that half heart tattoo I got in college. Not really the way I had envisioned it happening though. Got most of the outside of my upper arm. What was left of my shirt was melted into the skin. A nasty sight."

    "How long they think you'll be laid up for?"

    Johnny grimaced. "At least three weeks. The Targarians have a machine that can grow replacement skin. They said the graft can happen in as little as three days. They've been applying a substance they say should speed things up. Of course, the skin patch might come out looking milky white like they do, but I don't plan on doing any fashion modeling, so I don't much care."

    Mace smiled. "At least you get to spend some time with Jane."

    Johnny huffed. "That woman has been in here doting all over me like I'm a sick puppy. I'm not sick. I just can't move. She got mad when I asked her if she could just bring me a beer."

    Mace laughed. "I'm sure that made her feel loved."

    Johnny half smiled. "I guess it was a little insensitive. And it didn't get me the beer I was hoping for. Neither did calling her a ditsy blonde."

    Mace said, "Just so you know, the mission was a success. We have seven transports loaded with highly-refined gatrellium parked near Hardy. We can now cover all the ships and suits we need, and fly wherever we want for at least fifty years... or more. Plus, one of the UF logs revealed the UF has an extreme shortage of the stuff. Might be why they are still sitting at Earth."

    "So what's our next move?"

    "We go after the UF production facilities. After that we're thinking of the fleet parked back at their colonies. If we can hit them hard enough, they might actually pull back and abandon Earth."

    Johnny cringed, the pain of doing so making him cringe further. "Ooh. That is unpleasant. Sorry. If they do decide to pull back, you'll want to consider the possible consequences. We might just become that toy they don't want any other kids to play with. They could take people back with them or they could just as easily wipe us all out. You know they don't want the Karthians to have us again."

    Mace nodded. "Hadn't really thought of that. We'll have to take that into account before attacking their ships."

    Johnny chuckled and winced. "Now... if you do go after their ship factories, just remember... we probably own 24 percent of whatever we're destroying."

    Mace sat back. "For some reason I don't think we'll ever be collecting on that asset. So I guess shutting them down won't hurt."

    Johnny grimaced as he tried to laugh. "Thinking about it is hurting me right now."
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    The next four days passed with little to no activity. On the fifth, Mace, Jasper and the others were preparing to strike a death blow to the United Front shipyards. Plans changed as two thirds of the remaining ships from Earth jumped through a dozen wormholes. Terrex was now under assault.

    Jenny piloted the Royal Fortune. "Jumping in three... two... one."

    Mace laughed. "Did we really need a countdown for that?"

    Jenny replied, "Hey, I've been nothing but a glorified bus driver of late. Cut me some slack."

    A multitude of ships showed on the nav display. "Whoa. The Karthians brought everything they have."

    Jenny winced. "And then some. Last count we had there were only two of those massive stations. I'm seeing four."

    Mace added, "And that's way more than fifteen hundred ships. Double at least."

    Jenny nodded. "Thirty-two seventy-six. Somebody just pulled the rabbit out of the hat. You think maybe they had those other ships off chasing the Consortium?"

    "It's possible," Mace replied. "Also possible we don't have a full accounting of their empire. Do those stations look different to you?"

    Jenny agreed. "Yeah. Slightly bigger. And those aren't laser weapons. Energy readings indicate some sort of mass being emitted at just below the speed of light. Those Vendetta dreadnoughts are dishing it out too, but they’re taking a pounding. I'm getting indications of hull penetrations from both sides."

    Mace and Jenny watched for most of twenty minutes.

    Mace said, "This fight isn't gonna last long for either side. I'm seeing each down about 20 percent. That tells me the UF ships are a bit better."

    A comm came in from the Alpha base. "Mr. Hardy. We have an incoming comm from Malcolm Stark. He has an urgent request to speak with you."

    The comm opened. "Mr. Hardy, I don't suppose you know where the Karthian gatrellium went, do you?"

    "The Karthians don't keep us informed of their business. Last time we took it, they had it at a number of storage sites. If you remember, you gave it back to them."

    Stark half smiled. "It seems to have gone missing. And there are a number of disabled vessels and a lot of debris is floating about. It looks as if this was a recent conflict. If I make a trip to Alpha Centauri, I'm not going to find piles of gatrellium again, am I?"

    Mace shook his head. "You won't find it there because I don't have it. The Karthians have other enemies, you know."

    Stark frowned. "Yes, but, you see… we did a scan of the debris and noticed there was no sign of foreign material. Now, how is it possible for invaders to slip in unnoticed and destroy so many defenses without taking casualties?"

    Mace shrugged. "Sorry, Stark. I can't help you. Was this gatrellium something you were in need of? Maybe something the United Front was in need of? And I'm guessing the extra ships the Karthians just committed to the fight was a surprise too. No?"

    Stark sighed. "With the acquisition of that gatrellium, the United Front would have given me the ships and materials needed to wipe out the Karthian Empire. Much of the spoils would have been returned to Earth. Now we are exactly where we were before. At a standoff. A full-on invasion of the Karthian Empire is now viewed as too costly. Instead... Humans will fester under the control of the United Front."

    Mace replied, "Sounds like poor planning on your part."

    Stark scowled. "Yes, well, keep in mind that your actions have consequences. I just hope this event doesn't lead to the Karthians attacking Earth, risking the lives of us all. Whether you realize it or not, I've worked extremely hard to ensure that the fighting that takes place between these species does not happen at home. That notion doesn't seem to bother you."

    Mace smirked. "It's a fast paced galaxy out there, Stark. Racing to the finish line is the name of the game. Somebody has to finish second. And it looks like that's once again you."

    Stark leaned in toward the comm camera. "The race is not over, Mr. Hardy. It might have only just begun. Oh, and just so you know, I've taken your doctor Moskowitz and his team into custody. It's for their own protection, of course. And for ours. We can't have that technology falling into the wrong hands."

    Mace leaned in as well. "You harm any of them in any way and I'll do you in personally."

    Stark laughed. "Harm? Mr. Hardy, these people are valuable assets. They are our future. The moving wormhole research... it's fascinating. I can't wait to see it in action. You know, with a device like that, even a small team could rule the galaxy. You could attack anyone from anywhere at any time, without consequence!"

    Mace froze the comm link and banged a fist on the console. "I knew leaving them was a bad idea."

    The comm remained open to the Alpha site. "Mr. Hardy, we also received a message from Mr. Moskowitz just before Mr. Stark. It was text only and included a data chunk. The text reads: If you are receiving this, our camp has been overrun. The data contains my work in its completest form. Our issue with the device has still not been resolved. And don't worry, none on the team will solve it for them. And as a last effort to frustrate the process, I inserted a number of faults in the local data store that should keep them scratching their heads for years."

    Mace released the comm. "Stark, as I said, you harm them in any way and I'm coming for you."

    Stark replied, "And as I said, I have no intention of harming anyone. I have leverage. I have the good doctor's wife, and the spouses and children of several others. Only the suggestion of a potential threat is needed here. They will all cooperate... eventually. Just as you would if I had Miss Taub currently under my care. No one need be harmed if we all only cooperate. Now, if you would kindly excuse me, I have a planet to conquer."

    The comm closed.

    Jenny said, "He plays dirty. Too bad he's using that against us."

    Mace pointed at the nav display. "More ships are coming through. Those are transports."

    Jenny scowled. "Probably our people with Stark."

    Another set of wormholes opened. United Front warships streamed through.

    "That has to be half their fleet," Mace said.

    Jenny replied, "This has to be their all-out push against the Karthians. Look... those transports are circling around behind the fighting. This is a ground assault. Those have to be our people."

    Mace said, "See if you can find a command ship among them. If so, I bet Stark is on it."

    Jenny looked over. "You thinking of taking him out?"

    Mace nodded. "If we can find him."

    Jenny frowned. "Is that a good idea given current circumstances? They have control of Earth... and our people. You take out Stark and the UF will use our people as cannon fodder. At least with Stark we know they have the best chance of survival."

    Mace sat silent for several seconds. "You defending Stark now?"

    Jenny shook her head. "No more than you have been all along. I think we need to keep him in place until the outer threats are removed. After that, there should be plenty of time to bring him to justice."

    Mace let out a long sigh. "Again, we just sit back and watch."

    "Actually, now might be the opportune time to take out the UF shipyards. Their focus is here. Might make our efforts a little easier."

    Mace stared at the former chopper pilot for a brief moment, before a smile emerged on his face. "Now would be a good time for that. I think I like you more every day. You just kept me from going off the deep end."

    Jenny returned a smile. "You'd have come to your senses. You're hardly one to be unstable. Lashing out is not in your personality. And that's one of the things I like more about you every day."

    Mace nodded. "Well, what say we get this love-fest on the road? Take us back to Alpha and let's finish what we were about to start this morning. It's time to bring the UF ship production to a halt."

    The Royal Fortune set down in the docking bay on Alpha Centauri. Mace followed Jasper into the conference room. Johnny was sitting behind Zax as he flipped through the data Jeff Moskowitz had sent.

    Mace asked, "What's going on here? Shouldn't you be in the infirmary still?"

    "I could sit in there or sit out here," said Johnny. "This graft doesn't care. Check it out. I think the kid actually understands what Jeff was working on."

    Zax turned. "This is fascinating, but I have to wonder what he was trying to do with this combining circuit. It doesn't make sense."

    Mace nodded. "Sorry to interrupt your study session, but we need this room. We're hitting the UF shipyards shortly. Have some last minute planning that needs doing."

    Zax frowned as he turned to face Johnny. "Is there another display of this size?"

    Johnny nodded. "Come on, in the infirmary. Your mom and I are the only ones in there at the moment. I'm sure the techs won't mind."

    Johnny slowly stood as the display closed. "Kid was ripping through this stuff. I seriously think he could have helped Doc with whatever his issue was. Crazy smart, this one."

    The planning for the raid was completed shortly after. Jenny would again pilot the Royal Fortune; six teams of Humans would go aboard the shipyard orbiting Gaila III. The planet was in the heart of the UF colonies and heavily guarded by microwave cannon stations and Vendetta dreadnoughts.

    The shuttle settled in an empty docking bay.

    Mace said, "You all have your missions. If the reactors are standard type, rig the explosives as usual. If we find the new type, just report back to here. We'll need to carry our own reactor bombs in. We only have four, so we'll have to place them for maximum damage. You have thirty-two minutes to complete your tasks and return. If you miss connecting with us, try again every twenty minutes."

    The ramp door began to open as the holo-projectors and signal-shielding of their battlesuits came to life. The six teams exited and hurried off toward their targets. The ramp door closed and the shuttle was piloted out into free space.

    Eighteen minutes into the effort, a UF shuttle landed in the same docking bay. The ramp lowered and a group of dignitaries emerged. Frado Knuttin was among them.

    Frado gestured to the others. "Gentleman, welcome to Gaila Station, the most modern shipyard in all the colonies. From this one structure we take refined ores, build micro and macro assemblies, piece them together, and then slap them into the strongest structural subframe in the galaxy. We do the complete construction and assembly of the new Vendetta class warships all within the confines of this structure. Best of all, we can manufacture a complete warship in a day.

    Frado waved a hand. "Now, I'll admit to bragging a little. The ships actually take six weeks to assemble, but with multiple lines running we are averaging a newly commissioned ship every day. The two structures you saw on the way in are new assembly yards. Your investments will assist in speeding those to completion. No other builder can boast the output and quality we are delivering here."

    Mace stood in disbelief. Of all the places in the UF his friend could be, he wondered why it was here. His shuttle was now blocking the very bay the assault team needed for their escape.

    Jenny whispered, "Come on. We can't let his visit stop us."

    Mace replied, "What are you doing here? Who's piloting the Fortune?"

    Jenny pulled on his shoulder. "I passed that off to one of Crawford's boys and traded around for your team. Was hoping to keep it a surprise all the way through until we returned. Guess that no longer matters. Let's go. We have work to do."

    Mace led as they moved out of the docking bay and down a long hallway. The corridor was wide, making it easy to maneuver in and around the hundreds of UF workers who were scampering about performing their daily duties. A ten minute walk and the two slipped out of the hall and into a reactor room.

    Mace stopped and whispered. "Crap. The new type."

    Before them sat a large round ball, metallic and covered with circuits, hovering in a gravity well almost a full meter off the deck. Conduits coming out of the top moved plasma energy from the reactor core out to the local storage well.

    Jenny pulled back on Mace's shoulder. "Hey, you're starting to show. I'm detecting a glow coming off your suit. My sensors are telling me the magnetic field that thing is emanating is intense. It's affecting your holo-projector."

    Mace turned. "Yours too. We have to be three meters from that thing right here. The one I ran into on-ship only had this effect for the first meter."

    Jenny pulled him back to the doorway. "Yeah, well, looks like we're visible to some degree no matter where we are in this room. We might want to rethink our strategy."

    The group of investors turned the corner into the hall behind them, cutting off their escape. Jenny pushed forward and then pulled Mace back against a wall.

    "When they come in, we'll slide out behind them. Just follow my lead."

    Mace replied, "Got it."

    As the group entered the room, Frado Knuttin walked them closer to the reactor. "Here it is, the heart of our power operation. We call this reactor "the knot," because of its obvious shape."

    Jenny held Mace in place as an assistant blocked the doorway. His attention was soon turned to the faint glow coming from just in front of the wall to his right. He turned a nervous glance toward the group, hoping they wouldn't see the anomaly floating before him.

    Frado finished his spiel and turned to the others for questions.

    "How does the output compare to a standard reactor?"

    Frado smiled. "Over a 400 percent increase. This one reactor is doing the work of four. And its efficiency is even higher. It does require the gravity lift for stability, but those are relatively inexpensive and virtually maintenance free. This reactor, so long as it's fed a constant supply of hydrogen, will be producing energy for us for the next hundred standard years."

    Frado glanced back, taking note of the anomaly and the nervous stare of his aide. The investors’ attention was diverted to the opposite wall as Frado guided them back to and through the open doorway.

    Frado gestured with his hand. "Mr. Klonic, please escort our guests to the executive cafeteria for a beverage. I'm sorry gentlemen, I have a pressing issue that requires my momentary attention. I'll catch up to you again in the cafeteria."

    The aide gleefully guided the four investors down the hall as the owner of the Knuttin Corporation stepped back into the reactor room. His attention was fixed on the slight glows coming from only a meter in front of him. He reached out with his hand in an attempt to make contact with the anomaly. His facial expression changed as his fingers came into contact with something solid.

    His arm was grabbed at the wrist, freezing his stare as a holo-image of a Wrathian serpent appeared before him. "You will be silent."

    Frado nodded as he looked down at his wrist as it disappeared into the large hand of the Wrathian. "Outstanding! A projection!"

    Mace sighed as he switched the holo-projector off. "Hello, Frado."

    The Kohamian looked up in surprise. "Mr. Hardy? What are you doing here?"

    "I'm about to blow up your shipyard."

    Frado looked down for several seconds before looking back at his business partner. "Excellent! The profits from this single facility have yet to come. The military is slow-rolling its payments. That has left the corporation low on cash. You saw the gentlemen I was showing around... investors. Sharks is more like it. Their investment terms are horrendous, but I'm left with little choice.

    "However... should this facility blow up... well, let's just say we are well insured. And those policies are held by the gentlemen who are here to invest. With the advent of the Karthian war, they forced a triple coverage policy on me. Should you destroy this structure, the corporation will have the funds to build the three units I desire. Yes... please do your best... or worst. I can provide you with key locations for bomb placement if needed."

    Mace frowned. "Didn't know you to be so willing to be underhanded, Mr. Knuttin. This conversation would be considered fraud."

    Frado scoffed: "Fraud is what those beasts have forced upon me. If things go forward as they are, they will own the new facilities, as well as 75 percent of this one. I'll be all but squeezed out of the shipbuilding business and they will have the rights to my designs. I'd like to remind you that you own 24 percent of this financial mess."

    The Kohamian typed away on his arm pad. "I'm transferring the structural diagrams to you now. One moment... there... I've highlighted the five points where an explosive will do the most damage. I am talking about something substantial by the way, not something that would be considered little more than fireworks."

    Mace said, "We plan on taking a mini-reactor critical."

    Frado nodded in thought. "Excellent. Should be more than sufficient."

    Mace asked, "How long is your shuttle gonna be in the bay?"

    Frado frowned. "What? Why?"

    Mace said, "We need access to our ship. You're blocking it."

    Frado grinned. "A projector cloaking an entire ship? Excellent! You will have to forward the design to me. We could make a fortune from the military contracts alone."

    Mace slowly shook his head. "Not happening at the moment. Perhaps as future business. How long before you move your shuttle?"

    "Let's see... we had the reactor, the preassembly factories and the final assembly line. I would expect that to be another hour and a half."

    "You have twenty minutes," Mace said. "We need to do this and be gone before it goes."

    Frado smiled. "I believe that to be doable. I'll take them directly to the launch bay so they can see a new ship coming off the line. That's all they are interested in anyway. From there I will invite them to a commissioning ceremony, which they will instead refuse and request we depart. I'm certain they are all ready to leave. They have other clients to fleece."

    "Make it happen. And I would suggest you move anyone else you care for off this structure. When it goes it won't be pretty, and those who are left may have a tough time surviving the aftermath."

    Frado bowed and left the room.

    Jenny said, "He just walked away. You think that's wise?"

    Mace nodded. "His head stays focused on business. This attack will get him out of a financial jam. For him it's a no-brainer. Let's head back to the bay and wait. We'll want to move quickly once the shuttle comes in."
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    Frado Knuttin gave a hasty tour of the launching of the newest warship, and as he predicted, the investors declined a suggestion to spend time at an inaugural ceremony for the new vessel. Frado hurried them to the shuttle, which then departed for the Knuttin Corporation headquarters.

    The Royal Fortune landed and the ramp door opened. The four mini-reactor bombs were carried out and placed in the designated locations. Seconds after the shuttle lifted from the bay, a signal was sent and the black void immediately surrounding the immense structure filled with a brilliant white light.

    A general comm was opened to the surrounding ships and a message passed through from a Wrathian warlord: "You will all perish unless you accept our rule. The weakening of your empire has already begun. Prepare to be dominated."

    The comm was closed and the Royal Fortune slipped away unseen.

    Back at the Alpha site, Mace gathered the senior staff into the conference room.

    "Reports?" he asked.

    "All targets destroyed," said Jasper. "Including forty-eight new ships."

    Mace said, "Wait... you attacked ships?"

    Jasper nodded. "While we were there. No sense in letting them go when we had them all parked in a row. You complete your mission?"

    "We did. But there were some glitches. Jenny and I got caught in a reactor room. The EM fields of the newest reactor design interferes with our holo-projections. We were spotted and cornered by none other than Frado Knuttin. It seems he got the corporation into a financial straits while building that shipyard. Believe it or not, he provided us with the best locations to place our reactor bombs. His creditors had forced him to carry triple insurance, so he's gonna come out smelling rosy. Destroying that shipyard probably saved the corporation from huge losses."

    Jasper scowled. "So he knows about the projectors?"

    Mace sighed. "He does. Couldn't be helped. We didn't know of the vulnerability until we got in the room. Anyway, I think we're safe. Although I'm certain he will have his people research how to make a projector for a battle suit. And he knows about the Royal Fortune having it as well."

    Jasper shook his head. "You should have offed him before he walked out of there. This is a disaster. We don't know if we can trust our most precious technology anymore. I'm very disappointed in you."

    Mace held up a hand. "What's done is done. I made what I thought was the best decision I could at that moment."

    Jasper stood.

    Mace asked, "Where you going?"

    "To see if I can find and silence this leak before it becomes our undoing."

    Jasper opened a comm. "Prepare all ships. We're going into UF space to find and kill the head of the Knuttin Corporation."

    Mace stood. "Wait... let me do it. I caused this. Let me clean it up."

    Jasper returned a leery look. "You sure?"

    Mace nodded. "I'm sure. Jenny, want to pilot for me?"

    "Absolutely. I was there, too, and I didn't stop you."

    Mace turned to Jasper. "You might do us best by going to Terrex. Evaluate the progress of the war there and help us to decide on our next best move."

    Jasper gave a single headshake. "Done."

    As they boarded the shuttle, Jenny said, "I've been thinking about Stark. He knows about our base here at Alpha. I'm thinking it's foolish for us to stay here. We need to find ourselves a new home that he's not familiar with, and it can't be Hardy. He already suspects we have a base there."

    Mace sat in the copilot's chair, strapping himself in. "You remember the planet where we encountered the Korvan?"

    Jenny nodded. "Wasn't that Gellos or something like that? We rescued Mr. Knuttin and the Korvan queen."

    "Yeah, that was it. They had an underground base there. I doubt the UF are making use of that planet since it's on the edge of another empire's space. Their marker is there, but they would leave it be until they established other nearby colonies. I wonder if that base is available for us to make use of."

    "I think we need to take care of this Knuttin problem first."

    "Absolutely," replied Mace. "Once we get this done we go directly there to scout it out. We should make getting off Alpha our next priority."

    A jump was made near the destroyed shipyard. A short run in and a scan revealed that the Knuttin Corporation executive shuttle was not there. A second jump to the headquarters of the corporation found the ship they were searching for. Jenny piloted the Royal Fortune down through the atmosphere, being careful not give off a heat signature, and the shuttle settled on a landing pad beside its corporate mate.

    Mace stood, flipping on his holo-projector. If anyone comes... move to a safe position. Try to come back every half hour on the hour until you have me. If you see Mr. Knuttin standing out here by himself, you'll know I'm nearby."

    Jenny said, "Wait... you're bringing him out?"

    Mace nodded. "We have to. If he's already told anyone, we have to know. If he doesn't offer up that intel freely, I'll have to bring him out."

    The ramp lowered and Mace hopped to the ground. As he glanced back, the open ramp closed into thin air. A quick walk had him to the door of the main building. The halls were buzzing with activity. News of the shipyard's destruction was already impacting the workday. Following the norm for executives, Mace made his way to the top floor. An expansive waiting room with two secretary stations fronted a pair of grand, steel-paneled doors. The room's walls were covered with the same steel panels, which were outlined with a thin opalesque trim. Despite the cold appearance of the walls, the room was warm and inviting.

    A door to the office opened. Frado Knuttin was barking commands to an aide. Mace moved quickly, almost brushing the aide aside as he entered.

    Once the door had closed, Mace made himself known. "I'm afraid we have a problem."

    Frado replied, "Good, good, good. I'm glad you're here. I need to talk to you about the projectors. I just sent my aide to gather a team. You being here will make this simple."

    Mace took a deep breath. "I need you to call the aide back and cancel that order."

    Frado looked up from rummaging around on his desk. "What?"

    Mace said, "Call your aide back and belay that order."

    Frado offered a confused look. "But why? This could make us billions of credits!"

    Mace shook his head. "I'm sorry, this technology is too important to us. I can't let you develop it for the UF. If you were unaware, your people are now in control of my planet."

    Frado replied, "No, we have an agreement with your king. You provide the ground troops needed to eliminate the Karthian forces and you get your freedom. That is happening right now."

    Mace said, "So tell me you think your commanders will fully honor that agreement. Tell me about any other species they have allowed to be their equals."

    Frado stood in silence for several seconds. "I suppose I can't. But how will this technology make a difference?"

    Mace said, "Just as it did at the shipyards. With it we're able to move about freely with a small force. Given enough time we could eliminate every warship the Karthians have… and at the same time we could do that to your empire as well. You have this tech and it completely takes away our ability to do that."

    Frado sat at his desk. "I suppose I can see your point of view. What if I was able to negotiate complete freedom for your people? I have the connections. This tech would easily be a fair exchange."

    Mace frowned. "The problem is we're not willing to entrust our fate to others. You and your leaders would be unwilling to do the same. So I need you to call your aide back and cancel that task and I need you to do it now. Otherwise I'll have to take steps to see that she doesn't complete that task."

    Frado raised a hand. "OK, I can see the reasoning behind this being important. I suppose I already have enough on my plate with the rebuilding of those shipyards."

    Frado pressed a button on his arm pad. "Mr. Heerte, please have Miz Xeakra stop what she's doing and return to my office immediately."

    "Yes sir," was the reply over the comm.

    Mace looked around. "Nice office. Kind of sparse for a corporate bigwig."

    Frado nodded. "I like keeping things clean and simple, Mr. Hardy. It helps me focus on what’s important. There are already enough distractions in our lives."

    "For those of us who have lives. My hours are spent trying to earn the freedom of my planet."

    Frado slightly bowed. "I apologize for the comparison. Your situation is indeed quite different from mine. Can I offer you a beverage while we wait?"

    Mace chuckled. "Thanks, but no. And I'm going to need for you to remove your arm pad and then step over here."

    Frado offered a confused look. "What? Why?"

    Mace gestured with his hand. "Please. Just humor me for a few minutes."

    Frado stood, removing the device before walking to the designated location. Mace enabled his holo-projector as the aide came through the door.

    "You wanted to see me sir?"

    Mace reappeared. This time with his plasma rifle raised. "I'll be needing you to please remove your arm pad."

    Frado nodded. "Do as he says."

    Mace glanced over at the door. "Here's what's gonna happen. I'll be going back into stealth. The two of you are going to go through that door, down the stairs, and out onto the tarmac. You won't talk to or acknowledge anyone on the way. Just down the stairs, out onto the tarmac, and to the other side of your shuttle.

    "Now this is the part I am dead serious about. You make any attempt to run and I squeeze the trigger. You make any attempt to signal anyone and I squeeze the trigger. You do anything other than exactly what I just told you... and I squeeze the trigger. And if that happens, you are dooming not only yourselves but everyone in this building. I have a mini-reactor set up and waiting to go critical at either my or my associate's command. If you care about yourselves or your coworkers you'll do exactly as I tell you to do. Understand?"

    Frado nodded. "I understand, Mr. Hardy. We will cooperate. Getting people killed does none of us any good. Miz Xeakra... I expect you to fully cooperate. Mr. Hardy is a major shareholder in the corporation. You work for him as well as me. Treat him with respect and he will do the same to you."

    The steel-paneled doors opened and the two Kohamians walked out. No word was given to the secretaries that manned either side of the doors. The stairs were taken down seven flights to the tarmac level.

    An associate ran up to the corporate exec as he walked toward the door. "Mr. Knuttin, General Vokamin wishes to speak with you. Your secretary said you were coming down."

    Frado held up a hand as he continued to walk. "Not now, Mr. Tranke. Tell the general I will call him back when I can."

    Tranke stopped. "Mr. Knuttin? It's the general. He doesn't wait."

    Frado stopped, turning with an angry look. "He will have to wait this time, Mr. Tranke. Offer him my sincerest apology and tell him I will be in touch."

    Frado continued walking toward the door with his aide by his side. Calio Tranke winced as he turned back, thinking of the reaction he could expect from the High General of the United Front forces. A short walk had the two Kohamians standing by themselves on the tarmac. The corporate shuttle blocked the view from the building. A ramp lowered in front of them.

    Mace said. "Go up. Hurry."

    As the ramp closed behind him, Mace disabled his projector.

    Jenny said, "Two of them?"

    "It was a package deal," Mace replied. "Mr. Knuttin, I need you to tell me who exactly you told about the projector. Both of you can take a seat over there."

    Frado said, "No one. Besides Miz Xeakra. It was to be her task to put the team together to make this holo-projector a reality for our military. I'm eager to learn how you were able to wrap an object such as a battlesuit completely. The fact that you can move around unseen is an exciting development."

    Mace shook his head. "Miz Xeakra, who did you tell about this technology?"

    Piula Xeakra replied, "My orders were to assemble every scientist or engineer who knew anything about holo-projectors. I had only asked one individual about who I might first contact. She wasn't sure, but referred me to a second. I was on my way to see them when I was called back."

    Jenny said, "You going on their word?"

    Mace nodded. "Have to. At the moment, neither has a reason to lie."

    Jenny asked, "Where to?"

    Mace gestured toward the nav display. "To Gellos, and then back to Alpha. We'll figure it out from there."

    Frado said, "Wait... you're taking us with you? I have too much work to do here. There will be new contracts to sign... and lengthy negotiations."

    Mace asked, "Is Mr. Kontin capable of handling those?"

    Frado sat silent for a second. "He would have to be. He's my second in command."

    "Does he have authorization to do those things in your absence?"

    Frado nodded. "Yes. But why?"

    Jenny laughed. "If you haven't figured it out yet... you're absent. We can't allow you to go back knowing what you know. This technology is too important to us."

    Frado frowned. "Had I known that I would not have pursued it."

    Mace shook his head. "Please. You’re a businessman and a patriot for the United Front. Am I to believe you value our friendship above your business and your own species?"

    Frado looked away. "I'm a man of my word, Mr. Hardy. If I said I wouldn't disclose it, then I wouldn't. If circumstances were different and you were attacking our colonies, things might be different."

    Mace held up his hands. "We just destroyed all of the warship production your people had! How is that not attacking your colonies?"

    Frado looked back at Mace. "Wait... you're saying more than just my shipyard was hit?"

    Jenny nodded. "All your shipyards. The United Front is currently out of the warship business. Next up will be the warships you are using to subjugate Earth. After that, I suppose we'll have to work on eliminating all means for you to attack our people. We just want peace. If you'd left us alone, things would have been fine."

    Frado crossed his arms. "So we are prisoners?"

    "Think of yourselves as restricted guests. If peace can be had between our peoples, then you stand a very good chance of going home. If we continue to struggle to win our freedom... well, your stay may be quite prolonged. I'm sorry, Mr. Knuttin, I respect you and like you as a person, but we are currently at war."

    A jump was made to the Gellos colony.

    Frado watched on the display as the shuttle dropped down through the atmosphere. "This is Gellos. It's where you saved my life."

    Mace nodded. "It's also very likely to be our new home. You had no immediate plans for colonization, did you?"

    "This planet is far down the list. With the wars going on there are few credits to dedicate toward colonization. The corporation is now sitting on claims for close to a hundred planets that we cannot even auction off. Only a year ago we would have been swimming in credits with such a portfolio. Now the government wants us to pay a special tax on our holdings."

    Mace chuckled. "Sounds like our governments have a lot in common."

    The shuttle slowed, entering a narrow but deep valley. At the end of the valley a cliff overhang shielded the mouth of a large cave from above. Jenny carefully guided the shuttle through the opening.

    "A little narrow, but not bad. We won't be fitting anything more than a shuttle through that. I suppose that flat area down there is the tarmac."

    The shuttle settled on the cave floor. The ramp lowered and the four passengers walked down, stepping onto the hard stone floor.

    Mace pointed. "Looks like a pathway goes up through there."

    Jenny followed the others. "You could easily fit half a dozen shuttles in here. But even if you widened that gap coming in, it's not long enough for anything bigger."

    After rounding a corner, the group came to a blast door. Mace pulled and the door opened. Beyond was a large atrium going up eight stories. Railed walkways lined each floor and rooms occupied the other side, dotted with the occasional hallway leading away from the center.

    Jenny nodded. "Not bad. They had it fixed up pretty nice in here."

    Mace took in a full view. "I think this is the spot. We’ll get back to Alpha and begin our move immediately."

    Jenny replied, "Might be nice to also be on a planet that has a breathable atmosphere. Alpha always left me a little uneasy."

    Frado said, "Had I known this was here, I would have opened a colony just after we acquired it. This would have made for an excellent founding community. It appears to have both power and water."

    Mace turned back toward the shuttle. "OK, let's go. We have a lot of work ahead of us."
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    With the capture of Jeff Moskowitz and the rest of the science and engineering team, it was decided the Alpha Centauri site was too exposed. Jasper Collins provided worker teams and several freighters. Everything, including wall panels, piping, environmental systems, and all other non-native materials were stripped out and moved to the new base on Gellos. The Gellos site offered three times the interior room. The Targarian workers made short work of all necessary conversions.

    Mace stood next to Johnny, watching as a crew finished the room that was to be his new quarters. "Not bad. The holo-display of a window is a nice touch. Makes the room a lot brighter."

    Johnny said, "Have you had the chance to tour around the planet yet? If we were looking for a new home for Humans, I think this might be a good fit."

    Mace replied, "Was talking this over with Jenny. She brought up the fact that we need a lot more than a visually appealing planet to survive. Are the plants and animals toxic? Can we grow food? And what about your beer? Could it be made?"

    Johnny chuckled. "Beer is a must. The plants and animals we can deal with. Are there diseases we have no immunity to? Viruses? What about the levels of radiation from that sun?"

    Mace frowned. "Sounds like we're trying to talk ourselves out of the possibility of staying here. What if we're unable to wrest control of Earth from the United Front?"

    Johnny added, "Or Stark for that matter. What if that goon is left in charge? How long before everything we do is geared toward expansion? He fancies an empire."

    Mace said, "Stark is one man. He can be dealt with."

    Jane joined them. "You move in today?"

    Mace nodded. "Doesn't much matter, though. I'm never gonna be here."

    Jane placed her hand on his shoulder. "Speaking of that... Jasper sent me to find you. He wants a meet-up in the new conference room."

    Johnny asked, "Why didn't he just comm us?"

    Jane smiled. "That was my idea. I need the exercise. The techs think my balance will improve as I do more walking. I plan on going out into the valley this afternoon. Looked like there were a few trails out there."

    Johnny said, "Those would be animal trails. We don't know what this planet has in regard to that. Going for a nature walk might not be such a good idea until we actually know what the nature around here is."

    The trio entered the conference room. Jordan Crawford, Liam Hobbs, and Hans Mueller were waiting with Jasper Collins.

    Jasper said, "Good. You're here. I've been thinking of making a move from Hardy. I've asked my design team to take a look at what we could do here versus our planned expansion there. I don't like Stark knowing we have people there. If he attacks, he gets all that gatrellium as well."

    Johnny said, "You want to build a storage facility here?"

    Jasper replied, "Not just storage facility. I want to move my people here. I want to gut that place and build this one out, and soon. If Stark and the UF are successful against the Karthians, he's gonna come looking for us. He knows about our use of the projectors. And he has Doc and the others, so it's only a matter of time before he knows about the copper infused gatrellium paint. All he really has to do is look at the inside of that cave to figure that one out."

    Mace asked, "If you decide to make the move, how long do you think it will take?"

    Jasper half shrugged. "Three to four weeks maybe. Half that if we don't strip out the infrastructure."

    Mace said, "I think you should order the move. The Hoorka have claim on that planet. While Favia is on our side, the rest of her ruling council isn't. They find your people on their planet and at a minimum they'd confiscate everything you have there, including ships."

    Johnny said, "If you need help, we'll pitch in. I know that's not much of a difference when it comes to moving your millions, but it's an offer."

    "Thank you, but we can manage. I just needed a little nudge to make that decision. I'll get the planning underway immediately."

    Mace said, "The hollow cavern behind this place should work for gatrellium storage. We can paint the walls of this entire place if needed."

    Jane nodded. "Oh, it's needed. Until we have an empire and a five thousand ship fleet that can protect us, we need to stay hidden. I think there are a lot of precautions we should be taking that we don't. For instance... we should never make direct jumps to this planet. Jump elsewhere, make sure you aren't followed, and then jump here.

    "And when we go on any of these raids... we need more than just an alternate pick-up time should we miss one. We should have an extraction team ready to go should there be an issue. When Mace and Jenny got discovered by Mr. Knuttin, we should have had a team ready to get them out should they be unable to escape on their own. We take too many chances.

    "This concussion I'm trying to get over... our plan was to make our way out to the hull to wait for a pick-up. Really? Looking back, that was an asinine plan. And the single jump from Earth to expel the UF crews from their ships... another blunder."

    "You sure are wound up this morning," said Johnny.

    "Just getting tired of the sloppy mistakes. We're better than this. Smarter than this."

    Mace said, "I think those are excellent suggestions. And since you brought that up, I want to put you in charge of making those things happen. Our focus for the moment will be on moving the Targarians. Once we have that well underway, start holding meetings about our security, our methods, and anything related to how we could better protect ourselves."

    Jane nodded. "I'll happily take that on."

    Mace looked around at the inhabitants of the room. "Look at us. We were just common people. And yet we've managed to stave off whole empires. We've fought in wars with thousands of ships. We’ve stormed ships, captured ships. We discovered technologies that have allowed us to survive wars that have wiped out entire species.

    "Well... we're not common anymore. We're fighters. We're survivors. We're rebels and victors. I would venture to say that mankind has never seen a group like ours. The things we’ve done are nothing short of remarkable and astounding. When this is all over, they should build gigantic monuments to each of you. You're each deserving of nothing less."

    Johnny chuckled. "Are you done pumping us up? We have work to do, you know."

    "I know. I just wanted to let everyone know how I feel."

    "Would it help if we all held hands and sang Kumbaya?"

    Mace shrugged. "It might."

    The group dispersed... each with assigned tasks to complete.

    The moves from Hardy and Alpha Centauri both went smoothly. The new facility had its encumbrances, but those would be overcome given time.

    Three weeks had passed since the initial move was begun.

     Mace stood in a newly-commissioned command center. Targarian crews manned a dozen consoles that would be used to consolidate and make use of data feeds coming in from scout ships. News of the UF-Karthian war came through a set of three such consoles.

    Mace and Johnny stood looking at one of the feeds.

    Johnny said, "So that's it, then. Terrex is now under the control of the UF. The Karthians lost a third of their ships defending it."

    "I wonder if they are giving Stark the control he asked for?"

    One of the Targarians at a nearby console turned. "Mr. Hardy, we have activity at the Alpha site. Two dozen UF warships just showed up and are taking up orbit. One is heading down to the surface at the exact location of our prior base."

    Mace asked, "Can you detect the bio signatures on those ships?"

    "One moment... yes."

    "Are they Human size occupants or smaller?"

    "Humans."

    "We have our answer. Stark has his own fleet."

    Mace asked the crewman: "Do we know where the Karthians retreated to?"

    "A planet called Operassa. We should be moving our scouts from Terrex to there one at an time. It's expected to be the target of the next UF attack."

    Johnny said, "The UF lost three hundred fifty ships of their own. I have to believe this next planet is less well defended than Terrex. When the UF move on it, it won't last long."

    Johnny turned. "Hey, when do we get back to taking out UF ships?"

    Mace frowned. "Because of the move we haven't even been able to convert the first dreadnought to stealth. Jasper says his crews are mastering the ships quickly. I'd like to get some of those backing us up first."

    Johnny winced. "I don't know. Are we wasting valuable time? We have a hundred shuttles and crews that are stealth. I would think it in our best interest to knock their force down as much as we can."

    Mace replied, "Jasper and the others think we should let the UF beat down the Karthians further first. We don't want them coming after Earth before we can defend it. The UF might be using us right now, but they're also protecting us. Besides, we have a lot of work to do here first. We have to build the medical facilities before we jump back into conflict, and we need a science lab. Jasper wants his people to recreate everything Doc had. Even with the designs in hand, that effort will take months."

    "So we're in a holding pattern?"

    Mace nodded. "Of sorts."

    A Targarian manning a console with a data feed coming from Terrex turned. "Mr. Hardy, we have a comm request going out on the general comm from Malcom Stark. He says he knows we're listening and he wants to talk."

    Mace looked at his friend. "What do you think?"

    Johnny replied, "Can't hurt to listen. If they approach the shuttle, we can have it move away."

    Mace said, "Patch him through on a secured comm. Send it to the conference room."

    Johnny followed as the two men moved from the command center into the adjacent room.

    An image of Malcom Stark floated on the holo-wall. "So you decided to move. Smart."

    "Not smart enough. We should have done so before you grabbed Mr. Moskowitz."

    Stark frowned. "Yes... about him. It seems his research is not quite ready for field testing. There are a number of problems with it that may prevent it from working at all."

    Mace nodded. "That's why we left him there on Earth. He felt he was close to solving some of those, and moving his lab would have set him back another few months. I'm guessing you moved his lab?"

    Stark nodded. "We did."

    Mace shook his head. "Too bad. We have a copy of his data, but we have a bit of a talent deficit at the moment."

    "Perhaps we could cooperate on this effort?"

    Mace chuckled. "I don't see that happening. We have no interest in interacting with you or your cronies. You've crossed the line too many times."

    Stark scowled. "I've kept our people safe. Are the Kohamians watching over us? Yes. They are also protecting us from harm. And when the Karthian menace is gone, my efforts will be focused on making Earth a free planet. After that, if we choose to join an empire, then that's for the people to decide."

    Mace sighed. "I doubt you're letting the people decide anything. You're making deals based on your own notions and instincts. Those notions are only what you consider to be important. I doubt you've taken any polls of the people since you rose to power."

    "The clear fact is, Mr. Hardy, the people are following Malcolm Stark. They voted to make me king. They gave me permission to reign over them. With that level of trust and commitment, there are no needs for polls. I rule because I was asked to rule."

    "I give you credit for being able to manipulate people," said Mace. "You are quite good at that. As to your friends the Kohamians, we'll be taking care of them soon enough. After that, it's just going to be you and us. And we think we have the better plan."

    Stark laughed. "The better plan? And what would that plan be? Get rid of Stark? What are your plans for housing, for education, for transportation, for trade? How will you protect Earth from other hostile species, of which there are probably many? How will the people be fed? And what of medical care? Do you have plans for all those things? We do. And they are being implemented today. So tell me, Mr. Hardy... what are your plans?"

    Mace was silent for several seconds. "You opened a comm to us... there must be a reason. What do you want?"

    Stark said, "Gatrellium. The UF is in short supply. Our spies have been unable to locate the locations from which the Karthians derive their supplies. Give me a small supply and the Karthians will be finished. I am even willing to trade for it."

    Mace asked, "What is it you have that we would want?"

    "The good doctor and his associates, of course. The moving wormhole is likely years of research away, if even at all possible. We don't have years to wait on it, and the longer the UF forces remain on Earth the more ingrained they become. Help me to rid us of the Karthians and I will return your people. And I will pledge to leave you alone as well."

    "How much of it do you need? Give me a number."

    Johnny cut in. "You aren't actually making a deal with him, are you?"

    "We need the doc and the others. Not just for the wormhole weapon, but for practically everything else we do. They will burn through anything we give them in short order. My guess is they haven't moved forward with their attacks because they don't have the gatrellium they need. Remember, their ships are burning huge amounts for transportation. They haven't figured out how the gatrellium coating solves that problem."

    Stark said, "Two hundred tons."

    Mace laughed. "I can give you fifty."

    Stark huffed. "Fifty tons will hardly move us to the next planet."

    Mace replied, "Fifty tons should be plenty. If not, then you're wasting it. Fifty is the deal."

    Stark scowled. "One hundred. And we leave the colony at Hardy alone as well."

    Mace shook his head. "The only deal you have is for fifty. And you return the doc and his team and then leave us all alone."

    Stark frowned. "The UF is desperate, making me desperate to move. I will do the deal at fifty tons."

    "Is the cave complex still operational?"

    Stark nodded. "We left it as it was. The Kohamians don't know of its existence."

    Mace smiled. "Good. Have Doc and his team, and I mean all of them, ready and waiting at the cave in one hour. Can you do that?"

    "You'll be bringing the gatrellium with you in some stealth freighter, I suppose?"

    "You don't have to worry about that, just know that you will get it. We have it, you want it. Deliver our people and we'll deliver the gatrellium. If you try to pull anything slick, the deal is off. We have zero tolerance for any shenanigans. Just a free and fair exchange."

    Stark was silent for several seconds. "Your people will be there, Mr. Hardy. See to it that our gatrellium is as well."

    Johnny said, "Fifty tons? We got out of that cheap. You want me to get a transport ready?"

    Mace shook his head. "Nope. The gatrellium is already there. Hidden in the back of the cave. They evidently didn't check it for a holo-wall. Unfortunately they will get the rest of our supplies there with it."

    Johnny said, "We have plenty of everything we need."

    Mace replied, "Not really. The Targarians only have six months’ worth of food. Our stockpile will feed us for another year, but I still consider that thin. Jasper's people are working on some processing plants to make more nutrient bars, but we need raw supplies to process. They'll be starting up a number of farms in the coming weeks but we don't want to be left short on something so vital. We could have used our stockpile from the cave."

    Johnny chuckled. "Should have thought about that before you negotiated it away."

    Mace turned toward the door.

    Johnny asked, "Where you going now?"

    "To fill Jenny in on the deal. She'll be our pilot."

    The shuttle was prepped and a jump made to Earth space. The Royal Fortune settled in the field by the cave with three minutes remaining for the deadline. Exactly at the one hour mark, twenty-nine scientists, engineers, and their family members walked out of the front of Jeff's lab. Stark followed with them. The ramp lowered.

    Stark held out his hand as they reached the shuttle. "Where's my gatrellium?"

    Jenny replied, "Let them aboard and I'll tell you."

    "How do I know I can trust you?"

    Jenny frowned. "Really? Now you're hurting my feelings. You can trust me because you don't have a choice. Look, when we're ready to screw you over, you'll know it. Until then, you'll just have to accept our word. Let them go and I give you your gatrellium."

    Stark lowered his hand. The group hurried up the ramp, crowding into the small cabin of the shuttle.

    Stark said, "Are you certain you have enough room?"

    Jenny replied, "They'll fit. Come on. Squeeze in."

    An extra person appeared, standing in the field next to Stark. Humphrey Mallot smiled through his faceshield before trotting up the ramp.

    Jenny grinned. "No way! How?"

    Humphrey replied, "It's a long story, and I'm sure you want to get out of here, so I'll fill you in later."

    As the last of the group packed onto the deck of the ship, the ramp began to close.

    Malcom Stark raised his voice. "My product?"

    Jenny pointed at the cave. "In the back of the cave you'll find a holo-wall. Feel around, you'll find it. I believe you'll find closer to fifty-five tons there... along with a generous stockpile of other goods. You're in possession, so it all belongs to you now."

    Stark raised a hand. "I'd just like to say—"

    The ramp closed. The Royal Fortune lifted off and silently slipped away. The ship filled with rescued scientists and engineers came to a stop at a neutral location. All inhabitants were searched for tracking devices. None were found. A second jump placed the shuttle at Gellos. Humphrey Mallot's homecoming was an added surprise.

    


    ~~~~~
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    Humphrey Mallot was greeted with hugs from most of the old crew.

    Mace asked, "How was it you made it back to Earth? And Mr. Fourier?"

    Humphrey frowned. "I had hoped he made it on his own. I was trapped on a vessel when it jumped back to Earth. I had to sneak food and water for nearly two weeks before I caught a shuttle down to the surface. Doc and the others were gone before I got there. There was plenty to eat and drink so I just waited, hoping you would send a shuttle for whatever reason. I didn't realize Stark had everyone. I thought you had all just left."

    Mace placed his hand on Humphrey's shoulder. "We never found Mr. Fourier. We lost fifty-one others besides the two of you, all Targarians."

    Humphrey offered a sad face. "I was afraid of that. Were we successful in getting ships? And what is this place? It's new."

    "We brought home two hundred twelve of their Vendetta class ships. And this place is our new home. Both the cave and the Alpha site were compromised to Stark. We should have made this move sooner. Almost cost us Doc and the others."

    Jeff Moskowitz replied, "Glad to see you safe, Mr. Mallot."

    Humphrey nodded. "Glad to be safe. What else have I missed?"

    Mace said, "The UF attacked and took Terrex. They’re running short of gatrellium, so we traded fifty tons of it to Stark for Doc and the others. We expect the hostilities with the Karthians will pick back up in a couple days. Stark is eager to finish them off. Oh, and we managed to destroy all ship production in the UF. When the Karthians look to be done, we plan to go after the UF ships. We just have to figure out how to do that without having them retaliate against Earth. And we have a couple new guests, Frado Knuttin and his aide. They learned about our stealth tech so we had to grab them. We also brought Roge along. He's been working with Doc, Gnaga and the others as a sort of assistant. The least we could do for him seeing as how we separated him from his people."

    Humphrey half smiled. "Glad to see you haven't slowed down. I like the new base. Much brighter than Alpha."

    "Looking at all that gray rock got tiring, didn't it?" said Johnny. "The people who built this place had living in it in mind."

    Mace said, "Well, we're genuinely glad to have you back, Mr. Mallot. If you want to go with Mr. Hobbs he can show you to your quarters and fill you in on the tasks we have at hand."

    Mace took Jeff by the shoulder as the others left. "Stark treat you OK?"

    Jeff nodded. "He tried to use his psychological threats on me. I didn't bite."

    Mace smiled. "He bought into your tainted data. I guess his teams took it as where you really were. Glad you had that planned out."

    Jeff pointed. "Thank Mr. Klept. It was his idea. I'm told you have a lab waiting for me?"

    Mace gestured. "This way. Through these doors, to the end of the hall, and turn right. Jasper's teams have been working around the clock to replicate what you had."

    Jeff sighed. "I do not relish the thought of going through all that tuning again, but I suppose it's inevitable."

    Johnny joined them as they walked. "Doc, can't say how happy we are to have you back. And I have a favor to ask."

    Jeff smiled. "Just say it."

    Johnny waved back down the hall. Zax came running up beside him.

    "You know Zax, Fina, and the others have... well, they're smarter than us. Anyway, Zax has been looking over your data and he has a few questions he'd like to ask."

    Jeff stopped and looked down, patting Zax on the top of his head. "I guess it wouldn't hurt. I haven't started back into my efforts yet. What would you like to know, Mr. Tretcher?"

    Zax replied, "I think your feedback problem might have been coming from the gravitational fluctuation of the Earth or your surroundings."

    Jeff smiled. "Is that so? Well, I suppose you must also have a solution waiting?"

    Zax nodded. "I do. The feedback loop has a frequency of forty-two hertz. If you filter out the main pull, and then add filters for the pull of the surrounding structures, the forty-two hertz signal begins to emerge. I couldn't run any tests to prove out my theory because I don't have a lab. The Targarians have been letting me take measurements in your new lab and I think I can solve for the gravitational effect of our surroundings here as well. If we compensate for that, the feedback should go away."

    Jeff stood with a puzzled look on his face for several seconds. "And you deduced this by looking over my data?"

    Zax frowned. "I kind of cheated. I skimmed over most of what you had already solved and went right for the problem area. I hope that doesn't bother you."

    Johnny grinned. "Well?"

    Jeff returned an apprehensive look. "I suppose that's possible... the cause of the feedback I mean. I did take into account the gravitational pull of the Earth, but not the microgravities of that which surrounds us. Given the sensitivity of the circuits in question, I suppose it's possible that could have an effect."

    Johnny pushed Zax forward. "Doc, meet your newest prodigy student. He's fascinated with physics. Anything you can give him to do or just allow him to watch, I'm sure he'd be grateful for."

    Jeff nodded. "Young, Mr. Tretcher... let's go see if we can find you a lab coat. I suppose you might already fit into one the ones the Targarians are wearing."

    Jeff turned, walking through the double doors to his new lab with Zax at his heels. A team of Targarian workers were busy assembling parts of the newest model of the wormhole weapon.

    Johnny stopped with a sigh and a grin.

    Mace chuckled. "You are just beaming with pride."

    Johnny nodded. "Imagine how I'll feel if he has the solution to Doc's problem."

    Mace patted him on the shoulder. "I think we'll all be grinning then."

    Word soon came in from the command center: the United Front was moving ships toward their new target. Two stealth shuttles parked nearby sent back data feeds of the planet's surroundings. Three of the great Karthian stations were still fully operational. The fourth, pockmarked, and with evidence of collapsed decks, sat ready to give out whatever it had left. Nine hundred eighty-eight Karthian cruisers and several hundred support ships rounded out the Karthian defense.

    Jordan Crawford was looking over a holo-display of the situation. "The Karthians are outgunned. I hate to say it, but they would do better if they just pulled up and left."

    Mace said, "That's a hard thing to do when it's your people. We wouldn't do it to ours. We'd stay and we'd fight. Looks like the Karthians are doing the same."

    Jane came into the room at the tail-end of the conversation. "Anything we can do to make it painful for both sides?"

    Mace shook his head. "If we help the Karthians, it only endangers the troops Stark is sending in for the ground-based portion of this fight. If we help the UF, it only puts the UF in a stronger position over us. I'm thinking we just have to sit this fight out."

    Jane pointed at the display. "Looks like you were wrong about the Karthians. They're jumping."

    Jordan added. "That makes Stark's job easier. His transports are on the way to the surface."

    The trio watched as the Human fleet settled on the outskirts of two dozen major cities. Within minutes, Stark's troops were heavily engaged with the defenders.

    Word came in from a scout ship that had been assigned to Earth. "We have multiple wormholes opening. It's the Karthian fleet!"

    Mace opened a comm. "Mr. Collins! The Karthians are attacking Earth! We need all your ships there immediately!"

    Jasper replied, "On my way to a shuttle. I'm pushing through the data feed to my command. Check with me before you jump and we can coordinate."

    The teams raced around the compound, gathering helmets and getting into battlesuits. Eight minutes later, the Royal Fortune was in the air and heading for high orbit. They jumped as soon as the Fortune reached free space.

    Jasper said, "I count four hundred transports already hitting the surface. That fleet blew right through the twenty-ships the UF left there. Totally inadequate for a defense."

    A comm came in from Stark. "Mr. Hardy, most of our population is defenseless. Only our third-line troops are there. The bulk of our fighters are here at the Karthian world."

    "Are you expecting me to be able to do something? I have a shuttle and a handful of crew."

    Stark replied, "The Targarians have ships. And you have the ships you recently stole from the UF. Certainly you can mount some kind of defense?"

    Mace scowled. "It's you who left the Earth defenseless. Now we're going to pay for another one of your blunders."

    Jasper joined in the comm. "My ships are on the way. We'll do what we can. And, Stark, when this is over, you are finished. Your deals have put us in enough danger. When you finish what you're doing out there, you can send our people home, but you might as well keep on going. Your time is over."

    A dozen wormholes opened with the almost sixty Collins-class ships coming through. Immediately following were the two hundred twelve UF dreadnoughts that had been captured, now piloted by Jasper Collins' crews. Three minutes later, the fleets were fully engaged.

    The Targarian ships released their stealth shuttles with assault crews. The dreadnoughts and Collins ships engaged the enemy directly. Bright flashes filled the dark skies high above the Earth as laser pulses, plasma rounds and microwave beams were traded. The Karthian ships took immediate casualties.

    The Royal Fortune targeted a massive Karthian station, sliding through a gravity wall and into an open docking bay.

    Mace grabbed Jane by the shoulder. "You sure you're up for this?"

    Jane half shrugged. "We're gonna find out. Some things are still a bit shaky. My aim isn't one of them."

    Johnny said, "I'll be sticking to her like glue."

    Mace asked, "Your shoulder good enough for this fight?"

    Johnny nodded. "Tender, but that's not gonna stop me from kicking some ass. Let's go get this done."

    Jenny stood beside them as the ramp lowered.

    Mace said, "Where you going?"

    Jenny scowled. "You think I'm sitting on the bus while you have all the fun? Not a chance. Now stop babbling and let's go... we have a lot of work to get done."

    Mace looked around. "Teams of two. And I want two of those teams watching each other’s backs. Jenny, myself, Johnny, and Jane will be heading for the power reactors on this level. If we can get them rigged, we'll let you know. If that happens, I want everyone back to the shuttle immediately. We have four sets of teams here. Somebody search out a command center; the other two find reactors. If you get in trouble, don't hesitate to make use of your comms. We aren't trying to hide ourselves today... we just want this ship disabled."

    The teams jumped down to the deck and headed out into a nearby hallway.

    Jenny said, "Sensors point this way for reactors. Two hundred meters ahead."

    Two plasma rounds emerged from what appeared to be thin air as the team ran toward their target. Two unsuspecting Karthian crewmen exploded, their guts and blood dripping from the walls as the teams ran by.

    Jenny turned into a large room. "This should be it."

    Four standard reactors sat before them, powering the levels just above and below. Another crewman was dispatched as he stood looking at several sensor readouts.

    Mace said, "Let's have a couple of those charges."

    "I thought you brought them?" said Johnny.

    Mace turned. "Anyone bring the satchel?"

    Three replies came back. "No."

    Mace growled. "Then we improvise. Each of you take a reactor and do what you can to power it down. We're just looking to stop it, we don't want it going critical on us. When you're done, assemble at the door. We head back to the shuttle together."

    Mace moved to a reactor, raising his foot and kicking hard at a handle to a maintenance panel. The handle bent and snapped off, opening the panel and exposing the circuits within. Four circuit boards were removed, dropped to the deck, and then stomped on with a heavy boot.

    The reactor sensors signaled red, initiating an emergency shutdown. Within seconds the plasma feed went dry. Mace stepped back, firing two plasma rounds into the remaining circuits. Parts flew and smoke billowed. The lighting on that level of the great station switched to emergency backup.

    Mace moved back to the door. "Who's here?"

    Jenny replied, "What took you so long?"

    Johnny laughed. "Was starting to think you got lost."

    "Let's just go," said Jane. "We have work to do."

    The foursome made the run back to the shuttle bay. The satchel was retrieved and a stairwell to lower levels searched out.

    Mace opened a comm. "Let's have a status."

    Jordan Crawford replied, "Almost to what we think will be command."

    Liam Hobbs replied next, "The containment circuits of this reactor are different. Will take a few minutes to figure them out."

    Hans Mueller reported: "We're three levels up. The room here has half a dozen crewmen standing at the door."

    "Blast them and move on to your target. We don't have time to waste at being neat on this one."

    The thumps of plasma rounds exploding could be heard over the comm channel as it closed.

    Jordan Crawford came back. "At the command center. Should I just open up on them? Wait... I'm pushing an image through to you. Does that look right? I'm seeing the UF ships that were here are still in this system. They didn't defend... they just moved. And they weren't and aren't being pursued."

    Mace stopped his column of four, pulling the image up on his HUD. "Looks like they're waiting for something."

    Jordan replied, "Same thing I thought. We might have UF ships on the way."

    "Pass that info to Jasper. When the UF arrives, which they will, we should be ready move our support down to the surface."

    "I would agree. You have any further thoughts before I rip this place apart?"

    Mace replied, "Do your worst."

    Moments before the next reactor room was reached, Liam Hobbs opened a comm. "All teams... we have two reactors set to blow. Time for an evac. See you all back at the shuttle."

    Mace stopped his group. "Back to the stairs."

    A quick jog back up to the docking bay level had the last of the teams boarding the Royal Fortune.

    Word came from Jasper as Jenny strapped herself into the pilot's chair: "We have wormholes opening all over. The UF is bringing their fleet. Scouts are reporting they abandoned their assault of the Karthian planet. Nobody there now but Stark's troops."

    Mace said, "Move all our ships to the surface to support our people down there."

    Mace looked at Jenny. "Put us down near Ronceverte. We'll do whatever damage we can to their back lines."

    Jenny nodded. "Consider it done."

    As the shuttle emerged from the docking bay, two UF dreadnoughts were approaching. A powerful microwave beam skirted the outside of the hull as Jenny turned hard away. The beam dug a deep hole into the side of the Karthian station.

    Jenny pushed a button on her console and the explosive charges rigged up by Liam Hobbs’ team did their intended duty. Two reactors went critical at the same moment. Bright explosions, full of flame from the burning oxygen and hydrogen, shot outward from five decks. Further evidence of damage emerged from the station’s hull as the reactors’ destruction spread.

    Johnny said, "Now that's a beautiful sight."

    Jenny followed. "We have a problem. Those dreadnoughts are shooting at us."

    Mace looked over the console displays. "Can't be. The projectors are on and we aren't emitting any signals."

    Jenny replied, "All I know is I've turned three times now and they've turned with me each time."

    Mace pulled up a camera image from the outer hull. "Jump us out of here!"

    Jenny shook her head as she turned the shuttle hard to port. "Can't do it. We're in too close to the planet!"

    Jasper came over the come. "They've sniffed us out! The UF ships are attacking us, including our Collins. They took out thirty-two of the captured dreadnoughts straight away. And I've lost a dozen of my own!"

    Mace said, "Something's wrong here. They aren't attacking the Karthians!"

    Malcom Stark opened a comm. "Mr. Hardy, I take it by now you have an understanding of what's going on?"

    Jasper yelled, "We're being crushed! I'm ordering a full retreat! We're down half our ships! This was a trap! That snake Stark just played us again!"

    Mace connected to Stark's channel. "You think you strengthen your position by weakening us?"

    Stark nodded. "Precisely. You are all too predictable, Mr. Hardy. Now, it is still possible for us to come to an understanding here. You turn over all the gatrellium stolen from the Karthians... and we cease hostilities against you. Give me your word that it will be returned and all this mayhem ends with the press of a button."

    Jasper yelled, "Get out while you can, Mr. Hardy!"

    The comm to Jasper closed.

    Johnny asked, "Did we just lose him, or was that the wormhole cutting that off?"

    Mace shook his head. "We won't know until we can get out of here ourselves."

    Jenny moved the shuttle to within a few meters of one of the Karthian stations, skimming its surface as she attempted to put distance between the Royal Fortune and her pursuers.

     A heavy microwave beam delivered a glancing blow, knocking out several of the inertial dampening field transducers.

    Jenny punched in the coordinates for a wormhole. "Let's hope that didn't damage our gatrellium hull!"

    The micro-wormhole opened with the Royal Fortune beginning to slip inside. At the same moment, a second microwave beam struck the tail of the shuttle.
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    Thank you for reading my work! I hope you have a great day!

    Stephen
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SODIUM-AMP-OMEGA trilogy series

SODIUM - A six-book series that takes Man from his first encounter with aliens all the way to a fight for our all-out survival. Do we have what it takes to rule the galaxy?

AMP - Cast a thousand years into the future beyond SODIUM. This eight-book series chronicles the struggles of Don Grange, a simple package deliveryman, who is thrust into an unimaginable role in the fight against our enemies. Can we win peace and freedom after a thousand years of war?

OMEGA - An eight book series cast a thousand years into the future beyond AMP. The Alliance is crumbling. When corruption and politics threaten to throw the allied galaxies into chaos, Knog Beutcher gets caught in the middle. Follow along as our hero is thrust into roles that he never expected nor sought. Espionage, intrigue, political assassinations, rebellions and full-on revolutions, they are all coming to Knog Beutcher's world!

HADRON Series

HADRON is an eight book modern day Human survival story. After scientists using the Large Hadron Collider discover dark matter, the world is plunged into chaos. Massive waves of electromagnetic interference take out all grid power and forms of communication the world over. Cities go dark, food and clean-water supplies are quickly used up. Marauders rule the highways. One group of citizens takes a stand. Can they make a difference? And the devastating EM waves, where are they coming from? A benevolent species will arrive in their spaceships to rescue the Human race. Only, are they really so benevolent? Is our little corner of the Milky Way a hostile place? With HADRON we're about to find out.

ARMS Series

ARMS is an eight book series set in the future. Earth was nearing an apocalyptic event. Two competing colony ships were built, taking five million inhabitants each through a wormhole to a pair of newly discovered planets. The planets were settled and soon after the burgeoning colonies looked to the surrounding star systems for ownership and expansion, an expansion that led to a centuries long war between them. A truce was declared after the aggressor side began to lose ground. The competing worlds are two years into that truce.

Tawnish Freely and Harris Gruberg are genetically engineered Biomarines. They we made and trained for fighting in the Great War. With the war halted and their service commitments ended, they find themselves struggling to live among a population that fears them. Work is found with the delivery of illegal arms to the outer colonies. Things go awry when they discover their illicit and yet lucrative dealings may just be the catalyst that brings back the Great War. They are determined to prevent that outcome from happening.

- Join the email list at comments@arsenex.com for release dates...
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