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    As I stepped into the hallway surrounding the portal gate, I took note of the haggard-looking walls and trash on the floors. The wall panels in every station I had ever been on were sparkling white and the floors sanitary. I looked around and also took note of the lack of travelers coming to Omega. Most gates had a small crowd gathered to move through them. I checked the time to see that it was 8:00 p.m. standard Earth time. A time when traveling would be at a peak. A single traveler walked past me carrying a duffel bag over his shoulder.

    I had been directed to wait for someone from the security offices to pick me up. After two hours of waiting, I found myself walking the halls and asking questions of passersby. With another hour of search, I was given the direction I required.

    As I walked down the hallway toward the security office, I had to stop at the entrance doors. There, clearly marked on one of the doors, was the standard New Alliance security emblem. The door itself was not on its hinges, but instead stood leaning against the hallway wall. The other door, which remained hung, had a crack in the glass that ran from the top left to the bottom right.

    I walked into the offices and after asking for the Captain, I was pointed towards a far door that had stacks of paper lining either side. As I looked inside, I knocked on the door.

    A five-hundred-kilogram Gragorian looked up from behind his desk. "What can I help you with?"

    I replied, "I’m your new detective, Knog Beutcher."

    Gragorians have four arms, and their large, blubbery torsos are topped with pointy, round heads that sank downward into their massive upper bodies.

    The Captain nodded. "Yeah, Butcher. Have a seat. I’ll be with you in a minute."

    The Captain had a stogie in his upper right hand as his upper left hand scratched the side of his head. His two lower arms were in use, going through paperwork on his desk.

    I said, "What’s with all the papers, Captain?"

    The Gragorian looked up with a scowl. "It’s my job, that’s what it is, a never-ending stream of processed pulp being shoved onto my desk. Every station in the galaxy has equipment for computerized records. We get whatever is left. And in the last ten years, even less. Baxter out there is the only one with a working computer, and that’s because he salvages his own parts."

    The Captain stopped writing and placed his two lower hands palm down on the desktop. His upper left hand took the stogie while his upper right began to scratch the other side of his head.

    The Captain nodded towards the outer office. "You're going to learn a couple of things quickly around here, Butcher: nobody is going to help you with your work, and this ain’t paradise. Hahahaha!"

    The Captain continued, "My name is Rexigal Hollif. Nobody calls me Captain, just Rex. You will decide on your own assignments, and it’s your job to carry them out. I only care about one thing. If you bring in a report, I want to sign it and throw it on one of these stacks. If I have to read it, I’m going to be mad. If someone comes in here questioning it, I’m going to be mad. If anything at all comes up about that report that requires my attention, other than me signing it, I’m going to be mad."

    The Captain switched stogie hands. "So, tell me what you have learned so far, Butcher."

    I replied as I looked around the room at the stacks of papers. "That you are going to be mad."

    The Captain hesitated and then bellowed out a laugh as he pointed at me with his non-stogie hand. "Why is it they keep sending me the smart-ass ones? Well, welcome to the garbage pit of the galaxy, Butcher. If you want to wait out there by that desk for a couple of hours, Meli will be in. She can set you up with a station. When you are settled at your desk, she can give you directions to your ship. When you get back from checking that out, you are ready for your first case."

    I raised my hand. "First case? You don’t have any training for new officers? Something to show us the sector and what we can expect out there?"

    The Captain again bellowed, "Training? Hahahaha! You are a riot, Butcher. Look, when you get your ship, it comes with a maintenance attendant. If you need your hand held, he or she can show you the ropes. Now, get out of my office before I get mad…hahahaha!"

    I sat in the chair by Meli’s desk for three hours before she came strolling in. She looked like someone had taken a Human clown circus and fused it together with a Rappelon fashion show. Everything was shiny and sparkly. Her wide lips were painted a bright red, and her high heels were covered with flashing iridescent lights. She was a Magonia, a common species in the Omega sector. They were not the brightest of species on the intelligence scale, but they did like to be noticed.

    Meli sat in her chair and turned my way. "You must be the new guy. I’ve got a sharp eye; I can tell these things. Let’s see here, it says you come all the way from Alpha! Wow! Who did you kill to get sent here?"

    Meli began to laugh with a snicker that turned into an all-out snort. "OK. That desk over in the corner, it used to belong to Hal Boban. Hal won’t be needing it anymore, so that one will be yours. If you want to clean it up, that’s up to you. None of his reports were complete, so the Captain just says to pitch them. I figured I’d leave that for you if you are so inclined.

    "After you get settled, come see me again, and I’ll take you down to Bay-68. That’s where the other four detectives can be found when they are here on station. Your maintenance guy is Gomelander; everyone calls him Go. Hal always had good things to say about him, other than always calling him a moron. Come to think about it, I don’t think Hal really liked anyone, so the kid must have done something right.

    "If you need to know where anything is, just ask Go. Now, on to your quarters. Your housing is on level 99, hall F, room 17. That’s a bad draw there. Level 99 is not the best of crowds. I would not walk around with my credit store visible if I was you. I personally know several people who have been robbed down there. That's probably why most of the detectives just sleep on their ships.

    "If you have any further questions, then don’t ask the Captain; he gets mad. And don’t ask me because I don’t care, and it’s not my job. You five detectives work out your own schedules. When you are done with an assignment and ready to give it to the Captain, make sure all he has to do is sign it. Go tend to your desk, and when you are ready, I will take you down to Bay-68."

    The desk in the corner was stacked high with papers. I wondered if it was just the dumping ground for anyone’s trash who didn’t want to walk down the hall to the recycling chute. I scoured the office for a cart with wheels and was soon making repeated trips to the chute. Fifteen minutes into my effort, Meli stood and walked out of the office.

    An hour passed before I had the top of the desk in order, a second hour before the drawers and surrounding shelves had been emptied and dusted. I was delighted to see that my desk came with a lock and a key. I again scoured the office, this time in search of supplies. After not finding a cabinet, I turned to the old tried-and-true office pilfering. When I was satisfied with my haul, I closed and locked my desk. Meli was nowhere to be found.

    Under my own initiative, I wandered out into the hallway. After asking numerous personnel who were walking about, I received directions to Bay-68. The detective offices were on level 16. The elevator only made it down to level 54 before mechanical issues prevented it from going further. I walked the remaining fourteen flights on foot.

    When I entered Bay-68, I was taken aback by the scattered ship parts and greasy floors. The blue arc from a welder sparked brightly as a maintainer worked on a ship. Three ships were in the bay. Two Human men sat in lounge chairs beside two of the ships while the maintainer worked on the third.

    I walked over to the two men, who seemed disinterested.

    As I stepped up beside one of the men, I spoke. "Can I guess you are a detective?"

    The man looked up from the electronic magazine article he was reading. "What the? Hey, Gerald! Get a load of this guy! What are you supposed to be? I thought dinosaurs went extinct back on Earth millions of years ago. Hahahaha!"

    Gerald looked up from his afternoon nap, grunted, and pulled his hat down over his eyes.

    "I’m the new detective, Knog Beutcher. And if you were curious as to my species, I’m a Grunta."

    The man looked up. "Grunta? Whatever. And I think that’s junior detective, isn’t it? You have to earn your rank around here if you want to be called a full detective."

    I replied, "Is that ship over there mine? Is that Go?"

    The man looked over at the maintainer and yelled, "Roger! Hey, Roger!"

    When the maintainer turned to look back, the man I was standing over made a sawing motion with his hand under his chin. The maintainer turned to move away from the ship just as another maintainer came through the hallway door.

    The second, younger maintainer yelled, "Hey! What are you doing! Thief! Get away from there!"

    The man in the chair beside me snickered. "Yeah, that’s your ship over there. And that noobie carrying the bag with the squeaky voice, that’s Go, your maintainer. Good luck with that moron."

    I walked over to Go as he looked over the damage the other maintainer had done. "Jerk was trying to steal our wing modulator!"

    I replied, "Wing modulator?"

    Go nodded. "Yeah, it’s a piece of gear I added that will absorb small blaster fire. There are a lot of illegal small arms out there and a lot of crews who will shoot at your ship if you get on their bad side. I don’t like patching blaster holes, so I came up with the modulator. That jerk Roger will rob us blind if we turn our backs."

    I pointed back at the man in the chair. "Who is the detective I was talking with?"

    Go sighed. "That’s Malcom Barber. He’s a waste of oxygen. He does nothing all day, rarely takes his ship out, and when he does, he always comes back flush with credits. I think he shakes down the legitimate captains out there. Most will give up a hundred credits without argument to avoid being harassed. The other one is Gerald. He leaves and comes back but never talks much. I don’t think he has turned in a report in two months. He mostly just sleeps.

    "The other two that aren’t here are Carter and Boglio. Boglio is a Magonia. You met Meli. He is the male version of her. All flash and no dash. Carter seems to be about the only normal guy out here. He minds his own business and turns in at least one report a week, and his maintainer, Elissa, well, she’s kind of hot."

    I replied, "Hot?"

    Go nodded. "Yeah, well, you know, Human hot, cute, attractive. I don’t know what she is doing out here working on ships. I would have thought some rich guy would have grabbed her up. I think she comes from a rich family too. Whatever, I like having her around to look at. And she treats me nice, so, she’s hot."

    Go walked over to the hatch on the side of the ship. "Want to see her? I call her Mabel, but you can call her whatever you want, since she’s your ship."

    Go popped open the hatch and pulled it to the side. "There you go!"

    I stepped in and immediately noticed the low ceiling. It was a full meter shorter that the one on the Daunte and a half meter short of its new captain’s height. I bent over as I stepped up into the cabin.

    Go followed. "This is your bunk on the left. Your galley is here on the right. Your restroom and holding cell are here in the back. I mounted this fold-down guest chair in case you ever wanted to take someone else along. And there is your captain’s chair. I’m told that seat is real Earth leather. I couldn’t say for sure, but it’s real comfortable to sit in."

    I pointed to the console in front of the pilot’s chair. "Do you have an understanding of all the dials, gauges, and meters in this ship? I’m used to a consolidated view on a holo-display."

    Go smiled. "Yep, I’m the maintainer; I have to know what everything is, if I want to be able to fix it. You said your last ship had holo-displays? Wow. I think we are about five hundred years behind Alpha sector out here. Alpha, that’s where you came from, right?"

    I nodded. "My ship was about three times the size of this one. I could stand up fully inside her. You boarded her from a ramp-way beneath. She had two holding cells that were as big as this cabin. The restroom was separate. And there were two bunk rooms."

    Malcom spoke up from behind us. "Kid, don’t let the dino jerk you around. Captain said this is what all the detectives in the Alliance fly. They may get newer parts in Alpha, but they aren’t any better than we are."

    I turned toward Malcom with an irritated stare. He held up his hand as he backed out of the ship.

    I looked to Go. "I think Mabel suits her. If you like Mabel, we’ll keep it."

    Go’s eyes got big. "Really? You like it?"

    I replied, "I think she looks like a Mabel, and she feels like a Mabel."

    Go stuck his head out of the hatch as Malcom walked away. "Ha! It’s Mabel! He likes Mabel!"

    Malcom looked back as he walked. "That’s because he’s a dinosaur! Hahaha! I crack myself up."

    As Go turned back, I spoke. "Is she ready to fly?"

    Go nodded. "Absolutely. That’s my job, to keep her ready to go whenever you need her."

    I leaned back in the pilot’s chair and reached over to unfold the extra seat Go had mounted to the wall. "Let’s go for a ride, then."

    Go looked at the chair. "Really? I get to go?"

    I replied, "Well, seeing as how I don’t yet know how to fly this thing, yes."

    I looked at the controls that spanned from the near left to the far right across the console. The graphic display in front of me showed several lists. I had no idea of where to begin. Powering up and launching the Daunte was almost completely automated.

    I looked down at the open floor space beside my chair. There were four bolt holes where I would have presumed a copilot’s chair would have been.

    I pointed down at the floor. "Did that used to have a chair bolted down there?"

    Go replied, "Yeah, Hal wanted it removed; he usually had a little refrigerator there instead. I think Roger broke in and stole it a few weeks ago. It’s probably on Malcom’s ship right now, but I can’t see in there to verify it."

    I turned back to Go. "Do you still have the chair?"

    Go shook his head. "Malcom is sitting in it!"

    I nodded as I stood up and hunched over. "Let’s go get our chair back."

    Go leaped up, giddy with excitement. "I sure am happy to be your maintainer, Mr. Beutcher. I think things are finally looking up around here."

    I walked over and stood next to Malcom with Go eagerly standing behind me with a big grin. "Mr. Barber. I believe you are sitting in my chair. I would like it back now."

    Malcom replied as he looked at his magazine, "It wasn’t bolted down. Rules of the bay say that makes it fair game for whoever can put it to use. And as you can see, I’m using it!"

    Go reacted. "That’s our chair, get out of it!"

    I turned back to look at Go. He went silent.

    When I returned my gaze to Malcom, he continued to swipe through his magazine.

    I spoke. "I’m asking you to please get out of my chair."

    Malcom shrugged. "Hmm."

    I leaned in close to his head and let out a low growl. "I want my chair. Either you get out of it now, or I pull you out by your head."

    Malcom showed a sudden nervousness. He stood and held out his magazine in a 'take it' gesture. I picked up the heavy leather-and-steel chair with one hand and turned back toward the Mabel. Go was beside himself.

    Malcom spoke as I walked away. "I should report you for threatening me!"

    I laughed. "I’m sure the Captain would want to hear all about it. You should go up and tell him right now."

    Malcom turned toward Gerald. "Gerald, did you see that? The dinosaur took my chair!"

    Gerald glanced up, chuckled, and pushed his hat back over his eyes.

    I carried the chair into the cockpit. "How long to get this bolted in?"

    Go replied as he headed for his tools, "Give me three minutes!"

    The scrawny Human was in and out of the cockpit several times in the three minutes that he had budgeted. On his third trip, the lights on the chair arm lit up and the console recognized the copilot’s controls.

    Go smiled. "All set!"

    I pointed back. "Button up that hatch, and let’s take her out."

    We soon lifted off the deck. Go walked me through the steps for exiting the gravity wall into the free space beyond.

    I spoke. "We don’t have to file flight plans? And what of portal sweeps? Do we call them in if we have the coordinates?"

    Go laughed. "Portal sweeps? You are dreaming; we haven’t had those in fifteen years. Something was broken when the AMP was in charge, and no one out here could fix it. If we want to actually go somewhere, we have to actually go there, I mean fly there the whole way."

    I pushed the throttle to full and was surprised by the acceleration of the old ship. Mabel, for an old ship, still had some guts to her.

    After an hour of tutorial, I brought the ship to a stop. "Should we do an inspection?"

    Go replied, "What? Now? I don’t know, I’ve never been out here for one of those."

    I laughed. "Well, I think it’s time you saw how the professionals do it. Pull up the nav display and pick out a vessel."

    Go eagerly complied. "How about this tug? He’s not even hauling anything. That should be simple, right?"

    I replied, "Tug it is. Set us a course for intercept, and we'll see what she’s hauling."

    Fifteen minutes later, we were pulling alongside the space tug. "Captain of tug WXM44788A. This is Detective Beutcher of the New Alliance security force. You have been selected for a random inspection. Under the shipping laws of the New Alliance, I am ordering you to a full stop for an inspection."

    Several seconds passed before a response came back. "What? Who is this? I’m not even hauling anything."

    I replied, "Captain, come to a full stop, or I will be forced to shut down your core."

    Several more seconds passed before the tug began to slow. I pulled the Mabel alongside and connected with a universal docking collar. I crossed through the docking tube with Go close behind.

    The captain was standing in a small cabin area with his arms crossed. "What’s the meaning of this? I paid my shipping dues to the security force last week."

    I looked at the captain. "I apologize if some misguided detective has been shaking you down, Captain. I am only here to inspect your tug. Now, may I have a copy of your manifest logs?"

    The captain laughed. "Manifest logs? I don’t think I’ve had manifest logs in a dozen years. Nobody requires them, so nobody carries them. You have got to be new to the force."

    I shook my head. "Forty-plus years, Captain. Only those years were in a sector where the rules were generally followed. I’m not sure there are any rules out here."

    The captain replied, "You want rules? You cross the slavers, and you will see what the rules are out here. Take that as a warning. They will kill you dead if you mess with their business."

    I nodded. "I will keep that in mind, Captain. The design of this tug shows two sets of storage lockers and a bilge tub. If you can show me to each of those, we will try to get you on your way."

    The captain complied with the locker searches turning up clean. "This is the bilge tub. I don’t think you are getting in there, though. I don’t know why anyone would want to, but it’s rusted shut."

    I inspected the leaky seal. The captain was right. The bilge tub had probably been rusted shut for as long as he had been flying the tug. After signing a log, I thanked the captain for his time and moved back through the transfer tube.

    As we pulled away from the tug, I spoke. "That was a standard inspection. Shorter than most, but largely the same. When we get back, I’ll write up the report and list you as an attendee."

    Go was all smiles for the return trip to Bay-68. When we set down on the deck, the detective named Carter was standing just outside of his ship with his maintainer.

    I walked over and introduced myself. "Mr. Carter, Knog Beutcher. I’m the new detective."

    Carter continued to look at whatever his maintainer was doing. "Yeah, whatever, congratulations or condolences, take your pick."

    I continued, "I wanted to ask you a couple of questions, if you don’t mind. I just had a tug captain warn me about the slavers. Is that something I should be worried about?"

    Tom Carter turned around with an agitated look on his face that quickly turned to surprise. "Look, I…whoa, hello? Nobody said the new guy would be Grunta!"

    I replied, "I’m sorry if I startled you, Mr. Carter. Now, can you tell me anything about the slavers?"

    Tom Carter puffed up his chest. "Hey, nobody was startled here. I just wasn’t expecting a Grunta. And as for your slavers question, yeah, you don’t want to mess with those people. I think they have ties going up to the station Governor, so you cause them problems and you are going to disappear, and no one will care.

    "And stay away from the Dallex colony and any ship heading to or from there.  I hear that’s where they do most of their trading. If a ship is registered for a Dallex pickup or drop-off, you are going to want to steer clear of it."

    I replied, "I appreciate your candid response, Mr. Carter. I am sure I will have further questions for you from time to time."

    Tom Carter nodded as he turned back to his ship. "Sure, no problem."

    As I began to turn away, Carter looked back for one last word. "Oh, and if you ask anything at all of Malcom, he’s probably lying to you, hoping you will screw something up. He’s one of those guys that think bringing others down somehow boosts him up. You are best off just not dealing with him at all if you can."

    I nodded. "Thanks for the information, Mr. Carter. I'll keep that in mind."

    As I walked past Gerald in his chair, he spoke. "I heard you asking about slavers. Let me just tell you they are bad news. Detective Hal, the guy you took over for, got his throat slit by them because they thought he was nosing around. Hal didn’t want anything to do with them. I think he butted heads with Malcom one too many times, and Malcom set him up. Just watch yourself around Malcom. He plays dirty."
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    I completed my report and dropped it on Rex’s desk.

    "What’s this?"

    I replied, "It’s my first report. I performed a random inspection. It’s all there in the report, should you feel the desire to read it."

    The Captain looked down at the report and back at me with a scowl. "Your first day here and you drop a report on my desk? Are you looking for trouble, Mr. Butcher? Can’t you see that I’m a busy man?"

    The Captain looked down at the report, grabbed a pen, and signed it, throwing it on a stack by the door.

    I spoke. "You really need some automation here, Captain. No one has used paper for millennia."

    The Captain smirked. "You aren’t in Alpha anymore, Butcher. Out here, you use whatever you have available."

    The Captain leaned forward. "Now if we were trafficking slaves, we would have the best equipment credits could buy. I could be on level 4 right now, chumming it up with Governor Marcos, but instead I choose to be down here in this crap hole with the likes of you."

    I replied, "Something tells me you wouldn’t be happy up there, Captain."

    The Captain sat back in his chair, his two lower hands on his desk while his upper hands stretched behind his head. He wiggled the unlit stogie in his mouth as he thought.

    Rex said, "I think the load of them up there are scum, Butcher. If I could shut down the trading of lives for credits, I would do it in an instant. I only have one little problem with doing that. I don’t have a thousand armed ships with a thousand armed men. The slavers are well-equipped and have an army of armed thugs to keep things going their way. If I…we…were to attempt to crack down on them in any way, not only would we have the Governor beating down our door, but we probably wouldn’t last the night."

    I replied, "Sometimes you just have to do what’s right, Captain. If the environmental unit on your ship starts spitting out foul air, you don’t run around with a filter in your hands trying to clean it. You go in and find out where the real problem is and fix it. If the evaporator is full of corrosion, you rip it out and replace it."

    The Captain shook his head. "I knew you were trouble when you first came in here, Butcher. Talk like that is only going to get us both killed. I may despise my job, and the people I work for, but my wife likes that I make a steady paycheck, even if she makes more than I do."

    "What does your wife do, Captain?", I said.

    The Captain pulled the stogie from his mouth with one of his upper hands. "She’s a clothing buyer for a retail chain that has seventeen stores out here in Omega. She is one of the few legit people I know. Smart woman, I’m lucky to have her."

    The Captain returned his gaze to the papers on top of his desk. "Now, I’ve got work to do, Butcher. Don’t cause me more."

    I nodded. "I’ll get out of your way, Captain. Oh, and the name’s Beutcher, not Butcher."

    The Captain returned the stogie to his mouth as he looked up. "Get out of my office, Butcher."

    I made my way back to Bay-68 and a waiting Go. "Are there any standard inspections that we are scheduled to perform?"

    Go shook his head. "As far as I know, you guys just go out when you feel like it. The Captain doesn’t care, his Chief doesn’t care, and we know the Governor doesn’t care."

    I looked at Go. "Well, I care. Let’s go see if we can straighten this sector out."

    Go moved toward the ship as I turned back towards the bay door. "Wait. Where are you going? I thought we were going out."

    I looked back as I smiled. "You get Mabel ready; I’ll be back shortly."

    As I walked back into the security offices, John Baxter was sitting in front of the lone computer at his desk.

    I sat in a chair beside him. "Mr. Baxter, Knog Beutcher. I was wondering if you could help me?"

    Baxter replied, "I guess that would depend on what you need."

    I nodded. "What I need is a list of ships in this sector that are registered to the station Governor."

    Baxter reached for his keyboard and then stopped. "Wait. The Governor? I…I don’t know if I can do that."

    I pointed towards his computer. "From what I understand, you know quite a bit about how these things are put together. Captain says you pieced this one together yourself. I would think that someone with that kind of ingenuity and self-determination could dig up a few public records."

    Baxter sighed. "OK, Mr. Beutcher. You don’t have to stroke me so hard. I’ll pull up your list. It should be over at the printer by the time you get there."

    I looked back at the ancient piece of hardware that John Baxter used as a printer. With all the rewired replacement parts it took to spit out a document, it was a wonder that it worked at all. I retrieved my list, nodded my head to John Baxter, and headed back to Bay-68.

    Go was standing by Mabel. "What’ya got? What’s that?"

    As I stepped up into the hatchway, I stopped and turned. "It’s trouble. And we are going to see how deep we can get into it."

    Go smiled as he stepped aboard, pulling the hatch closed behind him. "Trouble? When you say that, Mr. Beutcher, it doesn’t sound like it’s a bad thing."

    I replied as I sat in the pilot’s chair and flipped the switches that brought Mabel to life. "It all depends on your perspective, Go. For us, we will just be doing our jobs. Others, however, may not view it that way. Here, pick a ship off this list, and let’s see if we can find it."

    Go took the paper list as he settled into the copilot’s chair. "Hey, I know this ship! That’s the Governor’s personal cruiser!"

    I smiled. "Let’s hope the Governor is running a clean ship, then. If not, we may have to write a citation or place him under arrest."

    Go’s eyes got big. "I have to say that I think that might be taking it a bit too far, Mr. Beutcher. You do that, and we are just going to end up dead."

    As the Mabel lifted up from the deck, I turned to face Go. "We aren’t going to slap the Governor in the face just yet, Go. We are going to chip away at the edges of his little illicit empire. When we find a weak point, we will work it to our advantage. If we present the right information to him, I think we might find the Governor will come crawling."

    Go checked the gauges in front of him. "I’m not sure what you meant by all that, but you make it sound interesting. Anyway, I’ve enjoyed being your maintainer since I walked in that bay door and you defended me. You can count me in for whatever you are planning."

    I replied, "Well, if you see or hear something that looks like it might get us killed, I hope you will speak up. You won’t hurt my feelings with whatever you have to say, so if you are unsure about whatever it is we are doing, just say it."

    Go smiled. "Thank you, Mr. Beutcher. I can’t promise you anything, but I'll try."

    The Mabel slid out of Bay-68 and was soon accelerating away from SS241. Go hand typed the list of the Governor’s ships into the Mabel’s computer. A quick search of our nav system yielded one of those ships in transit from Algo IV. The Helmund was a small freighter. I set a course for intercept and pushed the throttle to full.

    As we pulled in close to the Helmund, I broadcast on the general comm. "Helmund, this is the Mabel, a ship of the security forces of SS241. Please bring your vessel to a full stop for an inspection."

    The captain of the Helmund replied, "What?"

    I repeated my message and then added the part about shutting his core systems down. The captain complied, and I squeezed the Mabel into his tight docking bay. Go opened the hatch and I stepped out.

    As Go began to follow, I held up my hand. "You stay here until I know it’s safe. Pull up any monitors you can access and keep me informed of anything that looks suspicious."

    Go stepped back inside and pulled the hatch shut. I stood beside our ship, waiting for the captain or one of his crew.

    The captain came through a hatchway. "What is the meaning of this? The Governor owns this ship!"

    I nodded. "That is understood, Captain. Under the authority of the security forces of this sector, I am performing an inspection. Do you have a manifest of whatever it is you are hauling?"

    The captain looked confused. "Manifest? Nobody uses manifests. Is that something new?"

    I replied, "Under the laws of the New Alliance, every ship that is transporting any goods, even personal, should have a manifest prepared, listing all said goods. That is how taxes are paid, Captain, which is how they pay my salary."

    The captain shook his head. "So, that’s what this is, a shakedown. How much do you want so I can get moving?"

    I pointed toward the ship’s holds. "Sorry, Captain. I don’t do shakedowns, only inspections. Now, if you would like to accompany me, I’m sure we can get this over with quickly and get you on your way."

    The captain had a confused look on his face as he followed. I stepped through a hatch and walked down a narrow hall to the first cargo bay of the three-bay ship.

    After stepping through the hatchway into the first bay, I spoke. "I count sixteen identical containers. Can you tell me what they carry?"

    The captain replied, "I have no idea. I just pick up whatever the Governor’s staff asks. He’s the boss, so I just do as I’m told."

    I stepped over to the first container. "Let’s open this one and see what we have."

    The captain sighed as he pulled a chain winch to a position above the container. He attached the four hooks of the chain to the container lid before walking around to unsnap the latches that held it in place. As he pulled on the chain, the heavy lid lifted off the two-meter-high steel shipping box.

    As we looked inside, the captain spoke. "Wow, looks like the Governor is living pretty good."

    I replied as I looked over the opulent furnishings contained within, "I would bet our taxes paid for it. Go ahead and drop the lid back on; let’s see what we have in bay two."

    The captain reattached the lid, and we walked to the second bay. The steel containers it held were of a slightly smaller size. Once they were open, the contents were revealed. There were statues, vases, and various other works of art. All were heavily adorned with ornate jewels and precious metals.

    The captain stepped back. "I know what this is!"

    I looked at him as I replied, "You sound sure. What are we looking at?"

    The captain reached into the container, running his fingers across the top of a gold picture frame. "A few months ago, the high museum on Falco was robbed. The place was nearly cleaned out. There was a big investigation with thousands of police scouring the planet. They found nothing. I picked this cargo up in Agar City on Falco two days ago. Governor Marcos must be behind the theft."

    The captain then turned toward me with a worried look in his eye. "Please, Mr. Beutcher. I didn’t know anything about this. I just make runs when I am asked."

    I shook my head. "As the captain of this vessel, you are responsible for its cargo. The law is very clear on that. However, I believe we might be able to work up an agreement on this. I am going to fill out a complete report. I will then make sure the report will be released if something untimely were to happen to me, just to insure my own safety. You will now become part of an open investigation into the Governor and his corruption. You have officially become an operative of the security service."

    The captain gave an anguished look. "So, you are blackmailing me?"

    I replied, "As inspection detectives, we are given discretion when it comes to writing citations or conducting a full arrest. That discretion allows us to overlook a transgression, if it furthers an investigation. I have a complete video and audio record of today’s inspection. If you cooperate, I can make that recording go away. And if you are worried that I might make you do something that is in violation of the law, you need not worry. I seek information only. If you provide that information in a complete and timely manner, there will not be any further issue for you."

    The captain looked away in thought and turned back. "OK, Mr. Beutcher. I guess I don’t have much of a choice. I suppose you want me to spill my guts on the Governor? I can tell you everything I know in fifteen minutes."

    I returned to the bridge with the captain. He dismissed the other two crew members that were in the room. They each left to attend to other trivial maintenance matters that were on the captain’s list. The captain told all he knew.

    The Governor was indeed in thick with the slavers. He didn’t run slaves himself, but he made sure that everyone under his authority turned a blind eye. The Governor himself enjoyed trafficking in stolen goods and not in stolen lives, as the captain had called them. The slavers made sure the Governor was kept in a steady supply of thieved contraband.

    As I climbed back aboard the Mabel, Go was waiting. "Well, what happened? What was he carrying?"

    I replied, "He was carrying containers for the Governor."

    Go frowned. "That’s it? Nothing more? I was sure we would find something."

    I replied, "Sometimes the information you gather is far more valuable than nailing someone for contraband. I picked up valuable insight into the Governor. I will refrain from enlightening you until I have had the time to piece together a more complete picture."

    Go half smiled. "I guess I shouldn’t complain. I have already seen and done more with you in two days than with the previous three detectives I was assigned to."

    As we lifted out of the docking bay, I spoke. "Previous three detectives?"

    Go nodded. "Yeah. There was Dave Mitchell. He was my first. He disappeared about six months after I started. Ship and all, just gone. Then there was Manitel. She was a Magonia like Meli and Mr. Boglio. She quit and moved away. And then Hal. He got his throat cut while on an inspection. The recorders had been scrubbed, but there was residual from a docking bay on the landing gear. He had definitely been on another ship when it happened. Plus, there was the fact that there was no blood here in the cockpit. They let him bleed out, then moved his body back onto the ship and set it afloat in free space."

    I replied, "This is not a very friendly sector, is it."

    Go shook his head. "As my mom always said, ‘When the AMP died, Omega lost its soul.’"

    We moved the ship to one of the busier shipping lanes and scanned for other ships that belonged to the Governor of SS241. Each ship we encountered was carrying stolen goods. The Governor’s theft ring was one of the largest I had ever encountered. And nothing was being done to hide it. It seemed the slavers were content with allowing him to raid some of the wealthier citizens in the Omega sector, as long as he stayed out of their business. With the amount of contraband we had seen on the first day, I imagined the Governor was already a very wealthy man.

    When we set down on the deck in Bay-68, I placed a comm call through to Ogu on SS5.

    Ogu answered. "Hello, my friend. How is life in the Omega sector? Are you settled in yet?"

    I replied, "This place is a mess. No one follows the rules, and the government officials all seem to be corrupt. My new captain just keeps his head down in the paperwork to keep himself out of trouble."

    Ogu laughed. "Paperwork?"

    I nodded. "Yes, paperwork. Literally. There are no computers in the office, no terminals, no networks. I don’t even have an arm pad or a blaster. I suspect, if I would like either of those, I will have to get them myself."

    Ogu raised an eyebrow. "I can get you arm pads. A blaster is much harder to come by."

    I continued, "This sector is overrun with slavers as well. They control the Governor of SS241, and I would imagine it’s the same with the other colonies out here. The Governor is a thief as well and is robbing the people blind. His deal with the slavers is to turn a blind eye to them if they allow him his vice."

    Ogu replied, "Let me send you an arm pad or two. And I will look into finding you a blaster. That is insane for you to go aboard ships without protection."

    I nodded. "That would be appreciated. Just make sure you include an invoice for the cost. You have your own family to feed."

    Ogu laughed. "Don’t worry about me. The business has been picking up. I have almost doubled last year’s income, and we are only seven months into the fiscal year. It seems a little revolution is good for the salvage business."

    After closing the comm, I stood, hunching over, and exited the Mabel. Go was working on her exterior.

    I said, "Why don’t you take the rest of the day off. I think we accomplished more than I expected today. I'm going to go down to check out my new quarters on level 99."

    Go stood. "What? Why would you go down there? It's not safe!"

    I half smiled. "I need to get some sleep, and that bunk on the ship is too short."

    Go looked into the hatch and then turned back. "I think there is room to extend it behind my seat. Give me an hour, and I might have something worked up for you."

    I smiled. "Take some time off. Go out and get rested or refreshed. The bunk project will still be there tomorrow."

    Go shook his head. "Go out? Are you crazy? If I leave this ship unattended for fifteen minutes, Roger will have her stripped bare! I’ll just hang around here, if that’s OK with you."

    I gave a single nod as I turned toward the bay door. To my surprise, Malcom was standing in my way.

    Malcom spoke. "I heard you did a random inspection earlier. Captain said he signed it and stuck it on his stack. He said he was impressed with it. Are you trying to make the rest of us look bad? What's your agenda out here? Captain said you were trouble."

    "My agenda, if I have one, is not your concern. I would suggest you go out and do your job right if you are seeking the Captain’s praise. It isn’t all that difficult to perform an inspection. Or, were you never taught how?"

    Malcom scowled. "Listen, Beutcher, I’ve worked a long time at getting this job to be what I want. If you start screwing that up, well, let’s just say I hope you don’t end up like the guy you replaced. He butted heads with one too many people."

    I leaned in close to Malcom and whispered, "There is one thing you should know about Gruntas, Mr. Barber. We don’t get scared. And while I may seem laid back and easygoing, I can become quite savage when threatened. You would do well to keep those things in mind."

    As I stood up straight, Malcom offered a half scowl and turned away. He was a petty, one-dimensional man who only understood threats and violence. From his reaction, I knew Malcom wasn’t sure how to handle intimidation when he was on the receiving end. I smiled as I proceeded towards level 99 and my new quarters.
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    The trek down the stairs from level 68 to level 99 was an easy walk. I dreaded the climb back up, as the elevators in SS241 didn’t go below level 54. The stairwell was unkempt, and a funky smell wafted upward the farther I went down. When I reached level 99 and turned out into the hallway, I could see what Go and the others were talking about.

    Half of the lights in the main corridor were out. As I walked towards my hallway, I passed several groups of Magonia youth who were obviously stoned out of their heads on bleurgh. I stopped two young kids who were assaulting a third and sent them on their way. When I reached hall F, the stench of urine led my eyes to the stain on the near wall. Trash lined the floors.

    When I reached room 17, the door was cracked. I pushed it open only to find two stoned Feldons passed out on the floor. Feldons were another species that was common to the Omega sector. They were small in stature, like the Igari, only covered in a thick fur. Their smell was abhorrent.

     The tiny furnished apartment was in ruin, and a foul odor emanated from the restroom to my left. I reached down and grabbed each of the Feldons by the scruffs of their necks and dragged them into the hallway, dumping them on the far wall.

    After closing the door, I turned to survey the full damage. The small kitchenette was a wreck with the refrigerator and stove missing. Garbage was strewn about, no doubt discarded with no thought given to its proper disposal. When I moved over to look into the restroom, it was in an equally disastrous condition.

    Water constantly dripped in the shower where the valve would not fully close. The toilet was stopped up and, from the looks of it, had been in that condition for quite some time. The sink had no doubt been used as a urinal. I returned to the living room and began a search on the integrated comm device for a cleanup service.

    After selecting one such advertised service, a Magonia appeared on the screen. "Welcome to Mag Maids! How may I help you?"

    I replied, "I just moved into a new apartment, and it seems some squatters were in here and trashed the place. I’m looking for a complete cleanup and sterilization, with odor elimination if possible."

    The Magonia smiled. "That’s unfortunate, but I think we can handle that for you. Can you give me the location? It’s not coming up on my screen."

    I replied, "Level 99, hall F, room 17."

    The Magonia looked up with a half snarl. "We don’t go below level 71. You will have to find someone else. And I will be frank with you: you will not find a registered business who will send anyone down to that level, honey. You are either going to have to do it yourself or pay a mercenary to do it. Hahahaha!"

    The comm channel closed.

    As I looked around at the debris that was scattered about, a thought occurred to me. Back on SS5, every housing level had a maintenance staff with the equipment needed to keep things running. I pulled up a diagram on the comm device and located the maintenance room on hall H, room 33. It was a good central location for the housing units on level 99.

    I stepped out into the hallway and closed the door behind me. It would not lock. I proceeded over to hall H and then down to room 33. The door was locked. I banged on it with my fist.

    A voice came from the other side. "Go away!"

    I replied, "Are you the maintenance super?"

    The voice laughed along with several others. "And what if I am? Unless you are dying, you’ve got no business bothering me. Go away!"

    I replied, "What if I was to say that there were some credits out here waiting for you? I have a job that needs doing that I am willing to pay for."

    The voice was silent for several seconds before the door swung open. "Look, pal, I’m not—"

    The Feldon looked up in panic and attempted to slam his door shut. My boot prevented that from happening.

    The Feldon was emboldened as four of his friends jumped to their feet behind him.

    He smiled. "Look, no doubt you are a big fella, but there are five of us."

    Two of the Feldons brandished knives.

    I smiled as I balled up my fist and held it out in front of me. "I would say this is just about the same size as your head, is it not? What would be the result if a fist this size struck a head of about equal size?"

    The two Feldons with their knives stepped forward.

    I pointed towards my forearm. "You see this thick skin? It’s very tough. I’m going to give you a break today because I don’t think you are familiar with Gruntas. Let’s just say that you don’t bring a knife to a fight with a Grunta. It is not an effective weapon."

    One of the younger Feldons replied, "What would you suggest?"

    The supervisor turned toward him with a look of disbelief at the ridiculousness of his question.

    I unballed my fist. "Let’s begin again. I am a new tenant on hall F. I need some maintenance taken care of in my apartment. And, I am willing to pay. Now, being new to this station and this level, I would find it helpful to have a group of people that I could consider friends and not enemies. I don’t work well with enemies. They irritate me.

    "And, if you were wondering, friendship with a security officer can have its benefits as well."

    The supervisor’s expression turned to one of curiosity from one of anger. "What kind of benefits?"

    I looked down the hall in either direction. "What if I was to work with you at getting this level cleaned up?"

    The Feldon replied, "And just how would you do that? Half of these people are strung out on bleurgh, and the other half are robbing them. Level 99 is not where they send the good people, you know. Most here have been locked up at one time or another. Order is not something that happens around here."

    I looked around the maintenance apartment that was fairly clean. "You seem to be managing."

    Two Feldons walked past me in the hallway. The super’s expression turned to one of concern.

    The super waved me in. "Come in, I don’t like having my door open. If any of those goons out there know you have anything, they won’t hesitate to break in at the first opportunity. My name is Cal Hoog. These are my brothers Gar and Fow, and my cousins Pex and Polo."

    The door was closed behind me. Cal gestured toward a small couch for me to sit. I did, which left three of the Feldons standing.

    Cal said, "You got stuffed into 17, huh. I guess you will be needing your appliances back."

    I replied, "Is this level so bad that appliances are stolen?"

    Cal laughed. "No, when an apartment goes empty, I take them out so they don’t get trashed. It’s hard enough to keep the few legitimate people we have here going when we can’t get parts. You don’t look like you would destroy them, so we'll move them back in as soon as you have the place ready."

    I looked around the apartment. "About that, ready, where could I hire a cleanup crew?"

    Cal again laughed. "Pffft. Cleanup crew? Down here? Good luck with that."

    The other Feldons laughed.

    I leaned forward. "Look, I was serious when I said I was in need of friends. I think you are too. I bet you spend all your time in this apartment, scared to leave for fear of it being raided while you are out. Am I right?"

    Cal crossed his arms. "We aren’t scared…but yeah, it would be nice to leave without that worry. What do you have in mind?"

    I smiled. "What we need is a plan. When you have a task as big and complex as this, you need a solid plan, a plan where you have contingencies worked out for when things go wrong, and they will go wrong.

    "I would start by getting a listing of all the residents on this floor. We find out who is supposed to be here, and who isn’t. Second, we find out who is bringing in all the bleurgh. Cut off the bleurgh, and the users will go elsewhere if they still want it. Then we clean this place up. You would have to requisition enough paint and cleaners for the job. If you need some muscle in getting that, let me know. I can be persuasive.

    "When the halls are cleared and clean, we then start with the tenants. Some will come with us voluntarily; with the strength of numbers, we can bring along the rest. We clean and paint and revitalize every apartment on this level. Those are just my spur-of-the-moment thoughts. How does that sound?"

    Cal replied, "I can get a list of tenants. You would have to go around with us expelling anyone who shouldn’t be here. There are five of us, but groups of unhappy people can form quickly around here. If you are truly interested in cleaning up level 99, I think we would all agree to help."

    Cal looked around to see the nods from his family. The next few hours were spent on an initial plan. I proposed that we let it stew for a few days, as I was certain there would be changes we would make when new thoughts came to our minds. The Feldons seemed excited by the prospect of a clean, organized, and orderly living space. Level 99 had been the station’s dumping ground for derelicts since the collapse of the AMP.

    The fall of the prior alliance was like a fork in the road for SS241. The previous station Governor had kept a well-ordered station, with emphasis on it being a place where those who worked for the government would have a place where they could safely raise their families. Now, most families had moved away, and the station was nothing more than a palace for the Governor and a slum for everyone else. I would work to change that.

    In the coming days I continued to gather evidence against the Governor. Four more captains had joined my cause as informants. The evidence, and those who would be willing to validate it, was stacking up.

    I turned the corner to see the Mabel parked in it's normal spot in Bay-68. Go was busy tuning the circuits on one of his add-on contraptions. I was returning from the portal gates, having picked up a package from Ogu, sent from SS5. As I came into the bay, Garrett Rourke was standing by the Mabel.

    I said as I approached, "You are a bit far from home."

    Garrett looked around. "I talked to your Captain. He’s a piece of work. This your ship?"

    I nodded. "The Mabel. She’s ancient, and lacks many of the conveniences of the Daunte, but she gets the job done. So long as I stay out of the way of the slave trade out here, I don’t have anything to fear in her. I have a good maintainer as well. What are you doing out here? Were my contacts able to help you in any way?"

    Garrett smiled. "They have been a tremendous help. I was all set to return to Adicus to search for Miss Salton. Your friends dissuaded me. As it turns out, the Adicans have been conducting a purge of almost all Humans. Unless they have a specific need for you to be there, they were asking you to leave. Had I gone in without credentials, I would have been arrested and then turned over to the security forces on SS6. The Saltons’ security crew would have been waiting for me."

    I replied, "I’m glad to see that you are well, but what are you doing all the way out here in Omega?"

    Garrett reached out, taking my forearm in his hand. "I need your help, Mr. Beutcher. I need to establish an identity that will allow me to move about the New Alliance freely."

    I gestured toward a pair of chairs that sat beside a table covered with old ship parts. "Have a seat and we’ll talk."

    I pulled a chair up under me. "How were you able to travel here? Your ship would have taken three months without the portals to sweep you along."

    Garrett replied, "I used the credentials of a dead Human from the Adicus revolt. The security people had yet to process his arm pad. I managed to use it to make the portal jumps on foot. The Jess is parked in a safe location back in Alpha. I have a large credit store at my disposal. I frequently used it while in the employ of the Saltons. It was my way of making transactions that I didn’t want them nosing into. I have enough to buy a decent personal cruiser or maybe even a small freighter. I need something to help establish a name and identity."

    I shook my head. "Out here, all you need is bribe money. It’s an everyone-for-themselves place, where all the upper offices are corrupt. The Governor on this station is trafficking in stolen goods while several of the colonies are run by slavers. If there were ever a sector to have a long missing-persons list, Omega would be that sector.

    "The record keeping out here is well beyond what you would imagine as being bad. The security service does everything on paper, when they do it at all. I have to imagine that things out here continue to run because of what was here before, but they are also in a state of continuous slow decay. If we can get you a ship, I can get you introductions to work with the Governor. I have almost 20 percent of the captains who do his hauling now under my... investigative discretion."

    Garrett replied, "You certainly don’t waste time, do you."

    I smiled. "I can only effect my release from this place if I have champions here who will back me. The Saltons have little influence in Omega because they have largely abandoned it. The colonies are poor by Alpha standards, and there are far fewer of them. It doesn’t appear to be rich in minerals either, much of those having been mined during the earlier AMP years. It truly is a place where you can be put and then forgotten about."

    Garrett said, "So, is there a place where I can safely crash? Are there rooms for rent?"

    I replied, "I am certain there are indeed rooms to rent. Safety, however, is another matter. Until you get settled, if you would like, the bunk on the Mabel is available. It is currently too small for me. I have an assigned apartment, but it is not ready for occupation."

    Garrett furrowed his brow. "Where do you sleep in the meantime?"

    I laughed. "I don’t. I get rest where I can. It's not ideal for a Grunta to stay awake for long periods, but it's not impossible to do, either."

    Garrett looked at the box in my hands. "What’s in the package?"

    I set the steel container down and entered the cipher code, the latch flipped open. "It's from Ogu. I have three arm pads and a separate package."

    My eyes grew big as I smiled. "Oh, and a package of coffee!"

    Garrett laughed. "I didn’t think Gruntas got that emotional. So, coffee is the trigger, huh?"

    I began to open the package. "It’s impossible to come by out here. If a person was to farm it in this sector, they could make a fortune. They would, however, likely be taken over by those in power. Control is not something the individual has much of out here. What the—"

    Garrett replied, "What?"

    I scowled. "It isn’t coffee. It’s a device used to scan for bugs. Ogu must have thought I could make use of it."

    Garrett shook his head. "That’s a letdown. On a different subject, from what I hear on those colonies that joined the Orwallians, their freedoms are being stripped away as well. All in the name of cleansing the colonies of people with sympathies for the New Alliance, of course. It seems those who are now in charge are not that different from those they took control from."

    I replied, "We all want to believe that we could do better ourselves. Great temptation comes with power and control. Many are then blinded to what they thought they believed. This is why very few Gruntas make it as politicians: most have principles that they will not compromise."

    Garrett nodded. "I try to avoid politics, as almost everyone involved has an agenda that they are not up-front with. Anyway, I appreciate the offer of the bunk. I think I will take you up on it for a few days at least."

    Malcom Barber walked up behind us. "Where did you get the arm pads?"

    I replied, "I have my sources."

    Malcom held out his credit store. "I’ll give you five hundred credits for one right now."

    I laughed. "They aren't for sale."

    Malcom again gestured. "OK, how about one thousand? Fifteen hundred?"

    I shook my head. "They are not for sale."

    Go joined the conversation. "You have an arm pad? Nice!"

    I turned. "You want one?"

    Go nodded. "What? Are you kidding? I've always wanted one! I've only seen a few of them in this sector, and they are always on the very wealthy or powerful."

    I pulled a second arm pad out of the container and handed it to Go. "I'll show you how to use it. These should speed things up for us."

    Malcom scowled. "You won’t sell me one, but you will give one to that moron?"

    I leaned in close to Malcom and whispered, "Perhaps it’s best that you leave."

    Malcom turned and quietly walked back to his ship.

    Garrett spoke. "Who was that clown?"

    Go replied, "Malcom Barber. He’s an evil man. I think he had my last partner killed for spite."

    I said, "He is not a concern. Store your gear in the Mabel. Perhaps you can assist me for a few hours."

    I reached into the container and retrieved the third arm pad.

    Garrett replied, "Whatever you need."

    I took Go by the shoulder. "You stay here with the ship. We have some business to take care of down on level 99."

    Go nodded as we turned to walk toward the bay doors.

    "Mr. Rourke. Can I assume that you have a blaster concealed on you somewhere?", I said.

    Garrett replied, "I do."

    When we reached the stairwell and began to proceed down, I spoke. "You will want to keep it accessible. The place we are going is not safe. Bleurgh is plentiful, and those who sell it are in control."

    Garrett nodded. "And just what are we going to be doing down there?"

    I smiled. "We are going to clean it up. It’s time this station had some order returned."

    Garrett gestured toward the extra arm pad. "Who's that for?"

    I replied, "The super on my floor is going to be my eyes and ears down here. When we have this level cleaned up, we are going to work our way up, floor by floor. Those who are currently in control will not be happy, so we should expect resistance."

    Garrett glanced farther down the stairs. "I have to wonder why you are taking this on. I would think you are just going to be making enemies."

    I stopped. "For my entire life I have had order. AMP brought order. Even the New Alliance, in my immediate surroundings, had order. My family farm has order. This place has none. I do not function well without it."

    Garrett laughed. "I think you function just fine without it. You just don’t like it. But I have no issue with helping you. I need you to be on top of your game in order for me to accomplish what I need to do. If we have to crack a few bleurgh heads to do it, then I am with you."
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    We stepped out into the main corridor on level 99. Several minutes later, we were standing in front of Cal Hoog’s door. I knocked.

    Cal answered through the door. "Who is there?"

    I replied, "Knog Beutcher. I have something for you."

    The door opened, and Cal pointed towards Garrett. "Who is that?"

    I smiled. "This is my associate, Mr. Rourke. He will be helping us today."

    Cal invited us in. Cal’s brothers and cousins were again sitting inside the Feldon’s apartment.

    I held out the arm pad. "Here. Put this on. Are you familiar with arm pads?"

    Cal took the device and looked it over. "What am I supposed to do with it?"

    I replied, "It's an interface to the station’s assets."

    I held up my arm and flipped on the holo-display. An image floated above my arm.

    I continued, "With this device we are able to access the station security assets. We have cameras on every level and every hall. We have the number of citizens who are present on a level at any given time. We have access to hall lighting, temperature control, oxygen levels, and even gravity disbursement. The main gravity generators work from below, but each level has microgenerators that give a standard, planet-like feel to its pull. When turned off on a level, it can be quite disorienting."

    Cal slipped the device over his forearm. "OK, what do I do with it now?"

    I pointed towards a single button. "This is on-off. Think of this as a home button that will bring you to a main screen. From there you can access the station’s systems. You will be asked for a security protocol, which I can provide. When turned on, the arm pad will lightly bond to your skin. Once I set the protocol, it won’t be usable by anyone else. It will know who you are."

    Cal pushed the On button and was startled as the device cinched tight onto his arm. "Hey! This thing is pricking me!"

    I replied, "Give it a moment; I assure you it will be comfortable once the bonding is complete. In a day or two, you won’t even realize its there. Now, while the bonding is taking place, press the home button."

    A holo-display came to life above Cal’s forearm. "Whoa, that is kind of freaky."

    I spoke. "Poke your finger at the gear symbol. There will be an access code to enter. That's the protocol setting I have."

    Cal brought up the secondary screen.

    I continued, "Before we do this, I want you to be fully aware of what we are going to be doing here. We are taking back this level. It will not be an easy task, and those in control will be unhappy with us. Your life and the life of your family here—the people we are taking control from, they probably won’t hesitate to kill you all. Before I enter this protocol, are you sure you want this responsibility? There won’t be any going back from this once we start."

    Cal looked at the arm pad and nodded. "I am ready, Mr. Beutcher. We have been living in the shadows for too long. It has been a struggle since our parents were taken away. We would very much like it to be as it was when we were young."

    I looked at Cal. "Your parents were taken away?"

    Cal nodded. "Six years ago. All the older generation were rounded up and taken away. We don’t know where or why. My father was the super on this level before. We do what we can. Since the bleurgh sellers moved in, we have kept a low profile. They have a Gammatin that they bring around with them as an enforcer."

    Garrett spoke. "A Gammatin?"

    Cal walked over to the comm device on the wall by his door and pulled up an image. "Here, this is him. He’s almost Mr. Beutcher’s height, but he easily outweighs him. He carries a club and doesn’t hesitate to use it. When he viciously killed the first two complainers, everyone else disappeared into their apartments. That was two years ago."

    I spoke. "Did you make up the list of tenants? Who should be here and who should not?"

    Cal nodded. "Can I upload to this device from my wall comm?"

    I replied, "Yes. Select here and then here. You can then connect to the file system on the comm unit."

    Cal uploaded the file and then smiled. "Where do we want to start?"

    I opened the door. "Have you identified any living on your hallway that should not be here?"

    Cal pointed. "Five doors down, apartment 9. Four young Feldons moved in when the couple that lived there were taken away. They have threatened us more than I would care to mention. If we can kick them out, it would improve this hall immensely."

    We proceeded down the hall and knocked on the door to apartment 9. Garrett and I stood to the side as Cal and his brothers waited for a response.

    The door opened and a middle-aged Feldon stepped out. "What do you want? I told you never to bother us."

    Cal smiled. "It’s time for you to leave, Concat! I have been waiting for this day to come, and today is my day. You and your friends have to go find somewhere else to squat."

    The Feldon stepped farther into the hall with an angry expression on his face and a clenched fist. "You must be crazy. You are the one who—"

    I stepped up beside Cal. "Call your friends out. It’s time for you to go. Only those with qualified leases will be staying. None of you have a lease for this level. It’s time for you to leave."

    The angry Feldon turned to go back inside the apartment. I reached out, grabbing him by his neck. My fingers easily reached around to touch my thumb.

    I spoke. "You will be leaving now, Mr. Concat. YOU IN THERE! Come out. If I have to come in there, it will be unpleasant!"

    Three Feldons came out with scowls on their faces. I pushed Concat into the hallway by his neck and then let go. "Level 99 is off limits to the four of you. If I see you here again, I will take each of you by the neck and squeeze hard."

    Concat began to walk down the hall as he rubbed the back of his neck. "That apartment was given to us by Victor! We will be getting it back when he hears about this!"

    I growled and stomped my foot in their direction. The four Feldon squatters began to run.

    I looked over to Cal. "Who's next?"

    Cal grinned. "Apartment 3!"

    The next five hours were spent expelling those who did not belong. Out of almost four hundred apartments, sixty-six had just become available. When the last of the miscreants had been evicted, the other residents began to emerge from their hovels.

    Cal pulled up the holo-display over his arm pad. With a few swipes of his fingers he had a list of the comms for all current residents of level 99.

    Cal spoke over the comm. "This is Cal Hoog, your super. If you have followed the commotion in the hallways today, you would know that level 99 is now once again under the control of valid leaseholders. Make a list of repairs that each of your apartments is in need of, and we will begin the process of making things right. At this time, come out into the hallways for a celebration. I will be coming around to greet everyone as I can."

    Only minutes had passed before the hallways began to fill with residents. Most were apprehensive, but loosened up once Cal, his brothers, and their cousins had come around. There were obvious no-shows for those who were at work somewhere on the station, and for those who remained scared because it had been the way of life for them for so long. Garrett and I spent several hours at the main stairwell, turning back everyone coming down who did not belong.

    On more than one occasion the situation turned violent.

    As four Feldons approached with clubs and knives, Garrett spoke. "Sorry, fellas, this level is closed to all but residents."

    One of the Feldons spoke. "Out of our way, Human. We have business with the super."

    I stepped from around the corner. "As of now, you no longer have business on this level. Go back where you came from, or I will show you what an angry Grunta looks like."

    The Feldon laughed. "You won’t be so cocky when the Gammatin gets here!"

    The other Feldons laughed.

    Garrett said, "Well, perhaps you will want to go until the Gammatin arrives. My friend here, he likes to play with knives and clubs."

    The Feldon leader offered a half scowl and then jumped down the steps, swinging his club with both hands. I blocked with my right forearm and then caught the Feldon flat in the ribs with my left fist. He went sprawling to the floor, gasping for breath with his now-damaged right lung. The other Feldons hesitated to follow his lead.

    Garrett grinned. "OK, two of you come down here and collect your friend. And tell your boss, whoever that is, that level 99 is now closed. If they have a problem with that, they need to come see us."

    As two of the Feldons stepped down to gather the leader of their group, I grabbed one of them by the neck. "You, tell me who you work for."

    The Feldon pointed toward his friend on the floor.

    I shook my head. "Who does he work for?"

    The Feldon was silent until I began tightening my grip.

    "We work for Casinas."

    I continued, "And this Casinas, who does he work for?"

    The Feldon looked at his friends with a terrified expression. They both nodded their approval of his giving the information.

    The Feldon stuttered a response. "Casinas works for Ko... Kominga. Kominga runs everything from level 84 down."

    I smiled and spoke to Garrett as I released the Feldon. "As soon as we take care of this Gammatin, I think we pay a visit to Casinas and then Kominga."

    A voice could be heard coming down the stairs. Casinas was a Human. "Well, I don’t think I have seen a live Grunta before. Impressive."

    I replied, "Your business is finished here on this station, Mr. Casinas. You have the opportunity to turn and leave now before things spiral out of control."

    Casinas smiled. "I have to say that I like your boldness. And you are?"

    Garrett spoke. "He is an agent working directly for the Saltons. They are reclaiming this station in the name of the New Alliance. It would be best for you if you left immediately."

    Casinas laughed. "The alliance has no authority out here. Now, I will give your Grunta friend one more opportunity to join me, before very bad things happen to him, and to you."

    Garrett smirked. "If you are talking about your Gammatin—"
    
I held out my hand. "You may leave now, Mr. Casinas, or I will be forced to drag you back up those stairs by your head."

    Casinas nodded. "I believe you would if you could. However, you will have to get past my friend first. Harga! Could you come down here, please. I have a Grunta that is being difficult. I believe he may need to get acquainted with your club!"

    The Gammatin slowly came down the stairs. His big torso swayed from side to side with each step. The club in his right hand was just over a meter in length. At its thickest point it matched the diameter of one of Garrett Rourke’s legs. Garrett began to reach inside his tunic.

    I again held up my hand. "No need, Mr. Rourke. I’ve got this."

    I looked up at the grinning Gammatin standing at the turn of the stairwell. Although slightly shorter than my height, he easily outweighed me by more than two hundred kilograms.

    I spoke. "Harga. You do not have to do this. In a few short minutes, Casinas will no longer be employed. He will not be able to pay your salary."

    Casinas laughed. "Pay his salary! Hahaha! Harga does this because he likes to bash heads! I am certain he cannot wait to add a Grunta to his list of smashed skulls!"

    I looked up to the Gammatin, who now had an even bigger grin. Garrett stepped back. I raised my hand and signaled for the Gammatin to begin. He brought the club up over his head and let out a thunderous yell. Garrett took another step back.

    The Gammatin then lurched forward, charging down the steps as he swung his club. I stepped just to the right, the club grazing my left shoulder as it fell. The heavy iron club impacted the thick steel decking just to my left, forcing a deep depression into the floor. I swung my balled right fist, catching the Gammatin in the top left forehead by surprise. He stumbled backward, bumping into the wall at the base of the stairwell with a confused look on his face.

    As the heavy club began to be lifted into the air, I stepped hard in the Gammatin’s direction, bringing my solid left fist up under his jaw. The Gammatin’s swing was weak, his head snapping back as the club came forward without conviction. I spun to my right, knocking the wooden-and-steel instrument of death from Harga’s hand. As I completed the spin, my right elbow caught the Gammatin square in the right jaw, knocking him to his left and down onto the floor.

    In a continued move I pounced on the downed Gammatin and began to pound him furiously with my fists. Casinas had a look of disbelief on his face. He reached around to his back and began to pull out a crude mini blaster.

    Garrett was waiting as he drew and raised a blaster of his own. "Drop it! I will blow you into tiny bits if you bring that weapon around!"

    Casinas stopped, holding up his free hand. "OK, OK. I’m setting it down."

    Casinas laid the blaster on the ground.

    I stopped my beating of the Gammatin and stood. My breathing was elevated. "Casinas. You will go and tell Kominga that he too is out of work on this station. He should clear out his things and be gone within the hour, or Mr. Garrett and I will be paying him a visit. The two of you will be off this station within that hour, to where I do not care. If you are caught after that time, I will bring you both back down here and let the residents deal with your punishment. Now, go, before I change my mind and turn you over to them now."

    Casinas nodded and turned to go up the stairs behind him.

    I looked to the four Feldons and spoke. "You four, you will be leaving as well. If you are caught on this station, it will not end well for you."

    The Feldons followed Casinas up the stairs.

    I turned to look back at the bruised and bloody Gammatin.

    Harga spoke. "Grunta, you are a mighty warrior. As is customary with my people, I am now in your care. All I ask is to be fed. We Gammatin are loyal; when bested, we will not turn on our master. My life is now in your hands."

    Cal came around the corner. "Whoa! The Gammatin! He’s—"

    I spoke. "Harga, if you are now loyal to me, may I give that offer of loyalty to someone else?"

    Harga replied, "That is your decision."

    I looked at Cal. "If you had a Gammatin to back you up, do you think you could clear out the levels up to 84? The two thugs that were running those levels will be leaving within the hour."

    Cal replied with a bewildered look, "A Gammatin?"

    I nodded. "If you feed him, he will swear loyalty to you. All I ask is that you keep this in mind: if you use this opportunity to enrich yourself or your family at the expense of others, I will come looking for you. I have other business to attend to. Do you think this is something you can handle?"

    Cal had an enthusiastic expression as he looked over at the Gammatin, now getting to his feet. "With a Gammatin? Yeah, I could do that!"

    I smiled. "Good. If you have any issues, just raise me on your arm pad comm. And get our friend Harga here cleaned up and fed."

    Cal and his group of family members disappeared around the corner with the Gammatin lumbering along behind them.

    Garrett said, "I had no idea Gruntas could fight like that. Your reflexes are far beyond that of anyone I have ever seen."

    I rubbed my fists. "I would greatly appreciate it if you never mention to anyone what you saw here. Gruntas do not like others to know of our abilities. There is only one other being I fear, Garrett. That would be my wife or any other angry Grunta woman. Their wrath is not so subdued as mine."

    Garrett laughed. "Well, then. Let us hope that we never anger them. By the way, why did we really come down here? What connection do you have to these people?"

    I replied, "I was assigned an apartment here. All the citizens who live here, they should not have to live in fear of their lives when in their own homes. The deplorable conditions don’t bother me as much as the fear I saw in people’s eyes. We all need a safe place that we can go when things get tough. If I can make these lower levels into such a sanctuary for the residents, perhaps I can derive some security from that as well."

    Garrett nodded. "You may end up with a lot of people on your side, but could you count on them if things get rough? These aren’t fighters."

    I placed my hand on Garrett’s shoulder as we climbed the endless stairs toward level 68. "Every citizen has within them the ability to fight for their own life. What better motivator could one wish for? Most only need leadership. Good leadership can build courage, and courage is what makes an otherwise mediocre fighter into a good fighter."

    Garrett smiled. "So, you are building an army down here? Are you planning an overthrow?"

    I shook my head. "I don’t know what I'm planning at the moment. I know the difference between right and wrong. I'm just trying to put things in order. With order, I can make and enact a plan. With chaos, there are too many variables involved."

    Garrett stopped. "Hey, how often are elections held on this station? If we can make order of the lower levels, maybe we can get you elected as Governor of this station. Now, that would be a plan that brought order!"

    I replied, "As I have stated before, I would make a poor politician."

    Garrett continued his climb. "You probably would. I was thinking about me. Governor is a powerful position, even out here. Imagine the resources I would have at my disposal to use in my search for Joni if you were Governor. I know it’s a crazy thought right now, but we just liberated fifteen levels of citizens down here. That has to be a quarter of the population on this station. Those are citizens who would vote for a Beutcher ticket!"

    I stopped and thought for a moment. "I have to admit that it is an interesting idea. It would make getting you those credentials an easy task."

    Garrett laughed as he shook his head. "It’s funny how life can twist and turn you in so many directions in such a short time. We’ve just been exiled, and we are now talking about running for high office."

    I said, "Correction, I have been exiled. You at least have the freedom to move about somewhat at will."

    Garrett again laughed. "Freedom. Yeah, freedom is something that I don't have. That’s something we both seem to only have a little of out here at the ends of the galaxy."

    As we rounded the corner onto the level 68 hallway, I began to think about what other areas of my life needed order. Bay-68 was one such area. Malcom Barber was a force that was standing between having a secure flight deck and a slit throat. I would have to deal with Malcom while continuing to build a case against the Governor.

    Garrett spoke as we approached the Mabel. "What are we going to do about your friend over there? I’ve seen hatred in a man’s eyes before; he is burning with it."

    I replied, "I suspect we won’t have too much trouble finding something that will make him go away. He may be dangerous, but he isn’t very subtle about it. He is probably already planning my demise. I will just have to stay one step ahead of him."
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    Over the following week I was able to bring four more ship’s captains to my cause. The Governor was not well liked by those in his employ. I heard repeated stories of deliveries that were not paid for and constant intimidation by the Governor’s cronies. Finding those who were willing to turn on the Governor to save their own skin was an easy task. I had mountains of data collected that showed the Governor to be as corrupt as they came. A general election for the elected seats on SS241 was only two months away.

    After a two-day inspection binge, I made my way up to the security offices to see the Captain. "Rex, I have seven new reports for you today. They are ready for your signature."

    The Captain pointed to a stack beside his desk. "Drop them there. I will get to them when I’m able."

    I sat down in a chair in front of the Captain. "Sir, I was wondering what the office would be like if we had computers. What would it take, from a budgetary standpoint, to outfit this place?"

    The Captain stopped his work and leaned back, placing his two upper hands behind his head. "There are five detectives and three staffers, plus myself. We would need units for everyone, including support. And with as long as it has been since we had them, there would have to be a training budget. I ran the numbers several years ago, only to be told no. I believe it was something like twenty thousand credits, plus five hundred credits per month for maintenance and updates."

    I replied, "Would it be worthwhile to ask for it again?"

    The Captain chuckled. "The Chief has already told me to not bother. The Governor has no interest in spending his budget on the needs of this station. Everybody up the line from me seems to have a vested interest in things staying the way they are. Sometimes you just have to work with what you're given, Butcher. Life isn’t always fair."

    I stood and looked around as the Captain got back to his paperwork. "I appreciate the information, Captain. Maybe one day things will get better."

    The Captain laughed. "Don’t ever give up on those dreams, Butcher. I did, and look where it got me! And stop calling me Captain. It’s Rex!"

    I nodded as I turned toward the door. "You should find the reports in good order, Captain."

    The Captain yelled as I left his office, "Butcher! I took the time to read over some of your prior ones. You do good work! It’s good to know that at least one of you detectives down there still cares! Maybe you could spread a little of that wisdom around to the others!"

    I nodded and waved as I continued out of the security offices.

    When I arrived back at Bay-68, Malcom was waiting for me. "Look, Beutcher, I demand to know who that is that’s staying on your ship! That is government property!"

    I stopped and leaned in close. "He is a government agent for the Saltons. He is here looking for partners in a scheme to move large amounts of bleurgh. Would you like to be involved?"

    Malcom stepped back with a worried look. "No. No thanks. The people who deal in that stuff are crazy. They are ruthless as well."

    I smiled. "Are you saying you are scared?"

    Malcom replied, "Scared enough to not get involved with them. Once you are in, they own you. Nobody owns me."

    I had a sudden flash of respect for Malcom Barber. Was there a part of him that wasn’t rotten to the core? Or was he just smart enough to not traffic in bleurgh? The scowl that developed on his face when Go went walking by was all that was needed for that modicum of respect to disappear. For whatever reason, he despised my maintainer.

    As I walked over to the Mabel, I raised Cal Hoog on the comm. "So, how is our little cleaning project coming along?"

    Cal replied, "It could not be better. We have cleared the thugs all the way up to level 72. I expect to be at level 68 by the end of the week. Things have already begun to change. I acquired a large amount of paint, and we have almost finished painting the hallways on 99. Neighbors are helping neighbors. People are once again talking to those who live around them. It’s like a different world down there."

    I smiled. "And how is our friend Harga doing?"

    Cal laughed. "He said he loved to bash heads, but I think he likes painting more. He is nonstop with a sprayer. When we go to evict people, he just stands there. That is more than enough to make them leave. I think he is much happier without his club."

    The following day, I took Garrett out to look for a ship. We gave the vessels for sale on the station a quick once-over before determining that they were mostly junk. After receiving information that a trader on Halgon II had a good selection of fast ships, we landed at the spaceport and took an airtaxi to the trader’s lot. With forty-two ships for sale, it was an impressive operation.

    Gort Walli spoke as we approached. "Welcome to Walli’s World!"

    I wasn’t sure why, but the introduction made me laugh. "My associate, Mr. Williams, is interested in a personal transport with a decent-sized cargo bay. We would like to see what you have available."

    Gort Walli was a Padgitt. His lower half resembled a three-legged stool. His upper torso was short but thick, with huge muscular arms that nearly drug the ground. He was a knowledgeable salesman, knowing the intricate details of nearly every ship on his lot.

    Gort said, "We will start with what I believe is the best we have. It’s a Bantam Regala. It was once the personal transport of the Governor of Effica Colony. Unfortunately, she had some run-ins with the wrong people, and her family didn’t want to keep any reminders of her travels. I sold her the ship originally, one of the only new sales I have seen in recent years. Anyway, the ship is in excellent condition and has been completely cleaned up on the inside."

    Garrett winced. "Cleaned up?"

    Gort pursed his lips and replied, "Her demise happened on this ship. A single blaster bolt scattered her insides throughout. As I stated, it has been thoroughly cleaned since that occurred. The Governor was assassinated, and the colony sold off as slaves. I have doubts as to whether the individual that resold me the ship was an actual relative, but they had all the paperwork."

    Garrett nodded. "Thank you for your honesty, Mr. Walli. I'm familiar with what a blaster can do. If it has been cleaned, that won’t bother me. What good can you tell me about her?"

    Gort Walli went on to describe the shields, propulsion system, nav computer, and amenities. Having previously belonged to a Governor, the interior was well kept, bordering on luxurious. After a quick test flight, Garrett was sold. A short negotiation ensued and the ship was purchased.

    On the flight back to SS241, I raised Garrett on the comm. "Do you have a name for her?"

    Garrett replied, "I have to go with Jess II. I’ll just call her the Jess again. Now we just need a full identity for me."

    I thought for a moment. "Since I identified you as Mr. Williams back there, how does that sound? Pick a first name to go with that, and I will see about getting your information into the security database. There is so very little security and such shoddy record keeping that I doubt I will have any problems. We can make you a trader from Effica. Since that colony was looted and everyone dragged away, it should be an easy cover to keep."

    Garrett looked back at the ship’s cabin. "How about Ded Williams. Should be easy for me to remember. Has a good sound to it."

    I nodded. "Ded Williams, a trader from Effica. As soon as I get that information entered in the security system, I can give you an identity token for your credit store. After that, I'll get you that introduction to get into the Governor’s fleet."

    Garrett put the Jess through the paces on our ride back. She was sleek, and fast, much faster than Mabel, and her accommodations were far superior. Shortly after our return, his new name and that of his ship was entered into the station’s database.

    By that afternoon, Ded Williams had been introduced to the Governor and had his first transport job. He would be flying to the Andover colony to retrieve an emerald statue. The Governor had acquired the expensive piece of art by nefarious means. Ded Williams would be flying it back because his ship was now the fastest transport working for the Governor. Over the next month, he would be given many of the premier hauling jobs.

    During that time, many of the thugs we had evicted from the lower levels had attempted to pressure the station Governor into taking action on their behalf. The Governor, however, didn’t care. So long as the people stayed out of his way, he would let things run themselves.

    With only a month to go before elections, he was not prepared for the storm that was coming his way. He had been in charge so long, he could not comprehend a last-minute challenger coming into the picture.

    After a lengthy discussion with Cal Hoog, it was decided that he would be the candidate to take on the Governor. His work on the lower levels had made him highly respected among the station’s citizens. There would be no announcement of the candidacy until I had full confidence that the Governor would not be a problem. Nearly half of the captains who flew transport for the Governor were now under my guidance.

    I was preparing for an inspection run when I received a visit from the Governor’s men. "Mr. Beutcher. My name is Brad Wells. We are here from Governor Marcos’s office. We have a few questions for you."

    I looked over to see Malcom ducking behind his ship with a big grin on his face.

    I replied, "Ask me whatever questions you like, Mr. Wells. I am here in service to the Governor."

    Brad Wells nodded. "It has come to the Governor’s attention that you have been a participant in organizing citizens of some of the lower decks. This has become a concern for the Governor because of complaints he has received. What can you tell me about your efforts?"

    I smiles. "I was involved with a group on my level. I have an apartment there, and it seemed there were a lot of squatters who were causing trouble for the other residents. I just lent the super a hand for a day. I haven’t been involved since that time. Has there been some problem?"

    Brad Wells continued, "That is what we are looking into, Mr. Beutcher. Also, we have received reports that you are targeting ships that have been doing transport jobs for the Governor."

    I replied, "That is true, Mr. Wells. I am new to this sector, and I thought it might do service to the Governor to make sure the captains he was hiring were not getting him into trouble. I have turned in a number of reports on this so far. He should be pleased that there have only been minor infractions."

     The two men looked at me suspiciously. "May we see the balance in your credit store, Mr. Beutcher? There has been an inference that security personnel have been shaking down transports for credits."

    I held out my credit store. "Have a look. It’s kind of embarrassing, it’s all I have."

    The men looked at the credit store balance and smirked. "We have also had a report of a suspicious liaison with a captain who is now in the employ of the Governor. Are you familiar with a Mr. Ded Williams?"

    I replied, "I am. I met him several weeks ago. Through discussion, I found out he was in the market for a ship. I had done a recent inspection and was told of a dealer on Halgon II. I was interested in the process—you know, I might want to own my own ship one day—so I took Mr. Williams out there. I know I used a government vessel, but I did two inspections while out. You can check the reports. Is there a problem with, Mr. Wells?"

    Brad Wells brought up a holo-display on his arm pad. "Nothing that would concern you, Mr. Beutcher. The Governor just likes to be on top of things that are going on here on his station. He has a sworn duty to protect its citizens. As for you, Mr. Beutcher, I don’t think the Governor has any issue with you at this time. We will, however, be watching you closely."

    I smiled and nodded as the two men turned and left.

    I walked over to Malcom’s ship and sat in the new chair he had acquired. "Mr. Barber. You can come out from behind there now. I know it was you who sent word to the Governor that I was trouble. I’ll have to say, it was a nice attempt at having me removed."

    Malcom came around the side of the ship. "Obviously it wasn’t effective. Look, I don’t know what you are up to yet, Beutcher, but I’m going to find out. And when I do, you are going to be moving on from this place."

    I shook my head. "I’m afraid you are wrong, Mr. Barber. I know that you have been shaking down captains for credits, but I have other business to attend to. So, for the time being, I will stay out of your business if you stay out of mine. Keep in mind, though, if the time comes for us to butt heads, I have a much bigger head than you."

    Malcom Barber scowled as he looked down at me. "Get out of my chair!"

    I stood and walked back to the Mabel as Malcom’s eyes burned holes in my back. It would take him some time to come up with a new plan. I hoped it would not be until after the coming election. I had a few surprises in store for the crooked politician running SS241.

    As the election approached, I began to organize my case against the Governor. His men had made repeated visits to Bay-68, but had not returned to him with anything of substance. I, on the other hand, had overwhelming evidence of his thievery and corruption.

    Thirty-six transports loaded with stolen property from all reaches of the sector had been logged during a three-month period. I had twenty-eight captains giving a recorded statement that they had been ordered by the Governor himself to transport the goods to SS241. The election was almost upon us, and the Governor, to his knowledge, would once again be running unopposed. It was time for me to put my plan into action. I requested a direct meeting with the Governor concerning several of his captains and corruption. The Governor took the bait.

    After a ride up the elevator to level 1, I entered the Governor’s office space and was escorted into his personal office.

    The Governor spoke. "Mr. Beutcher, I have been hearing good things about you. Please sit; I have been told that you have information on some of the captains in my employ that you would like to share."

    I sat in a low chair in front of the Governor’s desk. The look on his face told me of his dissatisfaction with my height, as I still came up to eye level with him as he sat. He stood so that he could look down on me from behind his desk.

    I replied as I looked back at his bodyguards who were standing behind me, "What I have to discuss with you, Governor, is of a very personal nature to you. You might want to have your people wait outside."

    One of the guards placed his hand on my shoulder. The Governor waved his hand as if to say no.

    "Mr. Wells, could you and your associate please wait just outside? I am perfectly safe here in my office."

    The two men hesitated, which drew an angry stare from their boss. When the two had left and closed the door, the Governor turned his attention back towards me.

    The Governor leaned over on his desk. "Mr. Beutcher, as I am sure you know, my time is quite valuable. Please get on with what it is you have to say."

    I replied, "OK, direct, I like that."

    I held up my arm pad. "Since shortly after my arrival on this station, it came to my attention that a large amount of stolen property was being brought onto this station. Under the authority of the New Alliance security service, I have been conducting an investigation into this activity. The short of it is, Governor, that you have been robbing this sector blind."

    The Governor grew angry and began to reach for a button on his desk.

    I raised my hand. "Before you call your friends back in here, Governor, you might want to listen to all I have to say."

    The Governor slowly pulled back his hand. "Go on, Mr. Beutcher. You have my attention."

    I nodded. "Good. First, I would just like to say that I have a full report waiting to be transmitted to security headquarters in the Alpha sector. As you know, that is where I was sent from."

    The Governor frowned. "You were exiled to this sector because you screwed up."

    I smiled. "Don’t you find it odd that there was no mention of how I screwed up, Mr. Marcos? If you dig into my past, you will find out that I am only one of four detectives to ever receive a fifth star. Now, you tell me, Governor, why would they exile a five-star detective? Think about it; what better example to parade around in front of the people for political purposes?

    "I will tell you what I am doing here, Mr. Marcos. I have been sent out here by Harden Salton himself, to clean up this sector. He has big plans for the colonies out here. Now, I don’t know what those plans are, but I can assure you that changes are coming in a big way."

    The Governor sat back in his chair. "Why should I believe anything that you are telling me?"

    I began pulling the recordings I had made up on my holo-display. "I have sworn statements from twenty-eight of your captains, I have images of much of the contraband you have been gathering, and I have knowledge that the entirety of level 5 has been made into a museum of sorts where you are storing all this stolen treasure.

    "So, here is what we are going to do. There is an entire colony structure on Effica, left over from the slavers. It is empty; only a few salvagers have had enough guts to travel there. You, Mr. Marcos, are not going to run for Governor in this election. You are instead going to transport all your contraband out to Effica, where you can establish your own colony."

    The Governor stood again, with anger showing on his face. "You think I am just going to pack up and leave because you say so? I OWN THIS STATION!"

    The Governor reached over and pressed the button on his desk. "Mr. Wells! Get in here!"

    The door to the office opened, and Brad Wells’s unconscious body was thrown in on the floor. Harga then stepped through the door with a smile.

    The Governor’s expression quickly turned from one of anger to one of fear.

    Cal Hoog squeezed in through the door behind Harga. "How was my timing?"

    The Governor looked at me. "This is a coup?"

    I smiled. "Call it what you will, Mr. Marcos. However, it would suit you better to think of it as a way out for you. You have been robbing the people of their treasures, you have been caught, and you are being offered an alternative to being turned over to those you have stolen from. I am told that emerald statue you recently acquired is almost an item of worship for the people on the colony it was stolen from. Imagine what they would do to you if you were placed in their custody."

    The Governor sat back in his chair.

    I continued, "So, you will be escorted from this office. You will smile and wave as you pass by your staff. You will let them know that you will be off station for a few days on important business. You will be flown out to Effica with Mr. Wells and his associate to assist you, where you will establish your new colony.

    "We will begin shipping the items on level 5 later today. If you have any important staffers that you would like to take with you to your new home, please identify them as you walk. We will see to it that they are transferred out there to be with you."

    The Governor replied, "You do realize that the slavers will not sit idly by while you take over this station. If your goal is to clean up this sector, you will have an all-out war on your hands."

    I nodded. "I have taken that into consideration, Mr. Marcos. You are going to continue to act as our liaison for the time being."

    The Governor raised his hands. "And just how am I going to do that?"

    I replied, "You will tell them that you needed more space than what SS241 had to offer. You will tell them that the new Governor is a puppet that you put in place, who answers only to you. For the slavers, you will have to convince them that your move does not affect the status quo.

    "Now, it’s time we got this under way. Go with Mr. Hoog and round up the staff that you would like to take with you. You will be escorted down to Bay-12, where several ships will be waiting to transport you to Effica. And just let me remind you, if any attempt is made to alter what is taking place here today, Mr. Harga will be there to see that you get what you are asking for."

    As the Governor rose and approached the door, I spoke. "Mr. Marcos, we are giving you this one opportunity to leave peacefully, with all your contraband. I would suggest you go out that door with your usual political smile. We have the manpower to take this station with little struggle if needed. You would be wise to fully cooperate."

    The Governor walked out.

    In my brief meeting with Marcos, I had filled his head with lies. My goal was to offer overwhelming reasons for him to comply with our demands. We did not have the manpower to take control of the station, and I was in no way working directly for Harden Salton. With luck, we would have the Governor on a ship heading for Effica before he had a chance to think it all through. If we could get him off the station and out to Effica, he would be under our complete control.
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    The Governor, his stolen items, and his cronies were moved out to Effica without incident. All comm channels on the planet had been scrambled, with only a single channel coming out to our team left available. Four ships were enlisted to patrol the space around Effica in an attempt to limit the former Governor’s contact with others that he might enlist to work against us.

    The surprise elections on SS241 had taken place, and as planned, Cal Hoog was the new Governor. Within days, the security services, the judgeships, and all administrative positions that were purely political in nature were scrubbed of any support for the former Governor. The huge budget that had been diverted for Marcos’s private use for years was restored. The elevators going down to level 99 were made a priority project. Life on SS241 was changing for the better.

    I walked into Bay-68 after a good night’s sleep in my quarters on level 99. Malcom sat in his chair, facing Gerald, who was fast asleep in his.

    The Captain made a rare appearance as he walked over to Malcom and Gerald. "Mr. Beutcher, come over here. I have some news for the lot of you."

    The Captain continued, "As you all know, we have a new Governor. From that, we also have a new Chief of Security. And from that, we have had a modest budget restored. I now have on order arm pads and desk systems for each of you to make use of. We will be installing the standard software package used on all the security stations in the alliance. We are finally being brought into the modern age!"

    Malcom scowled and Gerald rolled his eyes as the Captain grinned.

    The Captain spoke as he waved all four arms. "Mr. Beutcher here has extensive knowledge of the new software package. I will be tasking him with your training. And if the two of you have any ideas about being difficult with your adoption of the new programs, you had better start looking for a new job now. This stuff isn’t portal science. All you have to do is follow a few simple steps to initiate and enter a report. And by the way, we will be getting a scheduler to assign inspections, so expect the pace of work to pick up."

    The Captain turned to leave and then stopped. "Oh, and by the way, we will be having three new inspection detectives starting in the next few weeks. If any of you know good maintainers, we are going to need them. In the meantime, you will all have to share."

    When the Captain had finished his speech, he headed back for his office. He had mounds of paperwork to complete before the new systems would come online.

    Malcom turned towards me with an angry look. "You did this, Beutcher."

    I laughed. "Maybe it’s time you started earning that salary, Mr. Barber. Maybe it’s time we all did. I am certain we will be assigned the occasional slaver transport; perhaps we should try to work out a plan of how to deal with them without causing a confrontation."

    Malcom raised his arms. "And just how would we do that? They kill or enslave anyone who gets in their way! They get worked up over the slightest interference."

    I replied, "They are businesspeople, Mr. Barber. We negotiate with terms that they find acceptable."

    Malcom shook his head. "Terms they find acceptable? I can tell you what those terms will be. They will be that we accept whatever it is they want us to do. I don’t think you have an understanding of just how powerful these people are. We have a handful of security ships here to deal with what are probably a hundred armed ships.

    "They have armor and they have weapons. Meanwhile, we are flying around in these ancient personal taxis they call security ships. You can’t negotiate with savages when you are in a position of weakness. They could overrun this station and kill everyone on it in a day."

    I nodded. "That is why we need a plan, Mr. Barber. You have knowledge of the slavers, how they operate and where they operate. Instead of complaining, why don’t you try to contribute some of that knowledge?"

    Gerald pulled his hat back on his head, exposing his eyes. "I know the slavers. I can tell you whatever you need to know. I’ve been transporting their agents back and forth for years. I can even tell you where they are active, and who you might negotiate with. They aren’t savages as Malcom says, although they can be if you get in their way. They are just businesspeople with production orders to fill."

    Malcom scowled. "I knew you were running with them. You probably had Hal killed, didn’t you!"

    Gerald stood with a balled fist and angry face. "Hal was a fool. I tried to save his life, but he insisted on popping off to the first thug they sent his way. And who are you to talk, Malcom. You have been going around letting everyone think you are the one that had him done in. Truth is, Mr. Beutcher, neither one of us had anything to do with it. Hal got himself killed."

    I replied, "OK, well, we know they won’t hesitate to take any one of us out. That may change if this station is viewed as once again being in control. They are businessmen; they won’t want a war."

    Roger walked around from behind Malcom’s ship. "I might have a solution for you to pitch to them."

    Malcom turned around with an angry expression. "Don’t you have a reverse thruster to fix? Get back to work and quit bothering us!"

    Roger walked over and leaned in close to Malcom. "I’ve put up with you and your condescending remarks for too long. Now, unless you want a life-ending malfunction to happen on your next trip out, I would suggest you start treating me with a little more respect."

    Gerald chuckled. "This just isn’t your day, is it, Malcom."

    Malcom turned a hostile gaze toward Gerald.

    I spoke. "Roger, if you have a potential solution, we would be interested in hearing it."

    Roger snarled at Malcom and replied, "OK, the way I see it, the slavers need bodies to sell. They probably average a hundred kidnappings a day. What if we instead provide them that labor force they are looking for? What if we make a business arrangement with them to provide bodies? Every colony in this sector has at least one prison, and most of those are over capacity. We start trading off prison time for hard-core labor."

    Malcom scowled. "You can’t take a criminal and pawn them off as conscript labor! That’s not legal!"

    I nodded. "It may not be legal at the moment, but we now control the judges in this sector. Because of the black market nature of the slave trade, I would need a return on investment analysis to be worked up showing the benefits of prison labor over slave labor. As you said, there is an abundant supply of prisoners in this sector. I'm sure most colony Governors would heartily approve of someone taking some the worst prisoners off their hands."

    Gerald leaned back in his chair, placing his hands behind his head. "You know, that idea is crazy enough to possibly work. You would have to sketch out most of the details ahead of time, but presenting a case to them where they could possibly gather more credits while running a legit business—I think they would go for it. The ones you would have trouble with are all the thugs they employ. There are some bad characters in that group who might have difficulty with a transition."

    I stood for several seconds in thought before replying. "I will set up a meeting with the Governor. If we can get his buy-in on this, we could get him to commit the planning resources that would be needed to put this together. Thank you for that thought, Roger. Sometimes a solution is sitting right there waiting to be discovered. In the meantime, I think we should try to come up with alternatives, although this one may be tough to beat."

    Malcom stood and climbed aboard his ship. "Roger, is that thruster finished? If so, I think I’m going for a ride. I think better when I’m out there."

    Roger replied with a grin, "It’s fixed, as far as you know."

    Gerald laughed as Malcom pulled the hatch shut.

    I returned to the Mabel and raised Garrett on the comm. "Hey, I need a favor. Malcom Barber is about to leave the station. I need you to shadow him if possible. I want to know if he meets up with anyone."

    Garrett replied, "I could do that. The sensors on this ship extend much farther out than the sensors on his. I should be able to stay safely just outside of his sensor field."

    I smiled. "Just keep in mind, if he is meeting up with someone else, they may be better equipped. We just had a long discussion about some very serious topics. I don’t want him playing the spoiler for any plans we are trying to put together before we have a chance to flesh them out. I’ll fill you in on what we came up with as you go."

    I sat in the cockpit of the Mabel as Garrett Rourke moved the Jess out of Bay-12. Malcom piloted his ship to the Arithi colony, where he parked it in high orbit. No attempt was made to visit the planet, nor was there any detectible comm broadcasts. It appeared as though Malcom Barber was doing exactly as he said, sitting and thinking. The Arithi colony sat on a large island in the middle of the single ocean that covered 95 percent of the planet. It was indeed a place where one could go to search their thoughts.

    I moved up to level 1 for a meeting with the new Governor to discuss our potential plan. "I think there is an ample supply of prisoners. We could even start it as a voluntary program where time in the labor program is counted as double time toward their sentences."

    Cal replied, "Who would trade time in a cushy prison for hard labor?"

    I laughed. "I don't think the prisons on most of these colonies are all that cushy, Governor. A quick look at the stats that are available suggests you have a high chance of being maimed or killed while incarcerated. The colonies use that harsh environment as a deterrent to conducting criminal acts. On the surface at least, this looks like a win win win. We win by eliminating slavery in this sector. The slavers win by going legit. And the colonies win by greatly reducing their prison populations.

    "Let’s face it, most of those being kidnapped for slavery are being sent to work camps for mining. For a few hundred credits you could buy a prison laborer that will produce a thousand times that amount for you over the course of a few years. All you have to do is feed them. You could also consider it a win for the mine owners as well. They would no longer have to operate in the shadows."

    Cal rocked back in his high-backed chair. "The idea is intriguing. In one negotiation, we could be rid of the biggest threat to this sector. Instead of colonists leaving, they might actually flock here. This might even end up as a model for the whole alliance. I will commit a team to putting together a plan for this, Mr. Beutcher."

    Cal looked up at his ceiling. "Imagine, Mr. Beutcher, what if the Omega sector became a wealthy sector like Alpha!"

    I laughed. "I think you are getting a little ahead of the game, Governor. You might be able to drastically improve the standard of living for most out here, but as far as becoming wealthy? I don’t think Omega has the resources necessary to accomplish such a task. Let’s try to focus on getting a deal put together for the slavers. If we can end this abomination without shedding blood, it would be a huge accomplishment unto itself."

    In the week that followed, the Governor formed up the beginnings of a plan. I was sent out to the four largest colonies as a liaison to feel out the Governors for the level of cooperation they might provide. The four Governors were the only leaders Cal Hoog had spoken with since taking office. Each was elated with the prospect of eliminating the constant slaver threats. On my return from the fourth colony, I made a stop at Effica to speak with the former Governor. Tanni Marcos was not happy with his captivity.

    Tanni said, "I don’t have access to what I need out here, Mr. Beutcher. My staff is no longer cooperating with me. I have had to prepare my own meals for the past week!"

    I replied, "Life can be difficult sometimes, Mr. Marcos. I have a proposal to run by you that might help change your situation. I need to make contact with whoever is in charge of the slavers. I know that you know who that is and how to get in touch with them. I need that contact. If you cooperate, I might be able to arrange for a chef and a housekeeper for you in return."

    Tanni shook his head. "What guarantee do I have that they would stay and not just leave like the others?"

    I replied, "Because they would not be in your employ. They would be free citizens, employed by SS241; if they are treated well, I am certain we could find you two such workers. If the proposal I am working comes to fruition, we may be able to eventually get you off this planet."

    Tanni crossed his arms. "What makes you think those people will deal with you at all? The only deal they made with me was that they would leave me alone if I stayed out of their way. What can you offer that is different?"

    I smiled. "I have a proposal that could greatly increase their profits while legitimizing their business. I can’t give you any further details, as its at too early a stage to reveal such. Now, are you willing to cooperate? If not, I have other avenues available to me. They aren’t exactly invisible with their operations."

    Tanni Marcos was desperate for a good meal. The information was provided, and I departed Effica for SS241. While en route, I placed a comm call to the channel Tanni Marcos had provided.

    The comm display soon filled with an image of a Talisan. The Talisans had long slender faces, a light brown skin, and dark red hair. Their protruding lower jaws and sharp teeth gave them a sinister look.

    The Talisan offered a stern look. "Who are you and how did you access this channel?"

    I replied, "My name is Knog Beutcher. I am a spokesman for the new Governor of SS241. I am certain that you are aware that there is a new Governor. What I have for you is a business proposal that may be quite profitable to your organization."

    The Talisan snarled, "We are profitable enough, Mr. Beutcher. Tell me why you should not be sorry for making this call."

    I nodded. "May I have a name by which to address you, Sir? And I am certain you will find the proposal I have is well worth a discussion."

    The Talisan turned his chin up to show a superior attitude as he replied, "My name is Moor Dearls. So, Governor Marcos is no longer fully in control. He will have to be dealt with for his deceit."

    I pursed my lips. "Mr. Dearls. The new Governor, and what we believe will be most if not all of the colonies in this sector, would like to propose that a business arrangement be set up between those governments and your organization, an arrangement that would allow your organization to conduct business in a manner that is fully within the law. I believe this proposal to also offer a superior profit potential to your organization."

    Moor Dearls smirked as he looked down and then back at the display in front of him. "This is the Omega sector, Mr. Beutcher. Unless you are dense, you already know that we make our own laws. From the initial sound of this proposal, you and your colony governments are already plotting against us. I can tell you now, Mr. Beutcher, that is not a scenario that you or your governments want to be involved in. We have the resources at our disposal to take control of this whole sector if needed. We will not be intimidated by the weak governments of the colonies."

    I replied, "I apologize if I indicated such a scenario in any way. That was not my intention. What would your organization say if the governments provided you with the labor needs you desire? All aboveboard and all within the law. No more raiding villages and snatching individuals off the streets. I am talking a legitimate business arrangement where we provide you with the labor, and in return, you end all slaving in this sector. Before you respond, please allow me to continue."

    Moor Dearls nodded. "Go on, but as of this moment, the details relating to this proposal are greatly lacking."

    I sent a written copy of the proposal across the comm. "Understand that this is only a discussion in the earliest of stages on this matter. There would be many fine details to be worked out so that both sides were satisfied with the arrangement that is being proposed.

    "As you know, all these colonies have prisons. Most of those prisons are filled to capacity. Our Governors would like to offer you the prisoners as laborers during their sentences. You would have a plentiful supply of laborers, and the colonies would have greatly reduced costs for their incarceration. As I stated before, the fine details of this arrangement, of which there would be many, can be worked out through further discussion."

    Moor Dearls thought for a moment before replying. "You are suggesting that we use prison labor, instead of what we have at this time, and that the colony governments would provide these laborers to us? I would have to assume these laborers would be temporary, as in for however long their sentences may be."

    I nodded. "The logistics would all have to be worked out ahead of time. On our end, we could make the labor program voluntary in exchange for reduced sentences. A volunteer workforce would provide a better production rate than a slave base. As an extra incentive, the governments could also pitch in a very small wage so that prisoners had a credit store to again begin life with after their release. The colonies will be saving money, your organization will be getting free labor to manage and sell, and your business would be legitimate and fully legal."

    Moor Dearls leaned back in his chair. "Indeed you have offered an interesting proposal. I will pass this on. Expect a return comm on this channel within the day. And Mr. Beutcher, should it be determined that we are not interested, you and I will have a discussion of a different nature. It will be a discussion similar to what we had with the former Governor. Be prepared to accept similar terms."

    When I landed in Bay-68, Go was waiting. "I miss going out in her. I wish there was some way you could take me along."

    I replied, "I had sensitive negotiations that I needed to take care of. If we can get things back to normal around here, I promise to take you on more inspections."

    Go laughed. "Normal? Who wants normal? I like what we have going now, except the not being able to go out."

    I smiled. "We’ll have to call it the new normal, then. If the negotiations I'm involved in work out, we could see a drastic change in this whole sector."

    Go plopped down on a bench and looked up at me. "You know, Mr. Beutcher, there are some people out there that are bigger than life. People who effect change wherever they go. You are one of those people. For the first time in a decade, the people of Omega might have hope for better lives!"

    I held up my hands. "Let’s not get carried away, Go. I’m just trying to do what’s right. What I'm coming to terms with now is how little effort it has taken to start turning things around. Why did those bleurgh pushers on the lower levels just roll over? Why did the Governor not see what was coming? Were things so bad that no one thought they would change? Too many things have happened, at too fast a pace, and too easily."

    Go grinned. "Bigger than life, Mr. Beutcher. And the exciting thing for me was that I was right here when it all happened! Just a few months ago I was in constant fear for my life from Malcom. Now, he doesn’t bother me at all. You are like my guardian!"

    I replied, "You survived Malcom before I arrived; besides, I think Malcom is all noise and no action. I’m curious as to how he will do in this new environment. Sometimes, people’s lives are molded by that which goes on around them. We’ll have to wait and see if change brings change to Mr. Barber."
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    That afternoon a call came over my comm. The slavers were interested in further discussion of the prison labor proposal. A meeting was set up for a face-to-face discussion. Garrett Rourke advised against it.

    I joined Garrett in the cockpit of the Jess. "I have to go, Garrett. This is a huge opportunity for all the people in this sector. If we can establish a solid foundation out here, we can then use the resources we have available to search for Miss Salton. You needed a new identity; you have one. I was thinking once this slaver threat is over, we could legitimately talk trade with other sectors. We could send you to Adicus on a trade mission."

    Garrett nodded. "That would be a good cover. And it would allow me some freedom to poke around while alluding to the interest of the Omega sector to secede. That might put me in a position to gather any information that is available on Miss Salton. This meeting you are going to, though—I think we need to take some precautions. These Talisans are ruthless, mean, and nasty. We don’t know that they can be trusted."

    I replied, "If it makes you feel any better, Governor Hoog and Harga will be attending with us. I didn’t think bringing Harga was necessary, but the Governor won’t go anywhere without him."

    Garrett shook his head. "I just think this much exposure this soon is a bad thing. Marcos still has friends, and many of those friends are in fear of losing what they have acquired over the past decade. I think you are putting yourself at risk with this meeting. You are flying out to meet them on their ship without any protection."

    I sat back and crossed my arms. "I have to do this. They have no reason to trust me unless I show them trust. If they recognize this as beneficial to both sides, which it would be, I don’t see them turning it down."

    Garrett again shook his head. "I just don’t think it’s wise. At least allow me to put a tracker on your ship. I can shadow the meeting and come in if anything were to go wrong."

    I sighed. "I can’t let you do that. If they did a sweep and found that device, it would be like knifing them in the back when we are trying to build a relationship. We will go, we will have our meeting, and we will come back with the good news."

    I left Garrett sitting with a scowl on his face. He was right: I was potentially risking everything to make this happen. It was an opportunity that I could not pass on. Risking my life to bring a positive change to an entire sector seemed like a worthy risk. The following day, Cal Hoog and Harga boarded the Mabel for our flight out to the meeting.

    The Governor’s personal cruiser was a more presentable craft for the meeting, but the Mabel offered better shielding. When adding Go’s additions to the hull for reducing ion cannon effectiveness, the Mabel was a better-equipped ship should anything go wrong. We began our flight out to the coordinates given by Moor Dearls. Harga sat in the copilot’s chair and Cal Hoog in the jump seat.

    Cal Hoog spoke. "Who would have thought I would be flying out to meet with the leaders of the slavers? Two months ago, I was uneasy about leaving my apartment. I can’t thank you enough, Mr. Beutcher, for everything you have done."

    I replied, "You have shown yourself to be a fair-minded person, Governor. The people of SS241 are lucky to have you. If you keep up the reforms you have been making, that station might just become livable."

    The Governor nodded. "That would be a dream come true, Mr. Beutcher. We have lived in fear and near poverty for too long. If the slavers agree to our proposal, the station will become a hub of commerce for this sector. Jobs will be plentiful, and travel through this station to the other sectors will increase exponentially. It would be a good change for everyone involved."

    As we approached the large vessel the slavers had sent for the meeting, I slowed, rolling up and over the ship before entering the docking bay through a gravity wall on the port side. I set the Mabel down, powered off the generators, and popped the hatch, sliding it back.

    I stepped out of the Mabel to a waiting Talisan. He wore a dark gray battle suit that had no doubt seen action. The scars and pockmarks on his left chest and arm told of taking a number of solid hits from a handheld kinetic weapon. Our greeter held a flail at the ready.

    The Talisan spoke as Cal Hoog and Harga exited behind me. "You will follow me."

    We walked across the deck and through a pair of doors to a long hall. After passing several doors, we were guided into a room where Moor Dearls was waiting with two other Talisans and a Gammatin of their own. Harga growled as the other Gammatin flexed his arms, tapping his large club against the wall behind him in a gesture meant to intimidate.

    Moor Dearls spoke to one of the other Talisan. "Sweep the ship and report back to me."

    The Talisan left the room as Moor Dearls gestured towards two chairs. "Mr. Beutcher, Governor, please have a seat."

    Cal Hoog protested. "Is there not a chair for my associate?"

    Moor Dearls shook his head and scowled. "The Gammatin can stand. I thought the rules of this negotiation were that only the two of you would attend. I can’t say that I like you bringing your muscle to what is supposed to be a peaceful discussion."

    I spoke. "I apologize for that, Mr. Dearls. The Governor insisted on his attendance. Even though we may be secure on this station, we had to travel through areas that are known to have pirates operating. The Gammatin will remain quiet during our discussions."

    The other Talisan returned and whispered in the ear of Moor Dearls.

    Moor Dearls smiled and spoke. "Now, we can begin after one additional gesture on your part. I do not like having discussion in front of Gammatins. I find them distasteful. I would ask that both your and my Gammatin go out into the hallway until our discussions are complete."

    Cal Hoog protested, "I don’t know that I am comfortable with that request, Mr. Dearls. We are on your ship, surrounded by your people. I would ask that the Gammatin stays."

    Moor Dearls shook his head. "I am sorry, Mr. Hoog, but the Gammatins must go. Keep in mind that you still have Mr. Beutcher at your side. I hear Gruntas are good fighters, and I am certain Mr. Beutcher will offer his assistance if needed."

    Cal Hoog grudgingly turned to Harga and nodded. The two Gammatins left the room as Moor Dearls sat down in a single chair.

    Moor Dearls continued, "The Gammatin—there is no more loyal a creature in all the galaxy. Once they pledge their loyalty, they will gladly give their life for their master. They are bound to that pledge until either they or their master dies. Gammatins make excellent bodyguards."

    I spoke. "Shall we get started with a discussion about our proposal?"

    Moor Dearls smiled. "One moment, please."

    The Talisan leader reached down, pressing several buttons on his arm pad. I was startled by a fierce roar out in the hallway as the Talisan Gammatin swung his club with all his might at Harga. A glancing blow left the Governor’s bodyguard stunned, but alive. A second blow sent the Gammatin named Harga sprawling backward, slamming hard into the floor in front of the doorway.

    A nearly unconscious Harga turned his bloodied head slightly so that he could give one last look to Cal Hoog. It was a look that showed his resolve of now being a failure at protecting his master. When I turned my head back toward Moor Dearls, his assistant was standing with a blaster in his hand. Before I could move, an ion bolt entered the chest of Cal Hoog, exploding outward and covering my right side with his blood and guts. Garrett Rourke had been right!

    A second Talisan entered the room with another blaster. Harga rolled his head away, looking up at the ceiling and awaiting orders from his new master. Tanni Marcos then came through the door behind the Talisan.

    Tanni Marcos smiled. "Mr. Beutcher. It seems you have been outplayed. I had an associate check your references, and it seems you are not here in Omega on some secret assignment. The Saltons have no interest in this sector. You are here on exile, because you obviously screwed up so badly in the Alpha sector that they sent you here as punishment. Oh, Mr. Beutcher. I can’t tell you how happy all this makes me!

    "Since your coup, I have been living in squalor on Effica. I will have to say that I don’t understand your reasoning behind letting me take all my treasure with me. It made the bribing of those patrolling that space as easy as snapping my fingers. When I contacted Mr. Dearls and learned of your proposal, I was giddy with excitement. You walked right into my hands, and now I get to exact my revenge!"

    Tanni Marcos turned toward Moor Dearls. "Mr. Dearls, I believe our prior arrangement is now back in force? It is now time that I return to my station to begin cleaning up the mess that these two made. As a parting gift, I would like to leave this Grunta in your care. I am certain he will make an excellent worker in the mines for your clients. And I will trust that under your care, he will be treated with the respect and care that he deserves?"

    Moor Dearls poked his chin up in the air as he smiled. "I already have a place picked out for him in the lead mines of Telfor. They are always in need of hard workers, as most miners on Telfor rarely make it a full year. It seems the lead has a terrible effect on the brains and nervous systems of the living, leaving most with little more intelligence than a Cosiun rat before their bodies give out. A big Grunta like Mr. Beutcher will be a welcome addition!"

    Tanni Marcos laughed as he turned to leave the room. "Enjoy your new exile, Mr. Beutcher. Hahahaha!"

    Moor Dearls turned his head down and spoke. "Now, if you would please follow my associates, they have a nice room waiting for you just down the hall. We will be quickly under way, and you should be starting your new work on Telfor in a few days’ time."

    I looked at Moor Dearls as I stood. "One question. Why was our proposal not considered?"

    Moor Dearls laughed. "Mr. Beutcher, do you take us for fools? Once our organization had transitioned to a legitimate business, how long would it be before the good and decent law-abiding sector Governors would come after those individuals who had sold so many of their brethren into slavery? One year? Three, tops? No, I am sorry, Mr. Beutcher. Your dream of ending the slave trade in Omega was just that, a dream. We are highly profitable, and we like what we do. It’s too bad we didn’t have the opportunity to recruit you to our team. Intelligent muscle is an area in which we are lacking."

    I looked down at Harga, who remained bleeding on the hall floor. "And what of him?"

    Moor Dearls smiled. "The Gammatin is now under my control. He will be given back his club and will happily spend his remaining days bashing heads for our organization. I suspect he and our Gammatin will become fast friends!"

    When I reached the doorway, I stopped to look back at the remains of Cal Hoog. His death would weigh on my conscience. I had taken him from his protected apartment, however small and insignificant that his life had been, and thrust him into a situation that he was not prepared for. His blood and the blood of all those on SS241 that would be retaliated against by Tanni Marcos was on my hands. I had failed to protect those that I desired most to help.

    I was prodded along by the Talisans and deposited in a small windowless room. The next two days passed without food or water. A corner had been selected to deposit the remains of my prior meals. Fouling the small room was the only recourse I had to take against the Talisan slavers. After a short laugh about it to myself, I realized that as a slave, I might also be forced to clean up what I had deposited.

    The lock sliding open on the door broke my thoughts. "Grunta! Get up! We’ve reached your new home. Come with us so we can get you down on the planet for your new owner to put to work!"

    The Talisans with their blasters were grinning from ear to ear. A patched-up Harga stood behind them with a club. "Move, Grunta! Before I have to bash your skull!"

    As Moor Dearls had reasoned, Harga now had a new master and a new loyalty to that master. He would do as asked and do it without a conscience for doing wrong. Following the orders of his master was always right.

    I was walked out to a small transport in the docking bay and chained down to a bench along with a dozen unlucky Feldons, none of which had ever seen a Grunta.

    One of the Feldons said, "What are you?"

    I replied, "I am a Grunta. I come from the Alpha sector."

    The Feldon’s eyes grew wide. "You have been to Alpha? Are the streets paved with diamond and gold, as they say?"

    A second Feldon spoke. "Garmon, you are an idiot. The Alpha sector has no roads. They all have flying cars and helocycles."

    I smiled. "They do have flying cars and helocycles, but they also have roads, and they are not paved with diamonds and gold. They are just like the roads in Omega, only probably better kept."

    The second Feldon snarled. "You have no more been to Alpha than Garmon here. You are a slave in Omega. You could not be further from the riches and wealth of Alpha. The Salton family wouldn’t allow slave trash like you."

    I chuckled. "Only a few short months ago, I was sitting in a room not much bigger than this, having a conversation with Harden Salton. He is just a man with problems like anyone else. Only his problems concern billions of people, while our problems only concern us."

    Garmon grinned. "You have spoke with the Saltons? What were they like?"

    The second Feldon slapped Garmon on the shoulder. "Why are you so gullible? It’s your curiosity that landed us here. If I were not your brother, I would have strangled you back on Fiveon for getting us in this mess."

    I looked at the second Feldon. "What is your name?"

    The Feldon looked back. "What is yours? And what are you? Does your kind even have names?"

    I nodded. "We do. I am Knog Beutcher. I'm a Grunta. I'm also the first five-star inspection detective in the Triangulum galaxy in the last thousand years. I was exiled here by Harden Salton himself."

    Garmon exclaimed. "Wow!"

    The second Feldon turned back towards his brother to give another slap. "Can’t you tell when someone is spinning you along? This Grunta has never been to the Alpha sector, and he knows nothing about the Saltons."

    I looked at Garmon. "I once had a sleek starship from the Betagen shipyards that was heavily armored and had powerful twin ion cannons. I once busted a ship’s captain who was transporting thousands of liters of bleurgh. And I freed a stolen freighter loaded with refined cesium ore. I received my fifth star by capturing a freighter hauling upwards of thirty million blaster tips that were to be used in a revolution."

    The second Feldon turned back towards me. "Hmph. Bleurgh. Well, I will commend you on your storytelling. Perhaps we will all be in the same work crew. I'll be in need of stories to pass the days as we are made dumb like Garmon in the lead mines, just before we die. My name is Jallis. Jallis Karmea. This is my brother Garmon Karmea; that is Alto and Riga. These other poor souls I do not know."

    I replied, "Jallis Karmea. It is a strong name. It would be respected on my home world."

    Jallis shook his head. "You don't have to sell me so hard, Grunta. We are on the same side now. We are both worthless as dirt and will be dead within a year."

    I smiled. "Perhaps some of us will be."

    Jallis half laughed. "You think you can escape the Talisans? They will kill you, and a hundred others, just for thinking about escape. If I were you, I would prepare myself for the end. It will be coming soon enough."

    I replied, "If you go into this fight defeated, your defeat will be certain. As a Grunta, what I believe is that there is no fate. Life is what you make of it. You are the one who has the most control over your outcome. Sometimes life is difficult. If you place the responsibility for your life in others’ hands, you should expect only the life which they are willing to allow."

    Jallis shook his head. "We are sitting in the back of a slaver ship, chained to a bench. What options do we have?"

    I tugged at the chains to test their strength. "So long as we are alive, we have opportunity. And it is up to us to make use of that opportunity. Until they take life from us, we should strive to regain our freedom. If we die trying, we at least die with freedom still in our hearts and minds."

    Jallis offered a half smile. "Freedom in our hearts and minds isn’t much use when you are dead, but before you get any more philosophical, I get what you are saying. I'll still have to be convinced that there is opportunity."

    A Talison guard walked back and stood in our midst. "You are now property of the Talin Corporation. You will do exactly as we say, no more, no less. Before doing anything that you have not been instructed to do, you must ask permission. That includes talking. There will be no further talking on this ship. Be silent, and you may find that your next meal is not withheld."

    The guard turned and walked away from the benches. The flight down to Telfor was made in silence. When we touched down, a bright light shone as the hatchway was opened.

    A Talisan guard stepped up and unlocked the chains securing us to the bench. "Walk down to the light. When you step out onto the deck, take a good look around you. It will likely be the last time you ever see the surface of a planet again. Hahahaha!"

    One of the Feldons in our group said, "Where are we being taken?"

    The Talisan walked up to the Feldon, raised the butt of his blaster rifle, and smashed it into the Feldon’s shoulder. "You did not ask permission to speak! Let this be a lesson to all of you. Do as you are told, and you will not be punished. Step out of line, and the punishment will be severe. Now, get off my ship! Follow whatever orders are given, and you might just live to see tomorrow!"

    I followed the others out onto the spaceport deck. A second ship was parked beside us with another set of slaves emerging. Two Talisan guards stepped up and motioned us toward a small transport. The spaceport sat on a high hill above a lush jungle landscape. Several kilometers away, I could see the face of a mountainside that was dotted with mine shafts. Our lives as slaves were about to begin.
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    The shuttle landed at the base of the mountain. We were herded into an empty warehouse and forced to sit on the ground. A mine administrator soon emerged from a separate room and walked to our location on the floor.

    The administrator spoke. "You will only be told once. You will only be punished once. Any violation of the rules I am about to read to you is punishable by death. In fact, anything is punishable by death. The Talin Corporation now owns you, and they will determine whether or not you are an asset or a liability. Just so you know, liabilities are done away with just off the end of this plateau.

    "As you came from the transport into this building, you probably got a hint of the smell of prior liabilities; their bodies are rotting at the bottom of a ravine just over that far edge. Of course, I am only talking about the ones that die from the fall. Any who live are attacked by the native Garantian Bears that roam these jungles. They are not eaten, but they are killed, as the bears are very territorial.

    "Occasionally, for our own entertainment, a slave who has been found in violation of the rules will be lowered down into the ravine with an omnidirectional camera so we can watch. The longest runner lasted four hours. If you have any thoughts of escape, you are wasting your time thinking about it. There is nowhere to go."

    A Feldon raised his hand and received a gesture to proceed with his question. "Are we to be fed? It has been over a day since I have eaten."

    The administrator smiled. "You will be housed, clothed, and then fed, after which you will be assigned tools and a work shaft. We run on Earth Standard Time here, since you will not be seeing sunlight. Shifts are sixteen hours, with eight hours for personal time and sleep. If you choose not to use your personal time for sleep, you will be sent back to the shafts to work. If you are unable to rise for work, you will be taken to the edge of the plateau and dumped.

    "I do have one more item to add. It is the Corporation’s benevolent desire that any slave who completes six years in good standing, while in the employ of the Corporation, be given their freedom. While I cannot say how often that has happened, I can say that it has happened. Now, if you will all rise and proceed to the doorway over there, my associate will guide you to your new quarters."

    As we stood, the administrator singled me out. "Grunta. You stay here for a moment with me."

    When the others had moved through the far door, the administrator spoke. "It is not often that we get beings in here of your stature. I believe you might be the first Grunta on Telfor. Physically, you are much bigger than most here. Therefore, you will have an increased quota. Think of that increase as payment for the larger bunk you will receive and the larger food portion you will also receive. Both of which I believe constitute a fair trade.

    "Also, we have had others here of large stature that caused problems. The last was a Vautan. He was equal to you in size. After his second instance of rebellious behavior, he was lowered down into the ravine with a camera around his neck. His attempts to stay alive were a welcome distraction to our staff. If you should turn out to be a problem, keep in mind that the staff workers here will not hesitate to turn you in. They are always eager to find the next great runner."

    I replied, "I will be of no issue."

    The administrator smiled and nodded. "Sometimes trouble has a way of also finding those who have no issues. Make sure you don’t give any staffers a reason to turn you in, for they will not hesitate. Go join your crew."

    I turned and was soon through the door. After a short run, I caught back up to the others. We were taken into a cavernous room that was lined with bunk after bunk of smelly, sleeping slaves that came from a variety of species. The Omega sector was called home to seventeen sentient species, and each was represented in the bunk room before me. I also took note of the fact that most had segregated themselves to bunk with those of their own kind. It was a form of discrimination that all sentient species practiced. It was natural for one to gravitate toward others of the same or similar culture and appearance. It had been that way all through time. The microcosm of the Omega sector that the slaver bunk room offered proved that norm to be true.

    The Feldons with my group walked to a section occupied by other Feldons and began to select from the available bunks. As I stood surveying the room, I noticed Jallis Karmea waving his hand in a gesture for me to join them.

    I made my way over and spoke. "I appreciate the invitation, Jallis."

    Jallis laughed. "Well, the way I see it, I would rather have you as a friend in here than not. Who knows, maybe your size will come in handy. This place is about as close to a prison as you can get, and prisons always have a pecking order for who’s in charge. I figure that if you are with us, we are much less likely to get messed with. You can be like our guardian."

    I thought for a moment before responding. "Hmm. That is the second time I have been referred to as a guardian in the last month. I would say that I was not very successful at it, as I am not able to protect the one who said that first."

    Jallis pointed to one of the larger bunks. "You might want to grab that one. And if you want to make up for disappointing whoever said that first, just do a good job of protecting those who are saying it now."

    Jallis looked around the bunk room. "It looks like the lights stay on here all the time. That is going to do wonders for our sleep habits."

    As Jallis turned to sit on his bunk, another Feldon approached him. "I’m sorry, you will have to move over to the bunks over there."

    Jallis replied, "Who says?"

    The Feldon pointed back towards a sleeping Feldon. "Javel Gerkam is the Feldon Governor at this mine on Telfor. He makes the rules for all Feldons."

    Jallis snarled. "We don’t answer to any made-up Feldon Governor. You tell him that we—"

    I held up my hand. "You tell Mr. Gerkam that we will gladly comply. We are not here to cause trouble."

    Jallis turned towards me with a scowl. "I invited you over here so we wouldn’t have to worry about idiots like this Javel. We picked these bunks, and we are keeping them!"

    I shook my head. "If you truly want my protection, then you will have to listen to my counsel as well. If you butt heads with the established order on the first day, you are begging to be tossed over that cliff out there. The Talisans look for any excuse for doling out that punishment. Causing unrest in an ordered environment would make you subject to such punishment. We should comply with this request, at least until we are able to evaluate the situation."

    Jallis sighed. "If you haven’t already figured it out, Grunta, I'm a hothead. I don’t like to be pushed around or taken advantage of. I don’t start fights, but I don’t back down from them if they come to me."

    I nodded. "I take it that you see the reason in my suggestion. Keep this in mind: if I am taken away by the Talisans, who will be here to protect you then?"

    Jallis snarled and walked to the bunks that had been pointed to by Javel Gerkam’s messenger. I walked to the next large bunk and sat down. I spun and lay back, extending my feet. I groaned as they stretched out beyond the end of the bed. Jallis grabbed the bunk nearest and pushed it forward until my feet were at rest upon it.

    Jallis spoke. "I’m short, I won’t be using that end of the bunk anyway. You might as well keep it for your own."

    I nodded. "I appreciate that, Jallis. Anything that you can do to provide for my needs is something that I shall endeavor to return. I am now in your debt."

    Jallis half laughed as he pointed toward a sleeping Javel. "You are already paid in full. Just try to keep me out of trouble if you can."

    A Talisan approached. "Let’s go! It’s time you received your work clothes. Line up and follow me."

    When we arrived in the next room, the floor was wet.

    The Talisan turned and spoke. "Drop your clothes in a pile over here. Then move to the center of the room."

    I could see the discomfort in the eyes of some of the female slaves. They disposed of their clothing and huddled together in a mass of naked Feldon flesh. The Feldon men did their best to not stare. Streams of cold water then fell from valves in the ceiling, dousing the naked slaves. I could see shivers coming from the Feldons as their body temperatures dropped. My own thick skin meant the cold water was little more than refreshing.

    When the water stopped falling, the Talisan guard spoke. "At the end of your shift, you will be brought through this room. You will deposit your work clothes in a pile just like this one, and then proceed to the rinse area. The table beside the clothes pile has soap. Make as little or as much use of it as you will. When the rinse is complete, you will proceed to the next room, where you will be sonically dried. In the room following that, you will be issued a new set of work clothes.

    "When you are dressed, proceed through the next door to the chow line. Fill your bowl to the brim and eat all that you can, as this will be your one main meal per day. During your shift, a bread slave and a water slave will be bringing you bread and water every four hours. You will have to time your eating and drinking so that you continue to meet your quotas. When you are finished in the chow line, I would recommend that you go straight to your bunk and make full use of it until your shift starts. Tomorrow, your exciting new life on Telfor will begin. Hahahaha!"

    The stew provided was not of the best quality, but it was designed to provide the nutrition needed to keep the slave miners working. I was given two bowls and ate every gram of the overly salted mixture that I could scrape from the bowls’ bottoms. We were then marched back to our bunks and told to sleep until our shifts would begin.

    As I lay back on my bunk, I looked around at the new Feldon slaves who surrounded me. All eyes were open wide as the reality of where they were began to fully set in. Even though the bunk room smelled of the many poorly washed slaves sleeping within it, it was kept in a relatively sanitary condition.

    The Talisans knew how to work their slaves to get the maximum production from them. There was a cost to obtaining new slaves, and while there was nothing of substance done to make slave life easy, it was understood that a relatively happy slave was a productive slave. I forced myself to sleep for the remainder of my personal time.

    Five minutes before the new shift began, a loud buzzer sounded, rousting us from our sleep as the prior shift’s crew headed to their bunks. Other than the introduction of new slaves, the operation ran continuously. We were marched down a long hall to a large elevator. From there we descended nearly a half kilometer into the base of the mountain before the elevator stopped. We were led to a room with standard miner’s gear, picks, shovels, hammers, and pry bars.

    The sixteen miners of least stature and strength were then separated from our group of forty-eight. They would be bringing the bread, water, and any tool replacements that we required, and would be responsible for hauling away the material we dug out of the shafts.

    The gelana ore was difficult to mine by hand, and inhalation of the lead dust over long periods of time was deadly to most species. Humans had a high tolerance for lead as compared to most others. Gruntas were immune to its effects.

    I grabbed my pick, shovel, hammer, and pry bar and was directed down a shaft. "You, Grunta, go down here. You will find the start of a new vein about a hundred meters down. Work that vein until it runs dry. And I have been told to keep an eye on you to make sure your production stays well above the others. If you fail to do so, I will happily report it to the supervisor. Now, get to work!"

    The Talisan attempted to give me a shove as I walked past him. To his dismay, he was unable to affect my progress, instead pushing himself slightly backward. I chuckled as I continued to walk.

    When I reached the ore vein, I turned to see Garmon standing behind me with a smile. "I’ll be loading for you, Mr. Beutcher."

    I nodded as I eyed the crude conveyor that ran the length of the shaft we had just come down. As I looked it over, the conveyor came to life. It was time to begin work on our quota.

    I pointed at the conveyor. "Do your best to keep up, Garmon. We will try to keep as close to the quota as we can. We could do more, but they would then always expect more. So, we will give them only what they asked for."

    I turned around with the pick and began striking the gelana vein. The first few minutes saw little progress. However, I soon developed a technique that would keep me digging at the necessary pace to meet quota. While the labor was very physical, my frame was well designed for that purpose. I pulled the ore from the wall, and Garmon drug it up the shaft to be loaded onto the conveyor.

    The sixteen-hour shift was a long and arduous undertaking. In our first day, Garmon and I had managed almost four meters of digging. I was told that most veins ran tens of meters at best and were generally only a few centimeters wide. As we hit the third meter, the ore vein widened. Our quota had become easier to attain.

    The following week saw us falling into a routine that for me was easily sustained. Garmon was doing his best to keep up, and other than the lead inhalation from the dust, he was holding his own.

    After our seventh day in the mines, I lay back in my bunk.

    Jallis said, "We have got to devise a way out of here. The guards are sloppy. They often come too close. I could run through the one who watches over me with a pick before he knew what hit him."

    I replied, "I too could easily overpower my guard. Our problem lies in what we would do next. The forward guards have little more than shock sticks to prod us along. Here, in the showers and bunk room, I have only seen one guard with a blaster rifle. If we were to exit the mine with that single blaster, we would not fare well against the Talisan guards outside. There are too many."

    Jallis continued, "What if we were able to get that blaster and to make it down into the jungle? Certainly we would be able to defend ourselves against bears with a blaster. I have to do something. The anger inside grows with every swing of the pick. I’m afraid that I will just one day explode and start something I cannot stop."

    I replied, "I noticed that the guards are fed from the same vat of stew that we are. They do not eat here with us, it is carried to them. What we need is to get the person doing that to feed us information. I suspect that we will have to deal with the self-proclaimed Feldon Governor over there."

    Jallis looked over at the Feldon that had surrounded himself with females. "Hmm. He surrounds himself with women like he is some kind of emperor or something. He works down the same shaft that I do. Perhaps it’s time he met with an untimely death. Anyone who puts themselves in such a position of power when others are struggling to survive does not deserve to live."

    I shook my head. "Perhaps it’s time we had a talk with him instead. He may already have the information we seek."

    Garmon grinned. "If he was on our side, we could take over the whole mine!"

    Jallis looked over and scowled. "And what are we going to do with a thousand freed miners? No, we need to keep our group small. We need to take control when one of those transports is out there so we can take it and then go take a ship. If we don’t have a ship, we are essentially dead."

    I replied, "It's true that we will need a transport to escape this planet and a ship to escape this system. Those are much bigger tasks than escaping from this mine."

    Jallis lay back and looked up at the ceiling. "Even so, I would still prefer to die in that jungle out there. Every swing of my pick in here only makes the Talisans wealthier. As I said, my anger inside grows with every swing."

    With the fatigue of the day, we were all soon fast asleep. Jallis’s complaints had become part of our nightly bunk ritual. I found the physical labor to be grueling, but easily handled. Jallis was on the verge of breaking.

    The following day, I caught Javel Gerkam as he was getting up for his shift. "Mr. Gerkam, I would like to have a word with you."

    Javel smiled. "I wondered when you would come crawling. Life in the mines is hard. I can get favors from the guards. Would you be interested in joining my personal security team?"

    I shook my head. "I would be interested in information. Who feeds the guards? What are their habits? Do we know how many there really are?"

    Javel shook his head. "Grunta, it sounds like you wish to escape. I don’t think you have thought this through. Let’s say that you managed to overpower a guard and to escape down into the jungles. Even if you could protect yourself from the bears, where would you go? They would hunt you down from the air and snuff you out with the press of a button."

    I sat on the bunk next to him. "That is why we need a plan that will take us all the way to the spaceport. From there we hijack a shuttle and then take over a ship in orbit. Of course, all the planning in the world for that is useless if we can’t successfully get out of this mine."

    Javel again shook his head. "When you said we, I felt as if you were looking at me. Are you including me in your plans already?"

    I replied, "I am including everyone. However, I must first escape this planet. If you help me by providing the information I desire, I will come back and liberate this planet from the slavers."

    Javel laughed out loud before quieting to where he could speak. "Liberate this planet? And just how would one Grunta do that? I will say, you do dream much bigger than any who have come before you. I have been in this mine for two and a half years. During that time I have watched a dozen slaves who attempted escape. Only one made it to the jungle, and I heard the guards talking about how he didn’t last an hour. I don’t know, Grunta; why would I risk providing information to someone I believe to be a high risk? In three and a half years I will be eligible for release. Why would I jeopardize that?"

    I stood. "Because you are tired of swinging a pick, you are tired of building wealth for those who hold you captive, you are tired of seeing your fellow Feldons suffer and die. And, because you know deep down that there is no release from being a slave. That is propaganda designed to give hope where there is no hope. Hope keeps people alive, Mr. Gerkam. They will work harder and produce more for the Talisans if they believe that one day they can return to their former life. It is a false promise that will never be fulfilled."

    Javel Gerkam spoke. "I have a shift to work. I will think about your offer. I would not discuss this with anyone else. There are those here who would seek favor by outing any discontent. Trust no one."

    Javel Gerkam left for his shift. I walked back to my bunk, where an anxious Jallis lay waiting.

    I sat. "I don’t think he will help us. And I am concerned that he may take this as an opportunity to turn us in."

    Jallis glared at the departing Feldon Governor. "He deserves a pick to the back of the head. I would gladly be the one to deliver it."

    I shook my head. "We can’t do such without risking reprisal from the Talisans. There are probably a hundred Javels in this room just waiting to take his place. We will see him again at shift change in two days. He will let us know his decision then."

    I lay back in my bunk. As I closed my eyes, I began to think about Joni Salton. Was she still alive? And Garrett Rourke, was he still moving about freely as Ded Williams? I then thought of the New Alliance. Was the decline continuing? Had more colonies rebelled? And what of the war in Andromeda? My head was filled with questions that I could not answer. Sleep came slowly.
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    As we were coming off shift, I came out of the chow room and headed for Javel Gerkam’s bunk. I took note of the five guards in the room, there was normally only one. I sat on the bunk across from Javel as he prepared himself for the day.

    Javel had a nervous look about him as I sat. It was a look I had seen a thousand times before when doing ship inspections. If a party was up to no good, they usually had a way of revealing it through their body language and tone of voice. Javel was smiling nervously as he dressed.

    I spoke. "You seem a little unsettled this morning. Is something bothering you?"

    Javel stopped. "Why, no. Nothing wrong with me. Is there something you want?"

    Through my peripheral vision I could see that all five guards were looking our way. At that moment, I had no doubt that Javel Gerkam was attempting to turn me in. I was certain he possessed a microphone that allowed the Talisans to listen to our conversation. I decided it was time to turn the tables on the traitor.

    I replied, "Yes, I wanted to talk to you about what we discussed at our last meeting."

    Javel’s expression changed to one of a Mannard cat that had cornered its prey. "Go on, Mr. Beutcher. I am listening."

    I lowered my voice and leaned forward as if to not be heard. "I do not want to be involved in your scheme to escape."

    Javel’s expression changed. "What?"

    I continued, "The Talisans have treated me fairly so far. I can produce for them for six years and get my life back. Why would I jeopardize that with an attempt to escape? Where would I go? I am sorry, Javel, I cannot be the muscle you seek for such a purpose. You will have to find someone else."

    I abruptly stood and walked back towards my bunk before Javel Gerkam could reply. I lay back on my bunk and watched through the corner of my eye as the Talisan guards approached his position. Javel raised his hand and began trying to explain what had just happened. The Talisan did not care. Javel was implicated, and he would pay the price for his treachery. One of the Talisan guards walked past my bunk with a smile as the other four dragged a screaming Javel across the room toward the outer door.

    Jallis spoke. "What did you do? Why did they take away Javel? Not that I am unhappy about that, but it doesn't make sense."

    I replied, "Javel was going to turn us in. I could sense it in our first discussion. I told my shaft guard that I thought he was going to make an attempt at escape and that I would try to get him more information on it. The guard seemed happy to have reason to take down Javel. I don't think the Talisan liked him either.

    "When I saw the extra guards in the room, I knew Javel was planning to turn me in. The easy way would have been to use a microphone so the guards could listen to our conversation. Javel did that for me. Instead of talking about our plans, I told Javel that I was not interested in being a part of his scheme to escape. I then left before he could respond."

    Jallis grinned and began to laugh as he glanced over toward the doorway. "You are cold, Mr. Beutcher. Brilliant, but cold. Remind me to never contemplate crossing you."

    I turned my head to look at Javel’s bunk. "Jallis, this is an opportunity for you to assume the title of Governor. I think you should go and take Javel’s bunk. I will follow and take the bunk beside you. The other Feldons who may have had designs on that position won’t dare confront you if I am at your side."

    Jallis smirked. "Governor, in a slave mine, what a ridiculous notion."

    Jallis thought for a moment and then stood. "But, I see reason in your words. There are two other groups who are in discussion while they are eying the open bed. Follow me, Mr. Beutcher. It’s time we took control."

    As Jallis walked toward the bunk, the two other Feldons scowled and moved towards it as well. Another set of Feldons then moved on the bunk from a far corner. After a purposeful pause, I rose and followed Jallis. The other Feldons stopped and stared. Their prize had quickly been taken by another. The four Feldons returned to their bunks with unhappy looks on their faces. I pulled two bunks together next to Jallis and lay down. Garmon, Alto, and Riga, as well as half a dozen other Feldons that had come in with us, followed. Just like that, there was a new Feldon Governor in Mine-44 on Telfor. Jallis Karmea would command the attention of the others.

    Jallis looked around at the females that were all bunking near him. "You are all released to go back to your groups. You may stay if you desire, but that is up to you."

    Within a few minutes of the takeover, two other Feldons converged on Jallis’s bunk. "I am Herl Rada, and this is Gami Freko. We represent one hundred fifty others in this room. If you are assuming the position as Governor, what would be your demands?"

    Jallis pursed his lips. "There are none at this time. I will from time to time ask for information. I will not be demanding rations or favors, I will not be asking all the females to bunk around me, and I will not be a rat for the Talisans. We are Feldons, we are stuck in this horrific place together. We should be supportive of one another, not abusive. I will attempt to be fair in my dealings with all in this room.

    "If a dispute cannot be settled between two parties, bring it to me. I will decide, and that decision will be binding on both parties. We don’t need to give the Talisans reason to mistreat us because we cannot resolve our own problems. The best we can do, to one day ensure our freedom, is to stay alive. If anyone is falling behind on their quota due to temporary illness, let others pitch in to help. If the illness is chronic, however, we are only postponing the inevitable. Life here is a harsh reality; keeping ourselves alive and healthy will be our priority."

    When the two Feldons left for their bunk, I said, "Now that sounded like someone with leadership abilities. I was not expecting such a speech from you."

    Jallis lay back in his bunk. "I ran a construction crew of forty-eight back on the Dellis IV colony. I had a good supervisor who taught me the best way to get productivity out of those who worked for you was to inspire them in any way you could. Talk is cheap, and over the course of a few years I found I was able to get more work out of my crews by being fair and talking the talk. I know that I have been a hothead since I met you, but I was never like that in my business life, only personal, which is probably why I never found a mate. Feldon females do not respond well to anger."

    I replied, "Well, I think we need to get some sleep. The coming shift is always long, and we need our rest. While you are swinging your pick tomorrow, try to spend some mental energy on what we can do to make use of your new position. We will find out if they allow you to make assignments or not. If so, we can put our own people on the chow crew for the guards. This little coup may have been just what we needed to gather the information we seek."

    Jallis nodded. "Thank you, and good night, Mr. Beutcher."

    I smiled. "Good night, Governor."

    During the few weeks that followed, we placed a half dozen people in positions that brought us the information we sought. Guard schedules, postings, weapons that were carried, and the number of guards at the mine told us what we needed to plan for.

    At the end of a shift, I sat on my bunk. "There are sixty-eight guards on duty during any shift. Add in the additional sixteen who guard the entrance, and the plateau outside, and we have eighty-four per shift, and two hundred fifty-two total. It appears that only three, one at the doorway, and two in the towers outside, have blaster rifles. I am certain that there is an armory somewhere near the Talisan barracks.

    "So, with two shifts running at a time, we will have a hundred thirty-six guards to contend with down in the shafts. Back on top here, there will be thirty-two. We can either plan to take them all at once, or just enough of them for us to slip out of here."

    Jallis offered a confused look. "Are you saying that we could in effect liberate this whole mine? If so, what would we do with everyone? We don’t have a transport to get all these people into orbit, and if we did, we don’t have ships to get everyone out of here. If we make it out, we have a better chance of coming back to liberate them than we do of trying to free everyone at once. It’s logistically impossible."

    I replied, "I had the same thoughts. I just wanted a second opinion. I will have a plan for us to mull over after tomorrow’s shift. Get a good night’s sleep. We will likely need it if we decide to put the plan into action."

    When the next shift had come to an end, I sat close to Jallis on his bunk. "This is the plan. We start by taking out the shaft guards with our picks when we first arrive at our shafts. We then move up to the transition guard who is checking quotas. He sits in a chair by the conveyor, facing away from the shafts. After that we take the elevator. There are two guards standing there, and as with the others down there, they have shock sticks. I counted off the steps, and with a run from the main shaft, we should cover that ground in five seconds. That should allow sufficient time to take them out before they react.

    "The guards do not have comm down in the mine. There should be no word of our actions. There are two guards up here at the top of the elevator. When the doors open, we need Garmon to be lying on the center of the elevator floor. You and I will be waiting on either side, just inside the door. When the guards come in, we jump them.

    "Next, we will have to snake our way around the other guards that are on this level. I believe I can take down the guard by the exit door with the shock stick before he can react. On the other side of the door are two more guards. We should be able to surprise them as well. One of them has a blaster.

    "Once out on the plateau, there are two remaining guards, one in each tower on the ends of the plateau. You and Garmon will have to put on guard uniforms and then walk out to each tower. By my calculations, it should be night outside. That should allow you to reach the towers and climb the stairs. If nothing looks suspicious, you should still be able to surprise the guards and recover the two blasters that they have.

    "After that, we can lower ourselves to the jungle floor and slip away. If I am correct, they will not pursue us down there, leaving us free to head for the spaceport. We will have to devise a plan for taking a transport from there. If all goes well, we might have as many as seven hours down in the jungle before they realize something is wrong."

    Jallis replied, "There are a lot of moving parts to this plan that have to go exactly right. Once we start this, either we are dead or we escape down to that jungle."

    I nodded. "My question to you then is this, are you in?"

    Jallis thought for a moment. "If we stay here, we are dead within a year; I can already feel the dust affecting my lungs. The lead poisoning will also make us dumb as time goes on. So, I’m ready as soon as you are. And count Garmon in with that. I do foresee one other problem."

    I replied, "And what is that?"

    Jallis gestured toward his ore hauler. "Layda, she hauls my ore. If we leave her, she will be killed as reprisal for our actions and as an example to others. I believe her to be physically capable of joining us, and she seems of high intelligence."

    I nodded and smiled. "Ask her if she is willing, although her alternative is likely death. Use your powers of persuasion to inspire her. Convince her that it is in her best interest."

    Jallis stood and walked to Layda’s bunk. Five minutes passed before he returned.

    Jallis spoke. "We are a go for first thing in the morning. We have until the elevator reaches the bottom to cancel this plan. If you do not speak of it by then, I will proceed to my shaft and take out the guard."

    I sat back on my bunk as I replied, "Until the morning, then. Sleep well, for tomorrow you will be free."

    Jallis laughed as he lay back on his own bunk. "Yeah, I will be free, or dead one."

    The shift alarm buzzed as usual. I woke and dressed for the day. Jallis and Garmon each had a solemn look on their face; each was ready. I glanced over at Layda only to receive a firm smile and a nod. We all walked together as the Talisans herded us down the hall to the elevator. When we reached the bottom, I remained silent as we walked to the tool room. With that silence, our escape plan was now in motion.

    When I reached my shaft, the guard was already in place in the chair where he would normally spend most of his next sixteen hours. A voiding bucket that sat beside him would be for his required breaks.

    The Talisan guard never looked up and never saw the end of the pick before it dug into the back of his skull. It was a grisly undertaking, but necessary for our escape.

    I turned toward Garmon. "Just stay behind me."

    When I turned back toward the main shaft, I had a shock that I was not prepared for. Another miner and his ore hauler had wandered down the wrong shaft inadvertently. I stood frozen, not sure of what to say. The miner’s expression then turned into a nasty grin. He ran back to the main shaft and then down toward his own guard. As I walked out into the main shaft, I could hear the faint thud of a pickaxe being buried into a skull as the errant miner executed his shaft guard.

    Again, I waited for Jallis and Layda; they had yet to emerge from their shaft. The Feldon that had executed his guard returned to the main shaft with a wide grin. He turned and moved quickly down the next shaft with his bloodied pickaxe raised as his ore handler followed with a captured shock stick. In a near panic I located Jallis’s shaft and hurried down it to find Jallis and Layda in a scuffle on the shaft floor with the Talisan guard.

    The two Feldons were holding their own against the larger and stronger Talisan. I reached down, grabbing the Talisan by the back of the neck, lifting him into the air. Before he could let out a scream, I drove his head face-first into the solid rock wall. The Talisan slumped from my hand as the life left his body.

    "Get up and let’s go. We have another Feldon that is going crazy out there. He came down my shaft by mistake and saw the dead guard. He is now running from shaft to shaft, exacting his own justice."

    We moved quickly and quietly up the main shaft until we had come to the guard who was preparing to take quotas. Jallis ran forward and did the deed with his pickaxe. We proceeded to the end of the shaft and stopped just short of the corner. I checked that Jallis was ready. He nodded.

    We rushed around the corner only to find a single guard standing by the elevator door. I looked back to see the second guard sitting on his voiding bucket with a stunned look on his face. With two hard steps I met his rising skull with my pick. Jallis had surprised his guard as well.

    As I turned back, Jallis laughed. "What a way to go. Hahaha!"

    I wiped my pickaxe on the dead guard’s uniform and then joined Jallis, Garmon, and Layda on the elevator.

    Jallis spoke. "You two, lie down in the center like you're injured. When the doors open, move around like you're in distress."

    As the elevator approached the top I shook my head. "I hope we are able to exit this elevator before word is sent up over a wire comm. I would imagine that there is nothing but chaos going on down there now. I don’t think our friend will quit until every Talisan below is dead."

    Jallis nodded. "Let’s hope they take their time. The elevator takes eight minutes in either direction. As soon as we see it going back down, we will have sixteen minutes before someone else comes up. That may be guards or it may be slaves. If we want any success against those towers, we need silence."

    The remaining minutes of the ride up were quiet. Jallis hugged the left wall as I took the right. When the elevator came to a stop, the doors opened to two guards with their shock sticks in hand. The writhing Feldons on the floor did not seem to raise much concern. The guards entered the elevator with their attention fully on our decoys. I struck first, with Jallis following a second later. The guards were quickly pulled from the elevators and dragged into a side room, where the pickaxes were removed.

    Jallis spoke. "What do we do with them now?"

    I looked back into the hall. "We prop them up in their chairs. Unless their supervisor comes by, I don’t think anyone else will notice. From there, we work our way around to that exit door."

    After arranging the guards, I was startled as the elevator doors closed and it proceeded to head down. We had sixteen minutes until it would reach our level again. Under my direction, we moved two hallways over and turned onto another hall going toward the exit door. I walked around a corner, only to be confronted by a Talisan guard.

    The guard spoke. "You! What are you doing here?"

    I looked up at him sheepishly and shrugged.

    The Talisan scowled. "Another lead head. Your days of mining are over. Let’s go see the cook so we can get you into tomorrow’s stew."

    For a moment I was frozen in my tracks at the thought of having eaten the remains of other sentient beings. Cannibalism was something that had been looked upon with abhorrence by every species in the AMP as well as in the New Alliance. It seemed that the Talisan might have refused to heed that message.

    Jallis rounded the corner and jammed a shock stick up under the arm of the unwitting guard. As the guard slumped to his knees, Layda followed up with a pickaxe to his skull. A side room was found to dispose of the body, and our venture continued.

    When we reached the end of a third hall, I stopped the others. "This is the last guard before we go outside. The door out has a window, and one of the guards beyond has a blaster. I will rush this guard; the rest of you stay here until I signal. When that door opens, we will only have a moment of surprise. If the guard manages to fire his weapon, any thoughts of slipping out quietly will be gone."

    I peered around the corner to see a guard sitting in a chair with his back to the wall. His shock stick was sitting on his chair on one end, with the other propping up his protruding chin. It was evident from my angle that the guard was asleep. I moved up quietly, reached slowly over, and squeezed the trigger for the shock stick. The guard convulsed violently and slid to the floor.

    I glanced out the window to see two guards again sitting in chairs, and again, one of them was asleep while the other fidgeted with an item in his hand. I looked back at the others and waved them forward. Jallis lined up behind me with his pick in hand as Garmon and Layda held up shock sticks.

    I reached for the doorknob and twisted. It would not turn. It was locked from the outside! I tried again with the same result.

    Jallis whispered, "What is wrong?"

    I replied, "The door is locked from the outside."

    Jallis’s head rocked back in dismay. Everything had gone perfectly up until this point, and now we were trapped in the mine with no way out. I turned back to look down the main hall as a buzz sounded, signaling the elevator was moving again.

    I said, "We have eight minutes before this place erupts in chaos. I’ll consider any ideas anyone has."

    Layda stepped up. "We need them to open the door for us. How do we make that happen?"

    I looked at the Talisan guard that had slumped out of his chair onto the floor. He wasn’t dead, but his eyes remained glazed over from the shock stick to his chin. I grabbed the Talisan by the uniform on the back of his neck and picked him up.

    I turned back to the others. "Get ready. When that door opens, I will get the near guard, and I will need you to take out the far one."

    The others nodded. I held the guard’s face up to the window and knocked on the door. I pulled him slightly to the side so that his face was not fully visible and knocked again.

    A voice could be heard from outside. "Hold on. What do you want, Donnat? We aren’t supposed to open this door."

    I knocked again and then held the end of the shock stick to the doorknob. When the knob twisted and the door opened slightly, I triggered the shock stick on the knob. I then jerked the door open, pulling the stunned guard toward me and through the doorway as the others rushed past. A second shock from the stick sent the Talisan folded over to the floor.

    When I looked back to the outer hall, I could see Jallis tugging at his pickaxe, attempting to unstick it from the skull of his latest victim. Layda then returned with another pickaxe and a scowl and put an end to the two stunned guards at my feet. I propped the door open with the guards body and proceeded out into the hallway beyond.

    I said, "Jallis, you and Garmon grab the uniforms off these two and get dressed. Each of you will take a shock stick and walk out there as if nothing unusual is happening. When you get to the base of those towers, climb the steps and zap those last two guards. Pace yourselves so that you both arrive at the same time. I will be here with the blaster should either of you need backup."

    Jallis spoke. "Why do you get the blaster?"

    I replied, "When was the last time you fired one? Or better, have you ever fired one?"

    Jallis slowly shook his head. "Well, no."

    I smiled. "I have been through the marksman course with a similar rifle. If you get in trouble, get back out of that tower, and I will take care of it."

    Jallis nodded as he helped Layda disrobe one of the dead guards. With the uniforms on, Jallis and Garmon proceeded to walk towards the ends of the plateau. The fact that blaster fire was not heard during their walks was a good sign. As they reached the towers and began to climb the stairs, I peeked around the corner. Using the sighting scope on the top of the rifle, I zoomed in on each of the towers. The guards appeared to be at ease as the others climbed.

    Through the scope I could see Garmon as he smiled and zapped the guard. When I turned back toward Jallis, I could see that the two were fighting, and Jallis was taking the worst of it. I sprinted toward the tower and twice stopped to take aim with the blaster. I could not get off a clean shot.

    I continued my sprint and raced up the steps into the tower. A bloodied Jallis was standing over the dead guard. The leg of a broken chair had been thrust through the guard’s neck.

    Jallis spoke as he breathed heavily. "I thought I was dead. He was swinging me around like a sack of Genaline peaches. I managed to grab that chair, but I missed him and hit that counter instead; that’s when the leg broke off. He picked me up and body slammed me twice before I got my hand on that leg. I got in a lucky strike on the last swing. I might have a busted fore rib."

    I placed my hand on his shoulder. "I’m glad you were able to overcome. Let’s get your brother and Layda, and get off this mountain."
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    As we came down the steps of the tower, Garmon and Layda were came from the other. Garmon smiled as he held up a blaster while Layda brandished a bloody pickaxe.

    Jallis spoke. "When we first arrived, the guards pointed in this direction for where they dumped bodies. Let’s see if there is a way to lower ourselves down."

    I held out my hand. "I just thought of something. I don’t know why I didn’t think of this before. Where do they take the ore once it’s mined? It has to be loaded on ships. If they are bringing ore ships all the way down to the surface, we may be able to find our ride out of here that way."

    When we reached the edge of the plateau, there was no indication of a method to be lowered to the jungle floor. I took the blaster and zoomed in on the bottom of the ravine. There were no carcasses, no bones, no sign of bodies being pushed over the edge.

    I said, "I think the ravine and probably the jungle story were made up to keep us in line. There is no indication down there that anything at all has happened here. Had anyone been thrown over, there would be bones."

    Layda tapped my shoulder and pointed back toward the door. "I think we have a bigger problem."

    Feldon slaves were pouring out of the doorway to the mine. The one crazed Feldon had managed to free the remaining slaves by overpowering the Talisan guards. After a short discussion with the proclaimed leaders of the revolt, it was learned that they had taken out the active guards and then raided the quarters of those who were sleeping. An armory was then found and a dozen more blasters liberated.

    I spoke to the leaders. "The Talisans lied about the jungle. There are probably no such things as Garantian bears. There is also no way down from this plateau."

    One of the leaders pointed back into the mines. "We will have to find or make ropes."

    I replied, "I have another idea. They have to be taking this ore somewhere. Wherever that is, they have ships to transport it out of here. If we want off this planet, we need a ship or many ships."

    The Feldon leader again pointed back into the mine. "There is a shaft down in the mine where the ore is carried away. If we follow that, we will find our ships."

    I nodded. "How good are you at climbing? I think we should send a group around this mountain as well. They have to be taking the ore out somewhere on the other side."

    The Feldon replied, "Our people are not the best at scaling mountainsides. Our ancestors lived on a mostly flat world."

    I turned to Jallis. "How about you? Do you think you could handle the terrain of the mountainside?"

    Layda spoke. "I don’t think we will have to. It looks like there is a path leading away from behind that tower."

    I replied, "OK. Here is what we are going to do. I need twenty volunteers and four more blasters. We will take that path around. The rest of you, find that ore shaft and follow it to wherever it leads. We will try to meet up on the other side. If you run into trouble, send a runner to let us know the situation. We will do the same. And before you go. If you haven’t ever fired a blaster and you are holding one, stop back in the bunk room and take a few shots at the far wall. It will at least give you a feel for what happens from your end of the rifle."

    We took to the path that led around the side of the mountain. I led the way. As a Grunta, I had excellent balance and didn’t suffer from vertigo by looking down. In fact, Gruntas didn’t suffer from motion sickness of any kind. It was one of the reasons we made respectable pilots.

    The pathway around was carved into the rock, and several sections had gone into disrepair after its initial construction. From a short distance, I used a blaster to make room for my shoulders where parts of the path had fallen away. The journey around the mountain took four hours. As a plateau began to come into view, I held out my hand for everyone to stop.

    "Let me get a look at the situation. If there are guard towers, we may have a hard time reaching that plateau.", I said.

    I moved slowly around a corner until I had a full view of what lay before us. I zoomed in with the blaster scope on the single tower that sat on the outcropping. Two guards could be seen sitting in chairs, leaning over a counter.

    Two additional guards stood by a cavernous doorway into the mountain, and another two stood on the edge of a landing field that was nearly a kilometer long.

    I returned to the others. "We are going to need all five blasters up here. I will lie out front on the pathway at a point where I have some protection from the mountain, but a clear shot forward. The four others with their blasters will be lying behind me. I will show you how to use the zoom on the scope. We will line up the shots I will need from you. After you take that shot, just wait for me to finish up. Don’t fire any more, as I don’t want to take an ion bolt in the back. When I finish, we can move forward."

    Jallis, Garmon, Layda, and Riga followed me farther up the pathway. I picked out spots for each of them to lie and then gave instruction on setting up for the single shots that I wanted them to take.

    When the shooting placements and instructions were complete, I moved forward, setting up for a firefight in the position I had chosen. I was largely exposed, but distant enough that a hit would have to be precise to take me out. I looked back, and each of the others signaled that they were ready. With a wave of my hand, the action began.

    Five ion bolts impacted the plateau areas the Talisan guards held. The two guards beside the doorway both exploded from direct hits from the guns of Jallis and Layda, while Garmon’s shot impacted the ground just in front of the landing field guards, spraying them with debris. Riga's bolt fell short while my first shot took out a tower guard. The second guard reacted before my next ion bolt left the blaster tip of my rifle.

    With no further shot at the tower, I turned towards the landing field guards. They were in the process of recovering their composure. The first guard exploded as the second dropped to the ground and fired an ion round back in our direction. I exchanged several more rounds with the Talisan before the guard that had been in the tower began to take shots at our position.

    Our advantage of surprise had passed, and we were now confronted with two blasters that were firing from superior positions. Each strike by our opponents moved their aim closer to our location. After two shots that went low, a third shot found its mark in the rock just above us. The shattered rock shrapnel pelted each of us. The injuries were minor.

    Garmon began firing at the tower. His aim was less than accurate.  One of the bolts he had fired struck a piling that held up the guard tower. For a moment the metal turned a bright red and then sagged. I took careful aim at the same spot and was rewarded as the tower leg blew apart. With a similar shot to the other near leg, the hut at the top of the tower dropped, throwing the remaining Talisan out the front and onto the ground below. As the guard pushed himself up to his knees, I placed a precision bolt into his chest. The remaining guard stood and sprinted towards the doorway into the mountain. I missed on all four attempts at the running target.

    I stood and spoke. "Let’s go! We have to get off this pathway now! There could be more of them coming out that door at any minute!"

    The last hundred meters on the pathway seemed to take forever to transition. I couldn’t understand why the Talisan guard had not returned. Had the other miners reached the ore loading area? Was there a firefight going on just inside the doors? We would find out soon enough.

    As we reached the edge of the plateau, I had the others spread out into a skirmish line. The five of us with blasters led the charge forward. When we reached the doorway, I slowly peered around the corner. Blaster fire could be heard from within.

    I spoke. "Stick close together. I want coverage of all angles before we move forward. Don’t shoot first unless you have a clean shot. Some of you without blasters, go out and clean up those bodies out there. If a ship happens to be on its way in, we don’t want to scare them off before they land."

    We slowly moved inside the doorway and down a short hall. A group of Talisans were crouched near a short wall, looking over and down at the fighting below. I had Jallis and Layda lie on the floor and take careful aim. On my signal, three ion bolts left our weapons and impacted two of the three Talisans. The third was disabled by the spatter from the others. I took careful aim and finished him off.

    When we arrived at the railing, I could see blaster fire coming from and entering a shaft where the conveyor belt normally carried mined ore. The Talisans had the Feldons pinned down.

    I pointed to a position farther down along the short wall. "Jallis, you, Garmon, and Layda take up a position there. Lay down fire in and around that group of Talisans to the left. What is your name?"

    A Feldon who had picked up another blaster replied, "Todak."

    I continued, "Todak, Riga and I will take up a position over here and fire upon that group to the right. That should allow the others to break out of that shaft."

    Positions were taken, and on my signal, bolts from our six blasters began to impact the areas in and around the Talisan guards. As quickly as their firing down the conveyor shaft ended, the other Feldons charged forward. The Talisans realized the mistake of diverting all their fire too late. Their positions were overrun, and the fighting came to a quick end.

    Another arsenal of blasters was found, with another two dozen being distributed among the freed Feldon miners.

    I gathered the leaders together. "We have complete possession of this mine, but we have no ship. Follow me to this forward room. There is a chart on the wall that shows the other mines in this vicinity. I think it best that we leave a team here to assault a freighter if one comes in. The rest may want to march on these other mines if possible. You have the manpower necessary to take over any one of these other mines. We haven’t seen any comm gear here or in the guard towers or on any of the guards for that matter. There is a good chance that our overthrow here is not known. The Talisans were weak in their security. I can only guess they never thought an uprising would happen."

    One of the Feldon leaders spoke. "Give me ten blasters and a hundred men, and I can liberate any of these mines. It will take us a half day to trek through the jungles, but with a little surprise, we can take out the guards and liberate more weapons."

    I replied, "This chart shows that there are five mines in this area. If each has a thousand miners, we will need to transport five thousand people off this planet. The holds on those ore ships can be pressurized and environmentally controlled. If we can take control of one, we could fly all five thousand out at once."

    Jallis spoke. "Let’s say we do make it out. Where would we go?"

    I smiled. "Effica. The Talisans raided it over a year ago and took everyone. The infrastructure has been stripped of some of its machinery by salvagers, but the planet is still livable. If we take five mines, we should end up with a hundred blasters. That would be a deterrent for the slavers to come after us. At least for a while."

    The Feldon leader spoke. "It is settled, then. We will split into five groups. Divide the weapons evenly. If anyone takes a mine with a freighter, they will travel to each site to gather the others."

    The Feldons split into four large groups. Our group of twenty remained, keeping two blasters. The others departed, going down a trail that led off the mountainside and into the jungle. We made camp in the mine where the conveyor belt ended.

    Jallis said, "Those are smelters down there. The high-grade lead ore is loaded on those freighters after the slag is cleaned out of it. They pump it up through that shaft over there as a hot liquid. I saw cooling vats where blocks can then be loaded on autopallets to then load on the freighter. It looked like the warehouse up there was nearly full. A freighter has to be due to pick this stuff up."

    After six hours of searching the mine for anything useful, a runner came in from the landing field. "A ship is coming down!"

    I picked up my blaster and headed to the loading bay doorway. As the massive freighter began to settle, I grew nervous that there were no guards visible on the plateau.

    I turned back to Jallis. "Get a couple of people in those Talisan uniforms and stand them out by the door. If the pilot of that ship gets spooked, we have lost everything we fought for today."

    Two Feldons were quickly dressed in the uniform parts that we could find that had not been shredded by ion bolts. We hurried them out to the doorway of the loading bay. The side of the freighter opened up, revealing the eight cargo holds within. Five Talisan guards then emerged. Each held a blaster.

    When the guards reached the halfway point of the two-hundred-meter walk to the loading bay, they stopped. One of the guards pointed towards the half fallen tower, another towards our phony guards at the doorway.

    I yelled, "They’ve made us! Cut them down!"

    We began firing, taking out two of the guards as two others turned back towards the freighter. The third lay on the ground. Our decoy guards scurried inside as blaster fire pounded the rock walls in and around our location.

    I again yelled, "Target those two who are running!"

    The third guard rose and sprinted for the open ship. Jallis fired a round into his back as I managed to wing one of the other two.

    I jumped to my feet. "Come on! Everyone! We have to take control of that ship!"

    I sprinted out in front of the others and dove onto the ground as I took careful aim at the injured guard. His exploding torso told of a perfectly aimed shot and kill. The remaining Talisan guard then disappeared into the freighter.

    I rose and again sprinted toward the open doors. One by one they began to close. As I reached the forward doors, the last two began closing. A blaster bolt kept me from boarding. The remaining guard had taken a strategic position. As the door lifted and the guard and I traded ion bolts, Jallis ran past me at full speed, diving into the cargo hold and ending his run behind a storage container. After I exchanged rounds with the Talisan, the guard gave up its position and moved back down a hallway towards the bridge. I slung the blaster over my shoulder and jumped up to take a grab at the closing door. It had lifted just out of my reach.

    I yelled up into the opening, "Jallis! Take that bridge before they lift off!"

    I stepped back as the giant loading door continued to close. I could hear the reverberations of the ion engines coming online. I clenched my teeth in denial as the freighter began to slowly lift from the ground. At five meters up, it began a turn that would take the nose out over the jungle.

    I spoke under my breath. "Come on, Jallis! You can do it! Take this ship! Take it for all of us!"

    As the ship continued to lift up from the landing field and turned farther away, my heart sank. At twenty meters up, I sat back on the ground, looking up in disbelief. Having a ship was life or death for the thousands of miners on Telfor. I had failed to execute at the moment I was needed the most. I leaned back, letting my head bounce on the hard rock of the landing field as the freighter began to move out over the jungle.

    Then it happened: the ship nosed over. The front section of the freight dropped quickly, slamming into the jungle below. I stood and began to run as the tail end of the massive ship still hovered over our heads.

    I yelled, "Get out of there! That ship is coming down!"

    Seconds later, the ion engines could no longer be heard reverberating as the back half of the freighter fell. The nose of the ship lay deep in the jungle. The center of the ship crashed hard into the edge of the plateau, holding the tail end of the ship up in the air. We continued to run.

    As the frame of the great ship began to split in two, we emerged from under its shadow. The aft of the ore hauler then slammed into the landing field just behind us, sending a gush of wind and dust outward that bowled us over like a giant broom sweeping the plateau.

    As the dust settled, I stood to take in the loss of the freighter. I walked toward the fractured center of the hull. The others followed close behind.

    I stepped up into the open hull to survey the damage. The freighter would not fly again. Our method of travel off the planet was gone. I climbed into the wreckage and carefully moved down the heavily sloping floor toward the front of the ship. Several minutes later, I reached the front bay door that had previously closed just in front of me. I moved over to the hallway going towards the bridge and continued my trek downward. The others in my group followed close behind.

    When I reached the bridge, the frontal viewports were smashed, with tree branches poking in where the large, transparent structures had been. I then heard a low moan.

    Garmon yelled, "Over here! It’s Jallis!"

    I made my way over to see a bloodied and beaten Jallis Karmea lying where the bridge deck met the front wall.

    I leaned over. "Can you speak?"

    Jallis replied, "I may have broken my back. The guard knocked me away just as the ship’s nose struck the ground. I could not stop him from forcing the captain to scuttle the ship."

    I looked around. "And the guard? Where is he?"

    Jallis raised a single finger toward the far wall. Layda spoke. "What’s left of the guard is scattered about over there. He got the guard."

    I turned to Layda. "Check the ship’s infirmary. They should have a backboard in there."

    Layda pulled herself up along the wall, climbing back up the hall toward where the infirmary would be. On a freighter, it would likely only be a closet, but the standard medical gear would be stored there.

    Layda yelled back, "Got it! Coming your way!"

    The backboard slid down the floor, banging against the wall to our left as it stopped. Jallis was gently rolled to one side and the backboard slid underneath him. When he had been let back and secured, I sent two of the Feldons off looking for ropes. An hour later, we emerged from the downed freighter with Jallis. I sat back on the landing field to contemplate our options. Our struggle for freedom had not ended well.
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    The following day, a runner returned from one of the other mines. It had been fully liberated. The freed slaves were armed with the weapons that were available, and then sent out toward other mines. The jungles around our mine were full of liberated slaves.

    I wondered how long it would be before the Talisans showed up with gunships. The fleet of converted ships they flew were not designed for planetary assault or policing, but they were far superior to the handful of blaster rifles that we now possessed.

    Jallis was showing signs that he might recover sooner than expected; his early prognosis of a broken back was changing to one of a possible torn muscle. He would continue to be laid up for a while to come; however, it was an injury that would heal without surgical intervention.

    After a short discussion with the others, I rose and climbed back into the freighter. I found myself standing on the bridge, wondering if the ship could somehow be made to fly, if only between mines. I stood at the captain’s chair, holding onto an armrest to keep myself from sliding down the deck.

    I flipped the switches to power on the ion generators and was rewarded with a green symbol showing that they had come to life. I spun the chair around so that it faced the back of the ship and plopped myself down in it. I powered on the forward engines and was again rewarded as the front of the ship began to slowly lift.

    After a gentle session of coaxing the forward gravity thrusters, I had the ship sitting level, closing up most of the fractured fuselage. I pushed the nav stick on the captain’s chair to the right, and bit by bit I moved the massive ship until it was once again fully over the landing field. I then gently set her down.

    Layda boarded and was soon standing behind me. "Can she be made to fly?"

    I replied, "Go back and see if we have anyone with ship-welding experience. They would be able to answer that question. There are materials and machinery in the mine for welding, they use it for maintenance, but I don’t know if they are adequate resources for our purpose."

    Layda nodded, turned, and left the bridge.

    I slowly spun the captain’s chair around, looking at each of the stations on the bridge. I stopped when I came to the comm station. Was it possible? Could I make a comm call for help? Was Garrett in the area? Or would he even be capable of helping? I stood and walked the five meters to the comm station.

    I tuned the equipment to the frequencies Garrett and I had used and began to broadcast. "This is Knog Beutcher, Garrett, are you out there? Garrett, this is Knog. Garrett, please tell me you are listening!"

    The comm was silent for several seconds. "Knog, where are you?"

    I let out a long sigh as I replied, "You are answering this call, so you must be nearby. We have taken over a mine and attempted to capture a freighter. The ship’s captain crashed it. Is there any chance that you can get to us?"

    Garrett replied, "There is a single gunship up in orbit. I’m camped just outside of their sensor range. If I had the original Jess, I could take it out. With this one, I don’t have any weapons."

    I thought for a moment. "Would it be possible to approach from the other side of the planet? If you could get to us, that ship is fast enough to outrun the gunship. Their ships and the weapons they have added to them are crude."

    Garrett began to punch coordinates into his console. "The planet should make a decent shield against detection. That gunship has been broadcasting for help nonstop for the past six hours. I would guess that we have less than a day before help begins to arrive."

    I replied, "Get in here and get us out. There is a full slave revolt going on right now, which should give us cover for some time. The Talisans are not good slave managers. We may not even be missed."

    Garrett took the Jess out and circled back in, coming from the opposite side of Telfor. Less than an hour after our conversation, he was landing on the field beside the downed freighter.

    As the hatch opened, Garrett stepped out. "Let’s get a move on. I picked up a second ship on the sensors just as I hit the atmosphere. We have fifteen minutes before they will be able to see us leaving. How many are we taking with us?"

    I replied, "We have twenty here with us."

    Garrett shook his head. "We can’t fit twenty on here, maybe half that, a dozen tops. It’s four days to the nearest colony that is not run by the slavers."

    I turned back to the Feldons. "This ship is small. Besides myself, Jallis, Garmon, and Layda, we might be able to take six more of you with us. We will leave all the blaster rifles behind."

    One of the Feldons stepped forward. "We are free to fight; you have already given us that. Take your ship and make your escape. We will remain here with our people."

    The Feldon looked around and received nothing but nods in return. I wasn't sure about the Feldons before that moment. With that single decision, they had gained my full respect.

    I replied. "I will do my best to return to help in any way I can. This freighter will fly if taken up slowly. With the opened hull it cannot make orbit. If you can somehow close her up, you may be able to use her to leave this planet. Good luck to all of you."

    We hurried Jallis, Garmon, and Layda onto the Jess and lifted off. The flight to orbit and then out of the Telfor system went quietly. Two more Talisan gunships appeared on the sensors as we pulled away.

    Jallis said, "With those gunships, it will be a slaughter. Had I been able, I would have stayed."

    I replied, "You have given your people a fighting chance; that is far more than they had only a few days ago. The only way we can help now is if we have a warship. There are no warships in Omega."

    I looked up at Garrett. "Perhaps we could travel to the Theta shipyards and steal a destroyer?"

    Garrett laughed as he shook his head. "That would be a suicide mission. That place is locked down tight. Besides, it would take us months to get there and months to come back. I don’t think the Talisans are going to wait that long to attack."

    The cockpit of the Jess was silent for several minutes.

    Garrett said, "If I could get back to the original Jess, I could take on any of those gunships out there. Her armor and weapons are far superior."

    I replied, "Even if we could get you through the portals to get her, you would have to fly her back and again. That would take months. Unless—"

    Garrett raised an eyebrow as he turned around. "Unless?"

    I thought for several more seconds before responding. "What we need is a way to get that ship back here with portal sweeps. I can’t do it, you can’t do it, but I think I know who might be able to. My maintainer, Go, has the credentials that would allow him to request portal sweeps. If we could make that ship appear as if it was supposed to be headed to this sector, he could get it out here in a matter of hours."

    Garrett nodded. "I have a transponder right here that would ID the ship as an Omega ship. He would need a good cover as to why it was out in Alpha sector and why he was bringing it back."

    I leaned back in my chair. "What if the ship was on a trade mission for the Governor and it broke down? Go is a maintainer; it would be legit for him to be sent out to repair it and bring it back. All we would need is the Governor’s signature. That is easily faked."

    Garrett smiled. "That might just work. The portal administrators might balk a little at it, but a security station Governor’s signature would be a powerful thing. Nobody wants to get involved in the politics of it all anymore. It’s too easy to make enemies."

    Our first stop was on Effica. We dropped Jallis, Garmon, and Layda at the same location we had previously left the Governor. It would have adequate accommodations and enough food to keep them alive for several weeks if not longer. After that, they would have to scavenge to survive.

    After a run back to the station, Ded Williams requested docking on SS241. I stayed on the ship as he went looking for Go. Half an hour later, he returned.

    Go spoke as he came onto the Jess. "I don’t know how I can help you, Mr. Williams. I am not familiar with—"

    Go’s eyes lit up. "Mr. Beutcher! What? Where—"

    I placed my hand on his shoulder. "Sit. We have much to discuss."

    A call then came over the comm for Garrett. "You two, go back in the cabin and be silent. It’s the Governor on the comm."

    We moved back out of view of Garrett’s comm camera.

    Garrett spoke. "Hello, Governor. How can I be of assistance?"

    The Governor smiled. "Mr. Williams, I have a new item to be shipped from Deko II to here. I am eager to take possession of this item, as it is something that I have sought for some time. I would like the package picked up and delivered here to me as soon as possible.

    "And Mr. Williams, you have been one of my better captains of late. You seem different from the others, more refined, I should say. I will be hosting a dinner party tomorrow evening, and I would very much like you to bring me the item before that begins. If you have formal wear, you may attend the party and take part in the feast that will be served. Make haste, Mr. Williams; I am eager to have this item in my hands."

    Garrett replied, "I will do my best, Governor. Send the coordinates and any data related to the pickup, and I will start on this immediately."

    The Governor smiled, nodded, and closed the comm.

    Garrett spoke. "That was odd. I haven’t seen him so excited about loot before. This must be something special."

    I sat in the copilot’s chair. "The Governor’s treasure can wait. I need you to give Go everything he will need to bring the original Jess back here."

    Garrett shook his head. "I have to go in the next few minutes, or we lose my being able to visit this station. I am only here because the Governor wants my services. Take those away, and they probably wouldn’t even let me dock."

    I turned to Go. "What were you working on?"

    Go replied. "I was working on making sure Roger wasn’t stripping my ship bare. I don’t have a new partner yet, and until I do, I need to stay close, or they will steal everything they can take off her."

    I again placed my hand on Go’s shoulder. "I need you to go with Mr. Williams, here, right now. That will mean the Mabel is left for them to pick over. I know you love that ship, but the Mabel can be repaired. The missions we need you for are far and above the needs of that ship. You could be responsible for the freeing of thousands, if not millions of slaves."

    Go nodded. "If you need me, Mr. Beutcher, I will do whatever you ask. My family, going back for centuries, haven’t done much of anything of worth. Maybe I can be the first to bring honor to my family name in ten generations."

    I smiled. "You have already brought honor to your family name, Go. Your work ethic is tireless, and your kindness to others shows you to be a humble and admirable person. This mission is not without danger. If the Governor’s signature is questioned anywhere along the way, you will spend the rest of your life in prison, or worse yet, you will be sent back here to face the Governor."

    Go stood. "I need to collect a few things. When I return, I will be ready to do whatever you ask of me."

    Go departed the Jess. I wondered if I was sending a boy to do a man’s job. He was naive in so many ways, and yet he still managed to get done whatever it was he set out to do. The condition of the Mabel was evidence of that.

    When Go returned, we got under way. On the ride out to Deko, we plotted out as many of the situations we could that Go might encounter. Garrett transferred the information he would need to his arm pad and talked almost endlessly about the ship and what it was capable of. Go absorbed it like a dry sponge.

    When we arrived at the rendezvous point for the pickup of the Governor’s item, Go and I stayed on the Jess while Garrett stepped out to get the package. He returned shortly after, holding a steel case by a handle.

    As the hatch closed, Garrett spoke. "The guy I picked that up from seemed almost paranoid to have it. He was constantly looking in every direction and seemed relieved when I took it from his hands. Whatever it is, it must be something that others want badly."

    I replied, "I would say that warrants us opening it up. If it's something of tremendous value, perhaps we can gain favor by returning it to its rightful owner."

    Garrett shook his head. "Not without sending the Governor into a rage. We have already seen that he is an enemy that we don’t want to have."

    I looked over the case. "It has a cipher lock. I would guess the Governor has a data key to open it."

    Go reached forward. "Give it to me. My father made a living getting into places that he shouldn’t have. He taught his trade to my sisters and me. I was the only boy, and he was disappointed that I didn’t want to go into the family business. I just couldn’t get myself to take things that were not mine."

    Garrett smirked. "And yet here you are, doing exactly that."

    Go shook his head. "No, the Governor is dirty, and I’m sure he acquired this through less-than-honorable means. It’s not stealing if it’s already stolen and your intent is to return it to the rightful owners. Believe me, I have thought about this long and hard, and there is a big difference."

    Garrett sighed. "I apologize if that came across the wrong way. I was trying to be funny. I didn’t intend to impugn your character."

    Go looked up as he flipped the lock. "No offense taken."

    The case was opened to reveal a bright, silvery-white suit. Go held it up.

    "That’s strange. Is there anything else in there with it?", I said.

    Go pulled out a data store and transferred the contents to his arm pad. "It says this battle suit has been dated to two thousand years ago. It looks like it would fit a Human about my size. And it has an arm pad!"

    Garrett pointed at the chest area. "Looks like this was for a woman. You know, there are all those rumors that say the Humans who started the AMP were some kind of supermen and superwomen as compared to the rest of us. If this is from back then, and if this is a battle suit for fighting, it sure doesn’t look very impressive."

    Go reached back into the case. "It comes with strange gloves and these packs. Looks like they would fit on that belt."

    Garrett spoke. "No helmet? What good would a battle suit be without a helmet? I’ve seen the ones the Saltons were outfitting the conscripts with. They all had hardened helmets."

    I pulled at the fabric. "It’s lightweight and flexible. The material on the feet looks to be at least a little more rugged. And the feet are closed in. Go, see if that arm pad works."

    Go studied the arm pad for several seconds, pressing it in different areas. "I don’t think it has power. Let’s put these packs on the belt and see what happens."

    The first two packs clicked in place with no result. When the third pack snapped in place, the arm pad came to life.

    Go grinned. "This is exciting!"

    Garrett looked closely at the arm pad controls. "It isn’t much different than what we have today. Let’s see if it has a holo-display."

    Garrett pressed the necessary buttons, and a holo-screen soon floated just above the arm pad. "Hold on, I’m going to try something."

    Garrett pressed several buttons on his arm pad, and a holo-display popped to life just above his arm. Several swipes later, Garrett Rourke began to smile.

    I said, "What is it?"

    Garrett turned his display in my direction. "It allowed a direct link to my arm pad. I can explore everything it has from my own display. Hmm, this looks like the same Help icon we have. I wonder what we can learn from it. It looks to have a complete tutorial section."

    The next four hours were spent trolling through tutorial after tutorial about the battle suit, the gloves, the packs for the belt, and the missing helmet.

    I again tugged at the fabric of the suit. "Do you think the Governor knows what he's getting?"

    Garrett swiped at his display. "I don’t think so. The logs say the last time this was powered up was two years shy of two thousand years ago. We are the first ones to see this since that time. Wow, I would have to say that is exciting, just as Go said."

    Garrett continued, "Whoa. This says the suit can be activated, which makes the wearer not only invisible, but immune to all natural forces, so long as the power capacity of the suit is not overwhelmed. It seems that when something comes in contact with the suit, it consumes energy at a higher rate. The glove on the right has some drive mechanism that allows the wearers to power themselves around, while the glove on the left has a kinetic weapon of sorts. Says it fires tungsten pellets at half the speed of light."

    Go sat back. "If this is true, that’s crazy!"

    I sighed. "It means we can’t let the Governor get his hands on this. It also tells me that the Governor may be collecting artifacts, and if those artifacts are similar to this, he might be unstoppable if he decided to use them. You know, the texts that we all studied as children all mention that the AMP had its origins in this galaxy when a foe of unimaginable power was defeated in battle. We are all taught how it took a number of species grouping together to do it. They must have been armed with these suits."

    Garrett spoke. "It says to make use of it, there is a bio-gel that has to be pumped into it, and the helmet has to be securely fastened. We don’t have the helmet or the bio-gel."

    I released the suit and sat back in the chair. "Go, how good are you at dealing with memory stores?"

    Go replied, "I know my way around. Have to when dealing with Mabel’s systems."

    I nodded. "Do you think you could copy this data to your and Garrett’s arm pads?"

    Go grinned. "That I can do. Here, Garrett, give me your arm pad."

    Go continued, "It looks like we have about three orders of magnitude more storage than this. I can encrypt the entire thing and copy it to each of our storage units. I could also reset the operating system to a base configuration. All the tutorials and information linking this arm pad to this suit would be gone. It would just be a blank arm pad, waiting for input."

    Garrett swiped at his display. "Do you think you could set this last access log date back so the next guy thinks he is the first to see this in two thousand years?"

    Go nodded. "I can set that, and I can run a scrubbing algorithm on the memories so that anything that was there before will not be recoverable. The Governor will just think this is an old arm pad, and he won’t know what the gloves do either."

    I spoke. "Should we risk keeping the gloves or the packs?"

    Garrett shook his head. "I would bet the Governor is expecting those. Without all the tutorials and the control files we have taken, he won’t be able to make use of the gloves anyway. Without this software, it will likely just hang on the wall as part of a collection."

    Garrett handed the gloves back to Go. "Put them back in there the way you found them. And check that data store to see if it has anything else hidden on it. If it’s clean, we at least know that the Governor has no way to make use of this suit. If it ends up on a wall in his collection, we will at least know where to find it if we figure out a use for it."

    When the battle suit was neatly locked away, we turned our focus back to instructing Go on how to recover Garrett’s ship. A quick detour was made to Effica, where I was dropped off to be with Jallis, Garmon, and Layda. If all went well, Go would be back with the ship in three days’ time.
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    Jallis’s condition continued to improve; however, with a torn back muscle, the pain manifested itself in a howl whenever he attempted to move in the wrong way. The three had chosen what had previously been a lavish hotel on Effica. Many of the rooms had been raided by salvagers, but an entire floor had somehow been missed.

    The food situation was less than desirable. Runs out into the city to look for food would be the priority job of the day. The cache of food that the Governor was privy to had been raided several weeks before. Garrett left me his spare blaster. Garmon and Layda had both seen salvagers landing in the city. It was almost inevitable that we would have an encounter.

    As we prepared for a food search, I said, "There has to be some emergency food rations stashed around this city. Have you checked the security offices and hospitals?"

    Layda replied, "All that we could locate. I think there may be other people that are still living here in the city. When the salvagers come in, they seem to destroy everything that they have no desire to take with them. We have come across only a few locations where only the food was taken; everything else was left as it had been. The salvagers don’t operate like that, so it's probably locals who remain."

    Garmon spoke. "I used to work in a moderate-size factory. We made hats. We had a cafeteria for the workers so the bosses could monitor lunch breaks. This city has a number of such factories. If any have cafeteria kitchens, we may find food."

    Layda replied, "I will search the city directory on the wall comm."

    After several minutes of search, Layda spoke. "OK, it lists twenty-six factories with a hundred or more employees. We have two within a kilometer of this hotel."

    I nodded. "We try those first and then work our way back towards here if we don’t find anything. I don’t want to leave Jallis alone any longer than we have to."

    Jallis spoke. "I’ll be fine. Just go find us some food. We will have used up the rations you took from your friend’s ship by tomorrow morning."

    I shook my head. "You are not fine. You are practically defenseless right now. We will do as I stated and be back in a little over an hour. Stay here with the door locked until we get back, even if we are late."

    We left the hotel room and made our way down the stairs to the lobby. After carefully exiting into the street outside, we walked a kilometer, always trying to stay in the shadows or have a place to run to, should trouble arise. When we arrived at the factory, it became clear that it had already been picked over by the salvagers. We pushed forward to the second factory only to find the same result.

    On our return walk, we began to inspect stores, warehouses, and homes. We came across a street lined with low-income row homes. The first house we entered had not been touched. I stripped a sheet from a bed, and we piled all the nonperishable food into the middle. I folded up the sheet and threw it over my shoulder.

    Garmon laughed.

    I spoke. "What?"

    Garmon pointed to the white sheet bag. "I used to have a Human coworker friend. Every year his family would celebrate some holiday where a fat Human in a red suit would bring toys to the Human children in a white bag like that. They called him Sanda or something like that. What have you brought us today, Sanda?"

    I smiled and replied, "Today I bring you canned Borak meat and dried minia beets, but you are not allowed to play with your food."

    Layda shook her head. "You two are a strange pair."

    As we walked back toward the hotel, I had a sudden feeling of calm come over me. That small interchange of what was arguably not even humorous had taken my mind off the state of things, if only for a few minutes. My troubles all seemed like troubles that I could work to resolve. Garrett’s original ship would free a planet of slaves. It would also give us a ship that would allow us to safely travel the Omega sector, a feat that would allow us to gather the resources we would need to take back SS241 and to eventually mount a sustainable search for Joni Salton.

    As we rounded the corner onto the street that our hotel was situated on, I froze in my tracks. Two helocycles were parked in front of the hotel. I dropped the sheet full of foodstuffs and sprinted with my blaster raised. When I reached the front door, I peered into the lobby. No one was there.

    I moved quickly to the stairwell and listened. No indication of the salvagers could be heard coming from above. I sprinted up the steps three at a time until I reached the floor where Jallis was recovering. I slowly opened the door and listened. Low voices could be heard.

    I moved up to the near corner and looked around. The door next to Jallis’s door had been kicked in, and two salvagers were rummaging around. I quietly walked over to peek in the door and came face to face with a Harpian salvager.

    I grabbed him by the neck and pushed him backward. His skin was oily in my hands, making my grip around his thick neck tenuous at best.

    I spoke as I aimed my blaster at his partner. "You…gently remove your weapon and throw it on that chair."

    I looked at the Harpian that I held in my hand. "You do the same. If I sense anything going on, I won’t hesitate to squeeze this trigger on either one of you."

    The second Harpian nodded, slowly lifting his weapon and depositing it on the chair beside him. The Harpian still in my grasp dropped his blaster on the floor. I motioned for the second Harpian to move to the side.

    He spoke. "This is an abandoned planet. Everything here is fair game!"

    I replied, "You mean, everything that hasn’t been claimed already. This is ours."

    The second Harpian raised his hand and spoke. "OK, it’s yours, we’ll leave. It’s a big city out there. There’s plenty for everyone."

    I shook my head. "I think you misunderstood. When I said this is ours, I meant this planet is ours."

    The first Harpian spoke. "You can’t claim a whole planet!"

    I replied as I squeezed hi neck, "I just did."

    I spoke as Layda came in the door behind me. "Pick up their weapons. Where’s Garmon?"

    Layda replied as she stooped, "He’s checking on his brother."

    Garmon yelled out. "He’s hurt! Come quick! Help him!"

    I looked at the two Harpians. "I take it you already visited the room next door. If my friend is hurt in any way, you are going to pay and pay dearly!"

    The first Harpian panicked. "It wasn’t me, it was him! Your friend couldn’t move, so I said let him be! He dragged him from the bed and started kicking him for the fun of it!"

    The second Harpian snarled at his partner. "And you laughed!"

    As Layda reached for the second weapon, the free Harpian jumped, grabbing the weapon from her hand and firing a bolt in my direction. The midsection of the Harpian in my grasp exploded as I returned an equally deadly bolt. When the melee had ended, I was standing with little more than the shoulders, neck, and head of the Harpian in my grasp while his midsection was splattered across my abdomen. Layda lay on the floor, covered in the gut and bone of the other, stunned, but unhurt. I dropped the remains and hurried to the other room.

    Jallis was conscious. "I’ll be OK. Only a few bruises. I think he thought he had done more damage to me because of the way I was screaming. I would give anything for a pain shot and a room with a magnetic healer."

    I looked over his body for other injuries. "A magnetic healer?"

    Garmon replied, "It’s a device that our doctors use. It speeds the healing of muscle and soft tissue. It is only effective on Feldons."

    I gently lifted Jallis and set him on the bed.

    He looked at my chest and then over at an equally bloody Layda. "What happened to you?"

    Layda frowned. "I was slow and almost got us killed."

    I pointed to the bathroom. "Go and clean yourself up. Garmon and I will go get the food. We found a pantry that had yet to be looted."

    Garmon spoke. "The food is at the top of the stairs. We moved their helocycles inside to a storage closet."

    I turned to sit on the end of the bed. Jallis spoke. "Hey! You are disgusting! Don’t get that mess on my bed. I am stuck here!"

    I looked down at my chest and began to laugh. For only a moment, I was returned to that peaceful calm I had experienced a few long minutes before. Garmon and Jallis each joined in the laughter as Layda closed the bathroom door.

    I said, "Well, Jallis, I think I have created a problem for us."

    Jallis replied, "What’s that?"

    I smirked. "I declared that this planet was ours. I’m afraid we may have to defend it from all the salvagers now."

    Jallis smiled. "So much for lying low while we wait."

    I nodded. "Tomorrow I will take Garmon. We will see if we can locate one of the magnetic healers you spoke of. I will leave Layda here with a blaster to watch over you and the food. Those two Harpians each had a blaster, so we now have three."

    Jallis spoke. "Any of the hospitals or large medical facilities would have had one. They are only useful for the one purpose. You should be able to locate one if the salvagers haven’t destroyed them. Garmon knows what they look like."

    After getting cleaned up, I went down to the storage unit to check on the helocycles. Both were disgustingly filthy, but in good operating condition. They would greatly speed our ventures out into the city. They would also vastly extend the range away from the hotel that we could safely travel during daylight hours.

    The following day, a magnetic healing unit was located and retrieved. Within hours after its application, Jallis was showing improvement in his ability to move with less pain. Two additional runs were made for food stores. Enough rations were collected to last for several weeks.

    On the third day after I had been dropped on Effica, Garrett returned. "Go made it to the ship and is working his way back. Two of the security stations questioned his credentials, but could not find any reason to doubt them after as much as a full day of delay. When he arrives at SS226, he will not request the final jump to SS241. Instead, he will fly the final five days without his transponder on. There is a lot of empty space out there, and I don’t expect him to have any other issues. If he can manage those final eight portal sweeps that he has remaining, he will be here within a week."

    I replied, "The timing couldn’t be better. Jallis is on the mend and should be in good shape by then. Has there been any word from Telfor?"

    Garrett nodded. "I have been camping out in that area when not on runs for the Governor. Word is that more than half of the planet has been liberated. The Talisans are focusing on stabilizing the mines they still control. They don’t want to kill the slaves that have escaped. The slaves are viewed as assets that need to be put back to work. They are trying to figure out how to deal with that."

    I sat in a chair. "How did the delivery of the artifact go, and have you asked around about any others the Governor may have picked up?"

    Garrett replied, "I can’t snoop around openly like that. I delivered the suit to him at the dinner. He was quite pleased when he opened it up. I don’t think he has any idea of its value other than as a relic. Several of the people he was showing it to commented that it wasn’t a battle suit. To them, it appeared more like a uniform. Either way, the Governor was very happy to have it.

    "Once he was alone, I asked if he had other artifacts from that era, and he said yes and that he would love to show them to me someday. I told him that I would keep my eyes and ears open for other such items, to which he smiled and gave his approval. He then said that he thought he was close to discovering where the artifacts had originated. He thinks it’s somewhere in the Mensa sector."

    I crossed my arms. "Suggest to him that you would like to be involved in that search. If he ends up trusting you enough to show you his collection, he may place full trust in you when it comes to searching. He has to have someone in charge of that, and with the cronies he had surrounded himself with, I can’t imagine they are very intelligent. The Governor likes to surround himself with muscle."

    Jallis raised his hand. "What of Telfor? What are we going to do when your ship arrives?"

    Garrett replied, "The Talisans have forty-two gunships in orbit there. I believe it to be the vast majority of their fleet. I have little doubt that the Jess can handle all forty-two, as they are little more than converted transports. The armor plating is crude, and the cannons on the Jess won’t have any problem with cutting through it. Their ion cannons are weak; however, if you don’t have armor on your ship, they would easily destroy you. They won’t harm the Jess."

    Jallis smiled. "Their fleet is their power. Take that away, and they will go back to being nothing more than pirates. I should like to see them exterminated for what they have done."

    Layda charged into the room. "Salvagers have landed and are crawling about on your ship!"

    I stood, taking Layda by the arm as I pointed back to Jallis. "Watch him. If anyone comes onto this floor that is not us, don’t hesitate to shoot if they don’t leave immediately."

    Layda scowled. "Anyone comes on this floor that is not one of you three, and I will shoot first. They have no business being here."

    I held up my hand. "There are salvagers who are good people. All I’m saying is, don’t kill if it isn’t necessary. If you kill an innocent, you make enemies of those who knew them. If you hear blaster fire from below or from outside, then, don’t hesitate to shoot."

    We raced out of the room and down the stairs to the lobby. The Jess was parked two blocks from the hotel in a vacant lot. When we reached the corner of the building that led out to the lot, we stopped to evaluate the opposition.

    Garrett was the first to peer around the corner. "I see an easy two dozen out there. They look like the Harpians you killed earlier. I would bet they are looking for their friends."

    I said, "Take up defensible positions."

    Garrett grabbed my arm. "What are you doing?"

    I replied, "I’m going to find out their intentions. If they are just here to salvage, they will pick up and go to another sector of the city. If they have other things in mind, they will let us know. Ether way, we can’t let them take or damage that ship."

    Garrett again pulled on my arm. "If you go out there, they have an open shot at you. If they want that ship, it will take them days to break into her. She has a solid frame. They also won’t be able to fly her without gutting her systems."

    I shook my head. "They are salvagers; they would be happy with gutting her. Now, release my arm and take up a good position. If hostilities start, they will be following me around this corner. Let them make it to the end of this building before firing. That should leave them fully exposed for ten or fifteen seconds. We should be able to cut their number in half in that time."

    Garrett released my arm and turned toward the entranceway of the building beside us. "Don’t get yourself killed. I still need your help!"

    I smiled as I stepped out from the corner. "You! Salvagers! Get away from my ship!"

    Several seconds of silence passed before the first ion bolt came my way. I fell, rolling backward behind the wall of the building as it impacted the ground a few meters to my left. The spray of dirt and sand was anything but comfortable, but again, my thick skin kept me from injury. I stood and sprinted toward the far end of the building.

    The others had taken up their firing positions, lying in wait for the salvagers to follow behind me. They did not come.

    Several minutes of silence passed before Garrett signaled me over the comm. "They either left or are waiting for you to show yourself. Keep your position. I’m heading up to the roof to get a look."

    I replied, "When you get there, hold up your arm pad and snap an image. Inspect that image from behind cover. I’m working my way to the back of the building."

    Garrett responded as he ran up a flight of stairs. "Just don’t expose yourself. Garmon, stay where you are. If they try to come around the front, pin them down; you are in a well-protected spot."

    I reached the back of the building at the same time Garrett blew the door to the roof off its hinges. I used the distraction to extend my arm beyond the end of the building, capturing an image of the surroundings before pulling it back.

    I spoke into my comm. "I have four salvagers moving down the alley towards my position. Two others I can see remain crouched near the Jess."

    Garrett thrust his arm up into the air and pulled it back. Repeated blasts began to pound the top corner of the building where he had been standing. He scrambled back towards the door.

    An image came over the comm. "I see eight by the Jess, four in the alley, and six approaching the front of the building. That leaves a half dozen unaccounted for. I would guess they have either dropped back for help or are working now to outflank us. I can’t get near that roof’s edge to get a shot off."

    I stepped out from my corner, catching two of the Harpians as they attempted to cross to my side of the alley. As one exploded from my ion bolt, the other sprinted back for cover. I took aim and placed a bolt into the construction block wall just above his position. The blocks exploded, pelting the Harpian salvager with concrete debris. A second shot forced him into the open, where my next ion bolt found its target.

    Several blasts then impacted the wall high above my position as I slipped back around the corner. After a three-second wait, I again stepped out, catching the two other Harpians as they attempted to flee the alley. I knelt and took careful aim as the runner on the right exploded. The remaining Harpian from the alley then disappeared around the corner.

    Garmon then opened up in the front alleyway. I sprinted the length of the building, stepping out from the corner with my blaster raised as I arrived. Two Harpians approached Garmon’s position from the side. Two well-placed shots ended their advance. The four remaining salvagers turned to flee; only three made it back to the building corner.

    Garrett again moved out toward the edge of the building, thrusting his arm up and back again, capturing another still image of the area around his ship. The act again brought a flurry of ion fire. As Garrett turned to retreat, the roof of the building gave way beneath him. The supporting walls on that story of the building had been blasted away. As the roof collapsed, it slanted back towards the Jess and the Harpians. Garrett began to slide toward a position that would leave him fully exposed.

    Garrett yelled, "I’m in trouble!"

    I sprinted to the front of the building just as Garrett reached the building’s edge. He was in plain view of the Jess, and of anyone around her that wanted to take the shot. Nothing happened.

    As I stepped out from the corner, the last of the Harpians was slipping away behind the far building. The third floor of the building had collapsed, leaving Garrett clinging to the second-story edge.

    "Drop and roll.", I said. "The salvagers retreated."

    Garmon joined me just as Garrett let go and dropped the eight meters to the ground. A hard roll prevented any more than superficial injury. I moved over to Garrett, helping him to his feet.

    Garrett brushed himself off. "That was about ten seconds of terror that I didn't need."

    I replied, "They are gone, but they will be back after dark. Get the Jess and take her back to orbit or at least to a safe location. We will go back to see if we can fortify the hotel, if it can be fortified, otherwise, we will move elsewhere. We need to go now; they will be back."

    Garrett nodded and turned toward the Jess as a small explosion went off underneath her port wing.

    Garrett scowled. "I hope that’s not what I think it was!"

    We ran to the ship to inspect the damage. Garrett opened the hatch as I went under the far wing to check for damage. Garmon took a position where he could protect us from the alley where the salvagers had run.

    Garrett came over the comm. "She’s not going anywhere for a while. They took out the inertial dampener. The engines won’t move her at much faster than walking speed now. That protection is a built-in to keep us from killing ourselves with too much acceleration. We are now stuck here."

    I replied, "I think the dampener is OK. The blast severed the control lines running to it. If we had the proper tools, we could have her back flying in a day."

    Garrett sighed. "I wish we had a day. Those salvagers are sure to come back to finish the job. A ship like this is worth a fortune in parts."

    I stepped up into the hatch. "You said she could fly at a reduced speed? I say we move her elsewhere and attempt the repairs. There is a good chance that we can find the tools required to fix her in one of these empty factories. Control lines should not be difficult to repair. Patching the hull may be a problem.

    "The factory we explored the other day had a courtyard in the middle that the Jess should fit nicely into. It's a kilometer northwest of here on the opposite side of the hotel. Take her there, and we'll scout for tools after we decide to fight from the hotel or not."

    Garrett nodded. "Can someone come collect me from the factory on a helocycle?"

    I replied, "Garmon knows the way. I’ll send him right out."

    With the Jess in flight to the factory, we made our way back down the street to the hotel. Garmon was sent out to pick up Garrett. I walked the hotel lobby, evaluating whether or not we could reasonably defend her, always with a wary eye toward the street just outside.
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    I slowly pushed the stairwell door to our floor open before yelling out, "It’s me! Knog!"

    Layda replied, "Is everyone OK?"

    I spoke as I walked to the room. "Yeah. The ship took a hit, but we should be able to fix her. I need you to come down to watch the lobby as I close this building up. I want to block off the other stairwell. The elevators are already out of commission. That should limit them to the main stairwell. I need to make a quick stop on the sixth floor. There is a cable there that runs from this building to the next. If it’s strong enough, we could use that as an escape should this building be compromised."

    Layda nodded. "I’ll take the lobby. What should we do with the other helocycle?"

    "Park it by the lobby door. If needed, we will shove it out into the street and blast it. I don’t want to give it back to them. If everything is clear when I get down there, I may have you ride out to park it with the Jess. Garmon can ferry you and Garrett back to here from there."

    Layda replied as she turned away, "Got it. I’ll have it by the door when you get down there."

    Starting on the sixth floor, one level below ours, I began to blast away the stairs going down to the lobby, leaving the single stairwell as the only way up. The cable running to the next building was secure and substantial enough to hold my weight, and therefore the weight of anyone in our group. When I arrived in the lobby, Layda was waiting.

    I pointed to the helocycle. "Take it. If you pass Garmon and Garrett on their way back, tell him to return to pick you up as well."

    As Layda sped away on the cycle, I was startled by Jallis’s voice behind me. "Tell me what I can do, Knog. I can’t swing a pipe or a fist, but maybe I can be of use as a spotter."

    I shook my head. "You should have stayed upstairs. If you are moving slow, you may not make it back up if a fight starts."

    Jallis turned and using a closet rod as a walking stick, began his climb back up to the sixth floor. I scouted the street near the hotel’s entrance for places that would offer good cover to an attacker. I then looked for vulnerabilities. Fifteen minutes passed before Garmon showed up with Garrett. After a quick unload, Garmon was on his way back to get Layda.

    As we walked back into the lobby of the hotel, Garrett said, "I think we should be good at the factory. It would be incredibly bad luck for someone to stumble across it before we get back there in the morning."

    I replied, "I don’t like that the sun is going down on us. It gets dark here quickly, and even with as quiet as those helocycles are, they still put off a whine that can be heard for a good distance at night."

    Garrett slapped me on the shoulder as he walked past. "I think they will be OK. It’s only a five-minute ride. Layda was almost there when we ran into her. Is there anything we can do here to better defend this place?"

    I took Garrett out the front door and pointed out the possible places an attack could come from, and how we might defend against it. I then moved to the back of the building and showed him the two huge freezer units that I had moved over to buttress the back door. Next I showed him the blocked second stairwell.

    I gestured upwards. "And if all else fails and we get forced back up the stairs, we can knock out the stairwell coming up as we go. I’ve located a cable that stretches from here over to the building to the west. We can escape across it if trapped up here for too long. We have enough food to last us for several weeks; let’s hope the salvagers don’t settle in for a siege."

    Layda and Garmon returned without incident. The helocycle was parked just inside the lobby doorway in a position that could easily be sent out into the street, where it could then be blasted. I sent Layda up to check on Jallis as the rest of us pushed anything that we could find that might offer protection from a blaster strike, towards the front door. If attacked, we would slowly work our way back to the stairwell if the Harpian salvagers managed to advance.

    After setting ourselves in a good defensive posture, we waited. The days on Effica were only eighteen hours long. The night passed quickly.

    As the sun shone on the street in front of the hotel, Garrett spoke. "I need to get back to the Jess to get started on those repairs. I suggest we all go as a group. I’ll head over there first and bring back the helocycle for Jallis. He can’t walk far, but he should be able to ride without effort."

    I nodded. "Go. And be careful leaving out of here. They could be lying in wait for you at almost any point between here and there."

    Garrett smiled. "Hey, remember, I’m the guy who made his living from being invisible. Unless you hear blaster fire, I should be back shortly."

    Garrett slipped out the front door and was quickly out of sight around the corner. I watched diligently for any movement up or down the street. There was none.

    Garmon had been sent up to bring down Jallis and Layda, as well as our food supply. When the door opened, Jallis walked out without the use of his walking stick.

    I said, "You look better."

    Jallis smiled. "I feel better. Layda stayed up the entire night massaging my back with the magnetic healer. I am nowhere near 100 percent. But I feel as though I can move around without being a hindrance to anyone, so it’s a big improvement. Another week of that and I could be as good as new, although that is not something I could ask of Layda. It is a grueling task to operate that healer for hours on end."

    Layda nodded. "I would do it. You risked your life to free me and the other slaves. That is a debt that a year’s worth of massage would not repay. When we get to the factory, I will continue your treatment."

    Jallis shook his head. "You did not sleep last night. We all need our sleep. I will heal well enough in time."

    I could see from the smiles between them that a close bond was forming. Being trapped on Effica while on the run from slavers was not the place for a budding romance to begin, but it was a welcome distraction.

    Garrett soon arrived with the helocycle. It was put to use ferrying Jallis and our food store as the rest of us walked the short kilometer’s distance. When we arrived at the factory, Garrett made a quick jog to the Jess. He stopped at the doorway to the courtyard and stared.

    Before we could reach his location, Garrett Rourke turned, shaking his head. "They found her, the Jess. She’s been stripped bare. They even took the hull plating."

    We each moved to the door to have a look at our only way off Effica. The Jess II was now nothing more than a frame sitting on the ground. Garrett reasoned that the salvagers had left the frame as a joke. It was their way of saying that they would get their way regardless.

    Garrett spoke. "I knew I should have stayed with her."

    I replied, "Had you done so, you would be dead and the Jess would have been stripped anyway. We did the right thing. They just got lucky with their search."

    Garrett turned back to look at the frame. "I have to have a ship."

    As we stood and stared, Garrett turned and walked back to the helocycle.

    I raised my voice. "What are you doing?"

    Garrett replied, "I'm going to find their ship. They trapped us here, I'm going to do the same to them!"

    Before I could move to stop him, Garrett turned the helocycle and sped out of the factory. The whine of the helocycle’s rotors quickly disappeared into the daytime ambient noise.

    Jallis spoke. "We can’t let him do this on his own."

    Layda nodded. "I’m with Jallis. We go find the salvagers and help Garrett."

    I looked at Garmon. "Well?"

    Garmon replied, "I think it’s the right thing to do."

    A suitable hiding place was found for our food store. We walked out of the factory and down a street in the direction Garrett had taken.

    As we walked, Jallis spoke. "Where in this city would you park your ship if you were a salvager?"

    I pulled up a holo-display above my arm pad and began perusing maps of the city. We were in the industrial sector in the north. To the west was purely middle-class residential. The east held the lower-class slums, and the south was commercial and medical interests. The city center was government and business.

    I pointed to the southwest. "Here, shopping and warehouses. I would start there. Probably as close to city center as I could so it would be a shorter run out to investigate any other parts of the city. We go southwest."

    We walked for more than an hour, always ducking in and around buildings in an attempt to keep our presence hidden. Walking through the city without a populace was surreal. At every corner I expected citizens of Effica to emerge from the buildings as if it was just another day. The sounds were limited to those of our footsteps and the occasional breeze.

    After traveling through the northwest portion of the business sector, we came upon a wide avenue that ran to the southwest. Just over a kilometer in the distance, I could see a barricade of sorts blocking the road. The heads of two Harpian guards could be seen bobbing up and down behind the barricade as they patrolled.

    I pointed. "We approach from this second street and then make our way up on top of that tall building about halfway down. That should give us a good vantage point. Let’s just hope there aren’t any more of them than what we saw yesterday."

    Twenty minutes later, we were moving out onto the roof of the twelve-story building. From the roof’s edge, we had a clear view of the three salvager ships that had brought the Harpians to Effica. It was soon evident that there were many more salvagers than the initial two dozen we had encountered.

    Jallis spoke. "There have to be at least fifty of them down there. Who knows how many are out scouring the city right now for more salvage."

    I replied, "We can’t possibly fight that many. We need to find Garrett before he starts something he can’t finish."

    Layda spoke. "I’ve got him. He’s on top of that six-story building to the west of them. He’s almost looking back toward us from that position."

    I snapped an image of the ships with my arm pad sensor and brought it up on the holo-display. "Two of those ships are personnel transports. I would guess about forty persons each. The bigger ship is for the salvage. I would place it at about fifteen thousand cubic meters. They could have fit the Jess in there intact. I would guess that hold door is also a gravity wall so it could double as a docking bay.

    "Given the number of people we see here and the fact that there are probably others out there, I would say we are looking at eighty workers and a dozen ship’s crewmen."

    Layda spoke. "Look, down there by the smaller reddish-brown ship. I would bet that heavy guy is their leader."

    I snapped an image and zoomed in. "Yeah, I would say you are right. He’s adorned with jewelry and appears to be telling the others what to do. Hold on, he’s got something in his left hand."

    I zoomed in further on the image and began to chuckle. "It looks like about half a leg of roasted Borak. I think we know why he’s as big as he is. He’s definitely the stereotypical leader of a work team about that size. I’ve dealt with them many a time during ship inspections where there were worker teams on board. If we take him out, and that muscular one over there, that whole camp will be in chaos. Those types like to surround themselves with doers and not thinkers. That works great when they are there to give orders. It falls apart when they aren’t."

    Jallis nodded. "First we need to contact Garrett and tell him to work his way back around to us. Then we need a plan to take out those two."

    I scanned the image further. "I think I have a better plan."

    I opened a comm to Garrett. "We are watching you watch the Harpians. Look to the roof of the twelve-story building straight up the avenue, about a half kilometer from their ships."

    Garrett replied, "I see you."

    I smiled. "OK, this is what we are going to do. Jallis will remain here as our spotter. I will give him my arm pad. What I need you to do is to create a diversion. Fire your blaster, do whatever it takes to get their attention. They will send men to investigate. Just make sure you leave yourself an out.

    "Garmon, Layda and I are going to go down and steal their ships. Worst case, we try to disable two and take the third. If you can draw enough of those salvagers to your position, I think we can do this."

    Garrett replied, "I’m much better with a blaster; I should be going in with you. Send one of the others to create the diversion."

    I shook my head. "If we wait, we run the risk of them being in a much better position to defend themselves. They have about twenty of them working on disassembly of some piece of machinery. They are away from the ships right now; if they start loading parts, we aren’t going to get near those ships. Figure out a way to draw as many of them towards you as you can."

    I turned to Jallis. "Watch for me on this corner. When I come into view, have Garrett start his diversion. That should give us three to four minutes to take those ships. If you see something going terribly wrong from up here, pass that info on to Garrett immediately."

    Jallis nodded as I turned to Garmon and Layda. "The three of us are going to have to work fast. I’ll give each of you the transports. They probably have a single crewman aboard. Take them out and fire up the engines and get out of there."

    Garmon spoke as he raised a hand. "I’ve never piloted a ship."

    Layda replied, "I have. Just blow the console in front of the captain’s chair with your blaster. That should keep them on the ground. You can then join me and keep anyone from attempting to come aboard while I get us out of there."

    Jallis placed his hand on his brother’s shoulder. "Just do as they say, and we will be done with these people. There are other cities on this planet for us to make use of."

    Under Garrett’s protest, we made our way down to the street and moved into position for our ship assault. Jallis was signaled. We waited for Garrett’s distraction. Several minutes passed before the first blaster fire could be heard.

    I signaled. "Let’s move. Layda, take that reddish-brown transport, and Garmon, you take the gray one. I’ll work on the cargo hauler. And if either of you hit heavy resistance, just do your best to disable the ship and get out of there."

    When we arrived at the final corner before the ships, I peered around to get a location of the guard that had been standing there before. He was turned the other way, looking in the direction of the blaster fire. I rushed forward, grabbing him by the head and slamming it into the ground. I had a tinge of remorse for my action, but this was war, and war was a dirty business.

    I signaled for Garmon and Layda to move forward. The next guard was standing at the back of the cargo ship by its gravity wall. His focus remained on the blaster fire as well. Again, I grabbed him by the forehead, pulling him backward and slamming his head into the ground. I glanced over as Layda and Garmon each climbed steps into the transports.

    I moved quickly through the gravity wall and hurried toward the cabin and cockpit. I winced as repeated blaster fire could be heard coming from outside. I opened a cabin door to two surprised Harpian crewmen. The first pulled a knife and attacked while the other attempted to alert his friends. A stab with the knife slid clumsily up my forearm, scraping my skin as it went. The Harpian’s life ended when my tightly balled fist came down heavy on his skull, pushing his brain down into his spine. I reached out for the other Harpian as he scrambled to open a comm channel. His life was ended in a similar fashion to the first.

    I immediately got to work on powering up the engines for flight. The controls were laid out in a nonstandard pattern, which worked to slow my progress. The blaster fire from just outside continued as I raised the intensity of the gravity wall in an attempt to keep any other Harpians out.

    I turned on the view-screens, giving me a full view of the area surrounding the ship. I had a feeling of relief as Garmon exited the gray transport and climbed the steps into the reddish-brown one. Again blaster fire could be felt and heard. Layda then appeared in the doorway of her transport, bloodied and injured. She stumbled down the stairs as the engines of the cargo ship came online. I lowered the gravity wall and raced to the back of the ship, grabbing Layda as she began to collapse.

    I spoke as I lifted her into my arms. "Where’s Garmon?"

    She shook her head, struggling to speak. I carried her in, laying her down gently on the cargo deck before turning toward the gravity wall.

    Layda grabbed my arm and shook her head. "Garmon is gone. Torn in half. He saved my life. The reddish ship can still be flown."

    Layda passed out. I ran up to the cockpit and again set the gravity wall to full. Blaster fire impacted the ground around the ship as it slowly lifted off. The outer hull was taking numerous hits. I moved the ship slightly left until it hovered over the reddish-brown transport. I dropped her down, crashing into the smaller transport, damaging its hull and setting it afire.

    I pushed the throttle and lifted up, turning towards Garrett. After a quick sprint I pulled around to the back side of the building, with the tail end of the cargo ship hovering just above the roofline. I dropped the gravity wall and Garrett jumped aboard. A quick flight placed the ship over the twelve-story building, allowing Jallis to board as well.

    Jallis immediately fell to the side of the injured Layda, who Garrett was beginning to assist. "What happened? Layda?"

    I set a waypoint for fifty kilometers away and hurried to the back.

    Jallis looked around. "Where’s Garmon?"

    I placed my hand firmly on Jallis’s shoulder and shook my head. "Garmon gave his life so Layda could live."

    I reached down, scooping Layda gently up into my arms. I carried her forward to the cabin, laying her down on a bed in the captain’s cabin. She had extensive lacerations to her right arm. Garrett did his best to bandage her wounds.

    I looked back into the cabin and sighed. The loss of a close sibling was a gut-wrenching thing.

    Jallis spoke as he wept. "It was my duty to watch out for him."

    I replied, "You have been nothing but stellar in the performance of your brotherly duties. Garmon survived the slavers. He gave his life to save another. There are few greater stations in life than that of passing on during the commission of such an honorable deed. You should be proud of your brother. Do honor to his memory by celebrating his life. You would have done the same given the situation."

    Jallis nodded but remained in place. "And Layda? How is she?"

    I replied, "Garrett is patching her up right now. She has some deep lacerations on her right arm, but I believe she will recover. Go, be by her side as she has been by yours. She will need your support."

    The loss of Garmon was hard on our small group. He was a positive force in everything we did, always willing to assist and never one to argue. I diverted the captured cargo vessel to the factory to retrieve our food store before setting a heading to another city. The capital city of Effica was soon behind us.
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    Halfway to the next city, I decided to set the cargo ship down in an open field. We had traveled a full two hundred kilometers from the capital. I stepped outside to survey any possible damage to the outer hull from the blaster fire. Numerous blackened burn marks told of each hit that we had taken, but none violated the adequate plating of the outer hull. The salvagers had toughened her up for just such a purpose.

    Garrett stepped out of the hold and spoke. "Any damage?"

    I replied, "She’ll fly. If we need orbit, we shouldn’t have an issue with that either."

    Garrett touched one of the burn marks. "I was looking at the equipment they have in there. I think we could repair just about anything we needed to. The entirety of the Jess is crated up in there as well. If we go back for that frame, we could piece her back together."

    I shook my head. "We can’t go back there. It’s too much of a risk. Go should be back anytime now, if he is going to make it back. We need to plan exactly what we are going to do when he gets here, or what we’ll do if he doesn’t. Either way, we have a ship that we can use to go elsewhere with."

    Jallis stepped out through the gravity wall and into the sunlight.

    Garrett said, "How’s she doing in there?"

    Jallis replied, "Resting. She is in pain, but no longer bleeding. I have been using the magnetic healer on her arm. Those cuts went deep in the muscle. She will recover fully."

    Garrett nodded. "Sorry for the loss of your brother. He was a good man. Someone to be proud of."

    I finished checking the hull and stepped back through the gravity wall. "I suggest we go through these boxes and see what we have. Perhaps we can find something that is useful."

    After a thorough search, we came the last three crates, sitting up close to the cabin door.

    Garrett spoke. "These don’t look like salvage. They have yet to be opened. This one has an Orwallian stamp on it."

    I retrieved a pry bar and began to open the first crate.

    Garrett looked inside. "That looks like blaster rifle butts."

    We moved to the second crate, prying open the lid. "And this one is power cells. I think I have an idea of what that Orwallian crate has in it!"

    The third crate was opened. "Wow, we have the parts for several hundred blaster rifles here! What were the salvagers doing with cargo like that?"

    I replied, "It’s possible that they were salvage from somewhere back in the city. Our little fight back there might have been a bit different had the Harpians known they had blasters sitting in these crates."

    Garrett pulled a piece from each box. "The power cell snaps in like this. The tip screws into the power cell."

    Garrett stepped over to the gravity wall and pointed at a shrub sitting fifty meters from our location. He took aim, squeezing off an ion round. The shrub disintegrated in a bright flash, scorching the earth and digging a shallow hole where the shrub had previously been.

    Garrett smiled. "Self-calibrating. I like that! The power cell has four thousand rounds in it. That is one compact cell for that much ammo. An army with these could fight for days without a reload. That crate back there looks to have about a dozen power cells for each rifle butt. And I would put that ion bolt at about four to five times the energy of my handheld, which is no slouch."

    I took the rifle, aimed it, shook it around, and handed it back to Garrett. "Lightweight. That is enough firepower to take control of an entire planet out here. I’m wondering if the Orwallians were exporting their revolution here as well. Are there any shipping dates on the crates?"

    Garrett walked back to check. "These arrived in the city port eighteen months ago. That is well before that revolt we got caught up in. I wonder if the Orwallians were planning their own empire. Overthrow a dozen planets out here on the galaxy rim and I doubt anybody would even notice. Of course, there is also the possibility that the Efficans felt threatened by the slavers and bought these for their own protection. These arrived about the same time the slavers abducted this population. Two hundred blaster rifles would have been more than enough to be a deterrent."

    I nodded. "This blaster would poke holes in the hull plating of this ship."

    Garrett smiled. "We do have a way of checking that theory out."

    I replied, "You aren’t suggesting we take a shot at our hull, are you?"

    Garrett laughed as he walked toward another crate. "Don’t have to. We have the plating from the Jess to try it out on. If it penetrates that, then my guess as to its power output is off."

    Garrett carried the hull plate out through the gravity wall, setting it up against another low shrub. When he returned, he took careful aim and let loose an ion bolt. Upon impact, the hull plate shot backward, digging the low shrub from the ground before coming to a stop. Garrett walked out and retrieved the meter-square plate.

    As he stepped back up through the gravity wall, Garrett spoke. "I’m impressed. I didn’t think the Jess II would have handled a hit so well. There appears to be an outer layer that buckled and splintered, while an inner layer slightly dented. Somebody spent some good money on the construction of that ship. The blasters the slavers have on their gunships are probably no more powerful than these rifles."

    Jallis spoke. "We had a cutting tool in our construction shop that combined five cutting tips into one. We could chop through just about anything we needed with that tool. Could the same be done with these blaster tips? The tips on that cutting tool looked just like this, only of a smaller scale. It used simple ion reflectors to combine the five bolts into one."

    Garrett looked over the blaster tip. "I might be able to build something like that with the tools here if we can find some reflectors."

    I replied, "And what would we do with a more powerful blaster?"

    Garrett smiled. "We arm this big dump of a ship, that’s what. If we are going to fly this thing anywhere but down here in the fields, a semipowerful blaster weapon might not be so bad. Come on, Jallis. Let’s see if we can dig up some reflectors from all this junk. I know the Jess had some on board."

    As Garrett and Jallis dug through the boxes of salvage, I walked to the cabin to check on Layda. She was awake.

    As I stepped into the captain’s cabin, Layda spoke. "How is he?"

    I looked around. "How is who?"

    Layda continued, "How is Jallis? Does he hate me?"

    I chuckled and smiled. "Jallis is not unhappy with you in any way. He is hurting with the loss, but he will learn to live on. Death is a part of life that none of us can avoid. Sometimes it comes to the young who have not yet lived a full life. In Garmon’s case, he gave his life to save another. There are few higher honors that can be achieved in death. Jallis will recover, and he will not hold any ill will towards you. You did not get Garmon killed."

    Layda offered a half smile. "Thank you, Mr. Beutcher. Thank you for all you have done for us. You have no reason to continue this fight for our people on Telfor, and yet you do."

    I replied, "Unfortunately, I still believe in the order the New Alliance has to offer. If the planets all fracture into their own little empires, war will be just around the corner. One major drawback to almost every sentient species I have ever known was their desire to possess what others have. That is certainly not everyone, but the ones who always seem to claw their way to the top. They often do so on the backs of others rather than through their own hard work."

    Layda winced as she looked over at her bandaged arm. "How can the New Alliance be good if it allows slavery to exist, like what we have just been through?"

    I spoke. "I would agree that the New Alliance is far from perfect. I believe most would go back to the days of the AMP if that was possible. But the AMP is gone. The New Alliance is what holds us all together now. And we need to be united now more than ever."

    Layda replied, "What do you mean?"

    I sat in a chair beside the captain’s bunk. "There is a war going on in the Andromeda galaxy. A war against forces from outside of the six galaxies. Already, nearly a quarter of the worlds there have fallen. The Salton family is the only one providing support in an attempt to stop the entire galaxy from being overrun. If an outside force can reach Andromeda, they can reach here. Imagine if this entire galaxy was to be conquered and killed or enslaved by that outside force. That is why I still place my faith in the New Alliance. Even as backward as it sometimes is, without it we have no chance of defending ourselves."

    Garrett and Jallis continued their attempt at combining the firepower of several blasters into a single burst of energy. Ion reflectors had been found, and the small machine shop on the salvage ship was being put to use. They hoped to have a working prototype by morning. I found a crewman’s bunk and lay down. I was soon asleep, dreaming of my wife and children.

    When the sun again rose on Effica, I stood, stretched, and walked back to check on Garrett and Jallis.

    An excited but tired Garrett spoke. "You are just in time. Carry this box over to the gravity wall for me. We have two blaster tips focused into a single point. I tell you, this shop is awesome. It has every tool you could think of; it has welders and cutters, every metal fabricator you could want. It even has an alignment table. I don’t think we will have to do any tuning of these tips to sync up the bolts. That alignment table does it all for you."

    I set the box where Garrett suggested. Jallis carried over the small contraption they had constructed while Garrett grabbed a power source. Five minutes later, the combined blaster prototype was ready to test.

    Garrett said, "I have it aimed at that small tree. It doesn’t really matter if it hits it or not. We will know if it worked by the hole it leaves in the ground."

    Garrett turned to look back at the shop area.

    I asked, "What are you looking for?"

    Garrett replied, "I was just wondering if they have any power meters back there. I would like to get a reading on one of these blaster rifles versus this combined output. If it’s double, we know we got it right."

    I nodded. "How about I just use the sensors on my arm pad to record. They would not be high precision for what you are doing, but I don’t think you need high-precision values for your test."

    Garrett smiled. "Great idea. Hold up your arm and start recording."

    Garrett picked up a blaster rifle, aimed at the base of the tree, and pulled the trigger. The small tree exploded as the ion bolt impacted and began to spread out.

    Garrett looked back. "Did you get that?"

    I replied, "Four hundred fifty kilojoules. Not bad."

    Garrett turned towards the combined blaster. After one final review of the setup, he pressed a button to fire the device. The ground in front of where the tree had been exploded.

    I lowered my arm. "I think you are going to like this. I’m reading one point four megajoules. That is just over triple the power."

    Garrett furrowed his brow. "Triple? How did that happen?"

    Jallis walked back to a holo-display on the wall by the machine shop. He punched in numbers for several minutes as Garrett and I looked over the device.

    Jallis slapped his open palm on the table beside him. "That alignment table must have placed both bolts exactly in phase with each other. The power curve begins to go slightly exponential at that point."

    Garrett smiled. "So, if we combine three, four, or five tips that are perfectly aligned and in phase, our power output could spike to five or ten times the individual outputs?"

    Jallis nodded. "It would appear so. That is probably the reason the cutting tool we had back at the construction shop was so efficient."

    As Garrett walked toward the front of the cargo hold, I spoke. "Where are you going now?"

    Garrett pointed at the crates of blaster parts. "I'm getting another three blaster tips. We found five ion reflectors. We might as well use them all for another test. If this works, I say we mount it on the outside of the ship and wire it to the command consoles."

    Jallis turned to follow Garrett. "I will assist."

    As I looked up at the others, Jallis stopped. Layda was standing in the cabin doorway.

    Jallis ran to her. "What are you doing out of bed? You should be resting!"

    Layda smiled. "I just wanted to see what all the excitement was. I’m feeling better, and there is nothing wrong with my legs."

    Jallis shook his head. "You need to stay in there with the healer. Let me see that arm."

    Layda gently held out her damaged arm.

    Jallis spoke as he looked it over. "That is looking much better. The cuts have all scabbed over."

    Jallis turned back to Garrett. "Get started and I will join you shortly."

    Garrett nodded as Jallis turned back towards Layda. "Let’s get you back in there. I will run the healer for an hour or two."

    Layda smiled as they turned back to the captain’s cabin. "I would like that."

    As the two Feldons disappeared around the corner, Garrett smiled. "We are going to have to watch out for those two. Love can be a big distraction."

    I walked to the machine shop as Garrett carried over the extra blaster tips. "It is, but it can be a good distraction. They both need to physically heal. A little distraction might help."

    I worked with Garrett through the morning before we had another prototype to try. The device was set on the boxes and connected to a power source.

    Garrett spoke. "Ready to record?"

    I replied, "Just as a precaution, why don’t we aim for the base of that hill over there. That should give us a little distance should the device be more powerful than we think."

    Garrett turned the box and aligned the setup, taking aim at the base of the hill. "Let’s hope you are right!"

    The button was pressed, and a mound of earth flew into the air.

    Jallis hurried out of the cabin, still unable to run. "Was that it? That felt much bigger than the last. It shook the room in there."

    I lowered my arm. "I’m reading fifteen point six megajoules."

    Garrett nodded. "That is almost the equivalent of the cannon I had on the original Jess. If we can mount that on the hull, we will have more firepower than any of those Talisan gunships. They are using standard blasters that they mounted as external guns. Heck, we might even be able to beat the lot of them in a fight while flying this barge!"

    I replied, "I don’t think this ship is solid enough to withstand the peppering that a few dozen of those gunships would offer. It would be too easy to poke holes in this hull. I do think that having a weapon mounted is much better than what we currently have. There should just be no mistaking this cargo vessel for a warship."

    Garrett laughed. "Well, this is all we have. And if Go doesn’t make it back soon, we may be forced to use it. The Talisans want their slaves back working, and at some point they are going to force that issue."

    The remainder of the day was spent working with Garrett on a gun mount. The old cargo hauler had a sensor turret that our multi-blaster could be attached to. Making a gun mount that would survive the rigors of space was not a trivial issue. It was, however, an issue that we could overcome.
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    The following afternoon, we had the sensor turret converted to also host our new multi-blaster. Garrett tapped into the power supply of the sensor array to provide a continuous feed of ion power. As a test, I piloted the cargo ship up to a kilometer of altitude while Garrett worked on calibrating the weapon’s aim. With a small amount of programming, our new multi-blaster was fully controllable from the copilot’s sensor screens.

    Garrett spoke. "We need to find some real targets. If this works as well as I think it will, we will want to find more ion reflectors so that we can build one of these for the top sensor turret as well."

    I replied, "I have a small town showing on the nav maps for this region. I suggest we pick out a half dozen targets, after which I will do a flyover while you fire at points beside those targets."

    Garrett turned toward me with an odd stare. "Points beside targets? Why would we do that?"

    I sighed. "We would do that because these targets are property of someone. Should they ever make it back from the slave mines, they will want that property back."

    Garrett shook his head as he frowned. "Sorry, I don’t want to seem crass, but the Efficans have been gone for eighteen months now; I doubt even a quarter of them are still alive. I won’t argue with you about it, though; I’ll aim just to the north of each target. All that matters is that my aim is consistent. Take us to the town."

    We ran repeated flyovers while Garrett perfected his aim. It didn’t take long for him to master the process. An algorithm that was tied to the sensors allowed rudimentary target automation. So long as an object wasn’t moving, we could accurately take it out.

    When it became clear that we had a viable weapon, I said, "Are you ready for a real target?"

    Garrett replied, "What do you have in mind?"

    I pulled up a nav screen showing the capital city. "We could try it out on the Harpians. They will eventually fix those two transports. We could take them offline permanently."

    Garrett smiled. "I like the way you think! Let’s go. I can program in the locations using the previous sensor data. If this algorithm is working, we can precision strike those ships before the Harpians have a chance to fire back at us."

    The flight back to the city passed quickly. I set a course that would take us over the southwestern portion of the city center, allowing Garrett to test his targeting algorithm in a real-world setting. Jallis and Layda came forward to watch.

    I said. "Course is laid in. We should be over the targets in about twelve seconds."

    Jallis crossed his arms as he watched. "I hope they are all gathered around those ships. I would prefer to see them all dead."

    The sensors picked up two decently large explosions as we passed over the targets. I circled back for an evaluation run. As we rolled over the targets for the second time, it became evident that only one of the transports was still there. The reddish-brown transport, the one that I had rammed before leaving, remained in the same location it had been. Garrett’s targeting algorithm and our new multi-blaster had seen to it that it would never fly again. The gray transport and the remaining salvagers were nowhere to be seen.

    I pulled the ship back around and slowly moved over the area while scanning for life signs. The Harpians were gone.

    Jallis snarled. "Somehow they repaired that other transport enough to move it elsewhere. Try a wider scan. Maybe they moved it into a nearby factory for repairs."

    I pulled up the scan screen, widening the scan area. As I looked over the data, a half dozen bangs could be heard on our hull. The gray transport was firing on us.

    Garrett yelled as I dropped the cargo ship down a hundred meters and began to move forward, "Where did they come from? They aren’t showing on the sensors!"

    I pulled up and rolled over just in time to see the transport pass us again. Another half dozen blaster bolts impacted our hull.

    I pulled hard left on the stick. "We are going to have to get a visual on them. It looks like they locked us out of the nav computer remotely. We should have thought about that before coming back here. I’ll have to fly us on full manual."

    Garrett replied, "You get them around in front of us, and I will take them out!"

    I dropped the transport down near the rooftops and took a heading going north of the city. The transport was faster and much more nimble than the cargo hauler we were flying. All we needed, however, was a clear line of sight for Garrett to take a shot.

    Garrett scanned the nav screens. "Don’t worry about the hull taking hits; with that shop back there in the hold, we can repair those. Just get me lined up for a clean shot or two."

    When we had reached the countryside, I began to zigzag. The transport soon whizzed by our location, again striking our hull multiple times. I rolled from side to side, but the cargo vessel was no match for our pursuer. After another round of damaging strikes, I pushed the throttle to full and turned the nose of the ship straight up. I leveled off at thirty thousand meters and began a slow, nose-down descent.

    I smiled and nodded. "Here they come. They are likely to only fall for this once, so you better make your shots count!"

    Garrett focused on his visual display. The gray Harpian transport came straight up for us. Garrett took aim and pushed the trigger. A fifteen-megajoule ion bolt emerged from our makeshift cannon. The shot missed just to the port side of the onrushing transport. Garrett took aim and fired another round, this time missing to the right. After a third alignment and a miss, he began to press the trigger button continuously, using the ion bolts to make his aim true.

    As the transport began to veer to the left, I pushed the nose of the cargo ship in that direction and applied thrust. The transport continued its turn on a wide arc. It was a fatal mistake, one that allowed Garrett to properly sight the vessel and to bring the Harpians’ assault of terror to an end.

    A bolt from our multi-blaster entered the port nacelle of the transport’s two small gravity thrusters. A fire emerged that quickly spread to the starboard engine, leaving the transport without power. The transport quickly fell into a dive and then into a death spiral as it raced back to the surface under the force of the planet’s gravity. Cheers rang out from Jallis and Layda as the gray transport impacted the ground. A small puff of smoke and flame from twenty thousand meters below were distinctly visible.

    Garrett looked over at me with a smile. "Nice flying!"

    Jallis grabbed my shoulder. "My brother has been avenged! I thank you. I thank the both of you!"

    With the demise of the Harpian transport, our nav computer was returned to an operational state. I set a waypoint back to the field where we had previously taken refuge.

    I spun the captain’s chair around. "When we land, we do a complete inspection of this hull and effect any repairs. After that, I am open to suggestions about how we spend our time while waiting for Go."

    Garrett spoke. "I say we go salvage for more ion reflectors. If we can locate another nav computer, I might be able to rig it up to better emulate a targeting computer that is tied into our sensors. I think we got lucky with the Harpians’ last maneuver."

    Layda spoke. "They did have salvage on the ground around where we had first encountered them. If we begin our search there, they may have already gathered what we are looking for."

    As the cargo ship settled in the field, I nodded. "Excellent. Let’s get this done and get back while we still have daylight."

    The Harpian blasters had poked a handful of pinholes into the cargo ship’s hull. With the tools and supplies on the ship, the hull was quickly repaired. We were soon settling down on the main avenue where the salvagers had made their camp. Jallis looked longingly at the wreckage of the reddish-brown transport where his brother had died.

    I spoke as I placed my hand on Jallis’s shoulder. "Would you have issue with us naming this cargo ship after him? The Garmon has a nice ring to it."

    Layda came up from behind us. "I think that would be fitting. We would honor his spirit by naming this vessel."

    Jallis slowly shook his head. "No. I will honor him in my thoughts. This Harpian junk heap is not worthy of the name Garmon."

    Layda nodded as she put her left arm around his waist. "We will honor him in whatever capacity you are comfortable with. He is deserving of whatever that is. We still need a name for this ship, though. Any thoughts?"

    Jallis looked back at the Harpian cargo hauler. "The Heap. We call her what she is. A junker that we have taken on in an attempt to stay alive."

    I nodded. "The Heap it is."

    Jallis pointed toward the remains of the transport. "Do you think there is enough of him to recover? My people honor the dead through fire. We are born into this cold world screaming, and prefer to leave through the rising flame."

    Layda pulled Jallis forward. "Come on. If we can’t get in there to get him, we will burn the whole thing."

    I released my hand. "I’ll get started on the search for reflectors with Garrett."

    As the two Feldons slowly walked toward the remains of the reddish-brown transport, I circled back to the gravity wall of the Heap. Garrett was assembling another blaster rifle.

    I spoke. "Let’s go find you some ion reflectors. I would bet we will find all we need in those stacks of crates over there."

    Garrett screwed the blaster tip into place. "Where’s Jallis and Layda?"

    I replied, "They are attending to Garmon. Jallis wants to burn the remains; it’s what the Feldons do to honor their dead."

    Garrett nodded. "Sometimes I wish I had some of the traditions that others have. I never knew my parents or my family. My parents and only uncle were killed just after I was born. At the time there was a lot of gang activity on Gannus IV. They got caught up in a robbery. The security forces never caught the culprits. Without family, I was spirited off to a government home. Gannus was going through a tough time back then, and they didn’t allow off-world adoption. My desire to catch bad guys was what led me to the Saltons’ security force."

    As we stepped out through the gravity wall, Garrett continued, "Sure never thought I would end up somewhere like this."

    I nodded. "I thought I would be enforcing the rules of space transport until they forced me into retirement. Being exiled to the far end of the galaxy, being caught up in slavery—those are things I could never have imagined."

    Garrett laughed as he shook his head. "Well, at least our lives are not wanting for adventure. The craziness we have been through in the past year would send most over the edge."

    I replied, "Indeed."

    Garrett stopped and held out his hand for a shake. "Thanks for being the person of character that you are, Knog Beutcher. Had it been anyone but you who had been assigned to mentor Joni Salton, she would most certainly be dead. At the moment, we at least have hope that she is not."

    I shook Garrett's hand. "I can think of no one else I would rather be trapped out here with."

    Garrett looked at me. "Was that supposed to be a joke? If so, you really need to figure out how to add expression to that face so that others can see you are joking. That deadpan look takes a lot of the humor out of it."

    As we turned back toward the crates, I continued, "That is the best we Gruntas can do. Humor is not a big part of our culture. I have only developed my sense of humor to the point I have after spending most of my life around Humans. Expressions, I will have to practice at that."

    Garrett laughed. "I don’t know, with that mug, it might be hard if you are trying to get Humans to laugh anyway. You Gruntas have a very intimidating look to you to most people."

    I stopped and stared, raising the ring around my right eye.

    Garrett shook his head. "While that does strike me as funny right now, you are still intimidating, which is a good thing out here. You might wait to practice until we are back among the civilized masses."

    A fire soon burned as the reddish-brown transport went up in flames. After stuffing the transport and the area around it with as many flammable materials as Jallis and Layda could find, they set the funerary pyre on fire. Garmon’s spirit burned brightly for one last time as he was released to be with his ancestors. I stood by the crates, watching quietly as Jallis’s and Layda’s silhouettes flickered as the flames burned in front of them.

    Garrett grabbed me on the shoulder. "Check it out. I found a case of new ion reflectors over here. We can add another five cannons to that ship if we want. I can give you two that are forward facing and one for the back. They will be fixed so you'll have to aim them by flight. And I can add one to the top sensor turret for Jallis or Layda to control. I think we might just be able to turn the old cargo hauler into a warship yet."

    I looked down at the reflectors that Garrett held in his hand. "Her name is the Heap. Jallis named her just after we landed."

    Garrett looked back at the ship and smiled. "The Heap. I like it. It has a deadly sound to it."

    When the transport bonfire had died down, Jallis returned to the ship. "I needed that. Give me another week, and I should be back to 100 percent physically as well. Tell me what I can help with."

    Garrett pointed at a cache of parts he had collected. "Start piecing together another turret just like the last one. Layda, take over assembling this reflector combiner. I’ll take a look at where we can mount the forward and rear cannons."

    I looked at Garrett. "What would you have me do?"

    Garrett replied with a straight face. "You? You work on your facial expressions. Hahaha!"

    Garrett collected himself and continued, "Help Layda with those reflector assemblies; we need four of them."

    The remainder of the night and much into the next day was spent mounting the new cannons and bringing them online. Garrett pulled the nav computer that had previously been in the Jess from a storage crate and wired it up as a controller for the gun assemblies.

    With the press of a button, the sensor data would be run through an algorithm that selected and fired the best cannon for a shot. Any ships within a reasonable range would become targets for an automated, near-endless barrage of ion bolts. If the system functioned as designed, the Heap would become a formidable warship in the Omega sector. Without drones, however, we would have no way of testing our newly automated weapons.

    The following day, I set a proximity alarm on the constantly incoming sensor data. If anyone or anything came within the range of our sensors, we would be up and manning our weapons. As it was, we each slept for a full twelve hours.
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    Garrett rocked my shoulder. "Hey, wake up. Go is overdue. I don’t think he is coming. Either he got questioned and caught, or he decided to just keep the ship and stay elsewhere."

    I replied as I sat up from my bunk, "He didn’t seem the type to run. If anything, he would have been excited by the prospect of the adventure with us. As a loner, he wasn’t much of a chance taker."

    Garrett sat on the edge of the bunk. "Either way, I think it’s time we moved against the Talisans. If those guns work properly, we could wipe out their fleet in a few minutes’ time, if they were all to engage us. Besides, if we don’t do something, that slave revolt is going to sputter and be snuffed out. If the slavers stay in control, we have no chance of wresting control of SS241 back from Governor Marcos."

    I stood and stretched my long arms up to the cabin ceiling. "I would agree, as I am sure would Layda and Jallis. It is 4:00 a.m. I suggest we give Go until noon and then set out for Telfor. We should use the time we have to scavenge for more food. Who knows when we will have another chance."

    Garrett nodded. "I’ll wake the others."

    We searched the poor neighborhoods and again found the stockpiles of nonperishable food to be plentiful. The cargo hold was loaded with enough to last us for several months. When noon arrived, I set a course for Telfor and we lifted off. In the Heap, the journey would take four days.

    As we approached the Telfor system, Garrett spoke. "This is going to be different."

    I replied, "How so?"

    Garrett gestured toward our current location by waving his hands. "I’m used to sitting back and watching others from a distance where I can’t be detected. The sensors on this barge aren’t that powerful. They will probably know we are here before we know they are there. I'm not sure I like being on the other end of that scenario."

    I grabbed Garrett by the shoulder and shook him. "If we manage to survive this, I promise one of the first things we will do is to update our sensors."

    Garrett laughed. "On this bucket? I wouldn’t waste the credits. We need to find something that is much faster than this. This barge is so slow we probably had Galvie flies following us all the way from Effica."

    The sensors lit up with Talisan gunships.

    I turned back toward Jallis and Layda. "The Harpians are about your size. There are suits back there that have an oxygen supply. Go put them on, along with the helmets. Garrett, you put on your helmet as well."

    Layda spoke. "What about you?"

    I replied, "We don’t have a suit that will fit me, so I will have to tough it out should we have a problem. If our hull gets punctured, the three of you can still function. I will have to take refuge in the captain’s cabin, and you will have to keep it pressurized. Get yourselves prepared and don’t worry about me."

    As Jallis and Layda made their way to the back where the Harpian suits were hanging, Garrett leaned over toward me. "Hey, the captain’s cabin is not pressurized."

    I replied, "I know, but I don’t want any arguments. In the event of a hull breach, we should keep as many of us alive as we can. Only makes sense."

    Garrett stood from his seat.

    I looked back. "Where are you going?"

    Garrett replied, "We have at least fifteen minutes before they get here. I’m going to rummage around back there to see if I can come up with anything that will help you. And don’t say I’m wasting my time."

    As Garrett walked away, I turned back and yelled. "Thanks!"

    Garrett returned with several minutes to spare. "OK, this is what we have. If the hull is breached, Layda and Jallis will do their best to patch the inner hull if possible. That should at least buy us some time. Other than that, I pulled an oxygen supply from one of the Harpian helmets. I rigged up this getup for you. Jam it into your nostrils, and it should provide you with oxygen for about fifteen minutes. You don’t get the scrubber or the rebreather, so fifteen minutes is it. There are five more helmets back there. We can do the same to each of them if needed."

    I looked over the crude device that Garrett had hastily put together. "Interesting, that might actually work."

    Gerrett continued, "Layda and Jallis are stitching together a suit of sorts for you from the other Harpian suits. It won’t be perfect, but it should keep you from freezing your ass off if the pressure and temperature drop. I know your skin is thick, but it isn’t that thick."

    I replied, "Let’s hope that cannon automation works."

    When Layda and Jallis returned, I slipped on the makeshift suit they had prepared. It reasoned that it would be adequate for a short duration of cold exposure.

    Garrett pointed to the other two consoles on the ship’s bridge. "Take up your positions. If the sensors aren’t fast enough to lock onto targets or if the algorithms I threw together are rubbish, you two will have to operate the cannons. Jallis, you take the high turret while I have the low one. Layda, you take the back-facing cannon. It’s fixed; just take your best-timed shot. Knog will be shooting at whatever is in front of us. That’s all I’ve got. Make sure your suits are buttoned up tight and be prepared. I can’t say that this will be fun."

    Four Talisan gunships fired as they approached. The first shots went wide. I turned the Heap directly towards the lead ship and fired my twin forward cannons, clipping a wing and sending the ship spinning out of control. The other three ships quickly fanned out from their formation.

    Garrett spoke. "Auto is on. Just do your best to aim straight at a ship, and the cannons should fire for you."

    As the first automated shots fell behind their target, I replied, "There is only one problem with that, Garrett. We will always end up firing behind them because they will have moved from that location."

    Garrett shook his head. "I was hoping it wouldn’t come to that. The automation should work well when they are in close, but at a distance, we’ll be lucky to get a hit. I’m switching back to manual. Jallis, Layda, try to lead with your shots if possible."

    The four gunships kept at a distance, all the while taking random shots as I maneuvered the Heap ever towards the remaining fleet. As we drew closer, we began to take hits to the hull. The Talisan gunners were well practiced.

    Eight additional gunships began to move towards us. Garrett spoke. "There’s no backing out now. I would suggest you take us in close to Telfor. If we do have a hull breach, we could at least take her down into the atmosphere."

    I replied, "That was my plan."

    Jallis fired a shot that impacted one of the gunships broadside. The side of the craft opened wide before the entire ship split in half.

    Jallis yelled, "Whooo! Scratch one!"

    I continued my drive toward the planet, and the other gunships of the Talisan fleet headed our way.

    Garrett said, "I count forty-two ships minus the one Jallis just took out. We need to start racking up some kills!"

    The strikes to our hull began to increase in frequency as the bulk of the Talisan ships closed in. I continued to fire and was soon rewarded with a kill of my own. The twin ion bolts from the forward cannons perfectly caught the port and starboard sides of an approaching gunship. The forward half of its hull disintegrated in a bright fury.

    Garrett managed a kill that sent the debris from one ship into another, taking the second out of the fight as well. Jallis took down another ship, but the hits to our hull continued to increase. When the bulk of the gunships came within range, the number of strikes to our hull became critical.

    I yelled. "Get your automated targeting ready, Garrett. I’m taking us right into that pack. Either your algorithms work, or this is a suicide run!"

    Garrett pressed a button. "OK, automation is online. This is for all or nothing!"

    The multi-blaster cannons of the Heap began to fire nonstop.  The hull gave off a series of horrifying sounds as if an angry mob was just outside with blasters, firing at will. Our hull was taking a beating as the thirty-odd gunships fired upon our location.

    However, Garrett’s automated cannons began to take their toll. Five Talisan ships exploded in the span of ten seconds’ time. Another three exploded in the next fifteen. As I moved deeper into the thick of the Talisan fleet, our multi-blaster cannons and Garrett’s automation system became even more effective. Eight more Talisan ships violently exploded. In an instant, their fleet was in chaos.

    I pushed the Heap further, and she took more of a beating than she was made to handle, but she continued to hold together. Another seven Talisan ships were taken out of the fight before the fleet commander changed tactics. The least-armored portion of the ship was over the top of the fuselage. This had been a Talisan ship, and someone in their fleet had remembered the thinner plating of the top hull.

    As two more Talisan ships exploded, we received a hit that caused our first hull breach.

    Jallis and Layda jumped up and headed back to the cargo hold where the pinhole leak was jetting away our air. "We got this; just keep flying!"

    Garrett stood. "I’m going back to strip the air supplies from those helmets."

    A second and then a third pinhole breach occurred in the inner hull. Jallis and Layda quickly had a patch on the first one. As they moved to the second, three more opened up high on the ceiling.

    Garrett yelled, "Get whatever equipment and materials you need for patching and drag it up front. We can’t cover this whole area. I’m going to seal it off and pump whatever air is left into our tanks!"

    Jallis nodded, and the two scrambled to gather metal patch plates. When several dozen had been moved forward, they returned for an ion welder and an epoxy sealant mix. Garrett finished stripping the Harpian helmets, and the door to the cargo hold was closed and sealed.

    The automated cannons managed another four kills before the first pinhole breach opened up in the cabin ceiling.

    Garrett yelled. "Layda, start mixing the epoxy! Make up enough for two plates. Go light on the activator, and we should have five to ten minutes before they fully set. If a hole opens, slap on a plate. We can weld them up later!"

    Before the first plate could be applied, two additional holes opened in the cabin. We were bleeding air at a rate that could not be sustained. The patch plates were quickly slapped on as two more Talisan gunships left the fight.

    I yelled as the others scrambled to secure the cabin, "Six ships to go! I thought I saw one of them take a full strike, but it’s still flying!"

    As Garrett patched the last breach, he sat back in the copilot’s chair. "We are down about three-quarters of our oxygen. You might want to head for the atmosphere. A couple more hits and you are going to have to jam that rig I made into your nostrils."

    The Heap took a series of six hits at once, all across the cabin sealing, all breaching the outer and inner hull. The oxygen level in the cabin and cockpit fell off dramatically. I could feel the cold seeping into the crude stitching of my makeshift suit. My nostrils were soon filled with the plastic piping that Garrett had pieced together. I was surprised at how it remained somewhat effortless to breathe.

    Jallis and Layda pulled the patching equipment and materials up into the now-cramped cockpit of the Heap. The cabin door was closed and sealed.

    Garrett stooped to help Layda mix up the epoxy. Two more Talisan gunships exploded, and then a third. The top turret then took a direct hit.

    Garrett yelled, "Crap! We lost the high gun! Keep this ship rolling, or we won’t have a shot!"

    Four breaches opened up on a line going across the ceiling of the cockpit. A heavy piece of shrapnel embedded itself in my shoulder. Layda and Jallis jumped up to patch the holes as Garrett swung around to look at my arm.

    Garrett said, "It’s not bleeding. At least not out here. I think we leave it until we get settled."

    I replied, "That isn’t going to work. The longer that material stays there, the sooner that portion of my body will begin to swell and shut down. Deep foreign objects will send Grunta bodies into shock after only a few short minutes. I need you to remove it as soon as possible."

    Garrett looked at the jagged piece of metal. "OK, here goes."

    Garrett pulled on the shrapnel, but my skin would not release its grip.

    Garrett spoke after a second try. "It’s not coming out of there easy. I need something to cut you with if I’m going to get that out of there cleanly."

    I sent the Heap into a roll followed by a counter roll. Another Talisan ship met its fate. "Just grab it and rip it out if you have to. I can feel that I am on the verge of losing consciousness! Just do it!"

    Garrett grabbed a pair of pliers and took a firm grip on the metal shrapnel. As he pulled, I screamed out in pain. The jagged metal would not release. Three more pinhole breaches opened in the cockpit.

    I yelled out, "Pull! It! Out!!!"

    Garrett stood on the base of the copilot’s chair and reached over. With a massive grunt and strain, the jagged metal shrapnel began to tear through my muscle and skin. With a second grunt and strained pull, the object came free.

    The pain was extreme, and I fought the urge to let myself go into that passed-out state where the pain would end. At the same moment, the Heap began to enter the atmosphere of Telfor. Jallis slapped a patch on the last of the cockpit breaches as Layda fired up the ion welder to secure them.

    As the hull began to heat up, the epoxy began to burn, filling the cockpit with smoke. My shoulder was bleeding profusely as Garrett attempted to apply pressure. My eyes teared up from the smoke, making it difficult to see the instruments in front of me. For a moment, everything seemed out of control.

    Garrett located the valves needed to purge the cockpit of air. Within seconds I was able to see that the ground was fast approaching. I rolled the Heap over, allowing the lower cannon turret to fire back up toward the two remaining Talisan gunships that followed. The move worked to scatter the gunships as I pulled up just short of the ground. I left the Heap in an upside-down state and settled on the jungle floor with the lower turret still facing the sky. The gunships moved to just out of range and hovered.

    My head was becoming foggy as I spoke. "I need to lie down. I can’t maintain consciousne—"

    When I awoke, nine hours had passed. Layda was sitting beside the captain’s bunk.

    I tried to sit up as I spoke. "How long have I been out?"

    Layda pushed me back as she smiled. "Don't move. You need to rest. You have been out for most of the day."

    I again attempted to sit up, but a firm hand on my arm held me in place.

    Layda shook her head. "You aren’t going anywhere. That piece of metal Garrett pulled out of your shoulder left a gaping hole. We didn’t know if we could stop the bleeding. I’m sorry I had to do it, but I used the ion welder to cauterize that wound. It’s not a pretty sight."

    I placed my hand over Layda’s. "I thank you. That probably saved my life. We Gruntas are tough so long as our hides are not violated. On the inside, we can take a beating, but we don’t do well with internal bleeding. Near the surface, the fluids that surround our body tissue act as coagulants when we are cut. If that cut is too deep, the coagulants are not effective and we bleed out. Please tell that to no one."

    Layda nodded. "You don’t have to worry about me."

    I looked around the cabin. "Where are the others?"

    Layda replied, "Jallis is scouting the perimeter just around the ship. Garrett is in the cargo hold trying to piece together another multi-blaster. One that we can carry with us if needed."

    I continued, "And the Talisans?"

    Layda smiled. "They are keeping their distance. They know that upward-facing gun is still active. When Garrett gets a couple of the multi-blasters put together, he plans on flipping this ship over so we can repair that top turret. He thinks Jallis and I will be able to keep those gunships away with the handheld multi-blasters."

    I nodded as I lay my head back in pain. "Garrett is a good man. All of you, you are warriors, and I am proud to have allied with you."

    Layda offered a half smile. "Well, we need for you to heal up, because this fight is not over. We landed in the jungle, but this region has not been liberated. Garrett thinks we might have a troop of Talisans marching through that jungle right now. If so, they could be on us within the hour."

    I slowly reached down to my arm pad. I flipped on the locator that would let anyone who wanted to, know that I was on the planet. If Go was coming, he would be able to find us.

    Garrett walked into the cabin. "Ah, good, glad to see that you are awake. Sorry about welding up your shoulder. We couldn’t think of any other way to stop the bleeding. It just kept pouring out of that wound whenever I removed pressure."

    Layda spoke. "Yeah, when Gruntas get deep wounds, there is no stopping the bleeding."

    I looked over at Layda with dismay. "What did I just say?"

    Layda shrugged. "It’s Garrett; I thought he should know."

    I sighed. "Please do not tell this to anyone else. It is a secret, a vulnerability, that my people have kept hidden for thousands of years."

    Layda replied, "Well, you shouldn’t have told me, then."

    Garrett held up his hand. "OK, we are all on the same side here. I have a single multi-blaster put together. I’m about to start on a second. If I can get that one finished, we can take a shot at flipping this ship upright. I can’t repair that turret while it’s sitting in the mud."

    I said, "You should use the lower turret to clear out the jungle all around the ship. If the Talisans are coming on foot, you will want the open space to fight them."

    I looked at Layda. "Bring Jallis in so Garrett can get started on the clearing."

    Garrett replied, "Layda, bring Jallis in. He can monitor the sensors while you clear out the jungle. I need to finish up that second multi-blaster. We are going to need it should the Talisans show on foot."

    I nodded. "Agreed. Now, go, I do not need further attention. My body will heal if given time."

    For the next several hours, the jungle surrounding the upside-down Heap was blasted back. The occasional shot was fired in the direction of the Talisan gunships as a warning for them to stay back. Garrett continued his work on the hand multi-blaster as I got my rest. We had somehow survived to fight another day.
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    An hour passed before the first ion bolt came out of the jungle a half kilometer from the ship. Layda had cleared back an area that would keep the enemy at that distance. The few scattered shots pinged as they impacted the hull, causing only minor surface damage. Layda spun the turret around and fired a bolt back into the thick trees. Debris could be seen flying, and for a moment, the shooting stopped.

    I sat up in the bunk and walked over to the captain’s chair. After looking at the console screen for several seconds, I glanced up to look through the front viewports. Seeing the jungle while upside down was a strange sensation. The ship’s gravity generator pulled with an upward force as the world outside was oriented in the opposite direction.

    Jallis spoke. "Hey, those two gunships just dropped down out of sight. I don’t like this."

    Garrett walked into the cabin and through to the cockpit. "The second blaster is done. I think we can flip this ship over now. Jallis and I will take watch outside."

    I pointed to the nav screen. "We have another problem. The gunships have dropped down behind those hills out there. I would say that signals an attack is coming."

    Garrett replied, "Well, this thing can still fly. Take us up a kilometer or two, and we’ll pelt the surrounding jungle from there."

    I nodded. "If needed, we could set down elsewhere to do the repairs. We don’t need to be in this spot to do them."

    Garrett smiled. "Make it happen, then. Take us to a sector on this planet that has been liberated."

    As I powered up the ion engines, the first Talisan gunship came skipping over the treetops and fired a series of bolts into the Heap’s rear hull. The second gunship repeated the maneuver from another direction. Garrett flipped the multi-blaster cannons back to automatic. Two more attack runs by the gunships told us the automation was not fast enough.

    The following attack saw major damage. An ion bolt had penetrated the outer hull, while a second strike had shattered a large area of the inner hull. A third bolt, following the first two, had damaged the ion transfer tubes on the port side of the ship, taking out the power feed to the port-side gravity thruster.

    I yelled, "We just lost an engine! Garrett, get on that turret and see if you can stop this!"

    I throttled up the second engine, and the Heap began to lift off the ground. Another pass by the Talisan gunships blew a hole in the starboard side of the ship, just missing the power feed for the starboard engine.

    I again yelled, "Somebody’s got to stop that, or we aren’t going anywhere!"

    A second strike then damaged the remaining power feed. Ion energy was spewing out of the damaged conduit. The starboard engine sputtered and shut down. The Heap dropped five meters to the ground.

    Garrett scowled as he pounded his fist and spoke. "They knew exactly how to cripple this thing! Shut down that feed! Jallis, come with me. We’re going to attempt to patch that conduit!"

    Layda yelled out, "We have another problem! Sensors are showing several hundred Talisans, and they are coming from every direction!"

    Garrett pointed back at the console as the ship was again rocked by ion bolts from a gunship pass. "Get on that gun and try to force them back!"

    Layda took aim and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened.

    Layda again yelled, "Cannon is offline!"

    Garrett growled. "OK, you keep trying with that cannon. Knog? Can you carry a blaster?"

    I replied, "I can, with my left arm."

    Garrett pointed to Jallis. "You get back there and see if you can get that starboard conduit patched. Knog, you come with me. We are going to give these multi-blasters a workout!"

    I followed Garrett into the cargo hold and then out through the gravity wall as a Talisan gunship screamed overhead and continued to pound the hull. The heap was taking more than she could handle.

    Garrett dove onto the ground as several ion bolts from the tree line zipped just over our heads.

    Garrett yelled, "We need some cover!"

    I moved to the right and aimed at the ground five meters in front of me. Three bolts from the multi-blaster sent a pile of debris into the air, leaving a pit that was almost a meter and a half deep. I jumped down into the muddy hole as four ion bolts slammed the Heap’s hull near where I had been standing.

    Garrett looked over and shook his head. "Sometimes the solution is right in your hands and you can’t see it!"

    Garrett stood, firing into the ground in front of him before leaping into the large hole he had made. With our new, modestly protected positions, we began to return fire on the advancing forces. The gunships continued their treetop runs, pounding new holes into the side of the Heap’s hull. I could only wonder if Jallis was still alive just inside the gravity wall.

    The Talisans used the fallen trees from Layda’s clean out for ground cover. I wasn’t sure it offered any advantage, as our blasters sent the debris flying, spreading our deadly fire over a larger area. The bolts from the Talisans were not as powerful, but a nearby strike could result in a nasty wave of mud mixed with splinters from the fallen trees and shrubs.

    As the Talisans advanced to within two hundred meters, our lower turret cannon came back online. Layda fired in a relentless barrage, first stopping the advance and then driving the attackers backward. It was a confidence boost that was needed, but a boost that quickly ended as a new gunship strike permanently disabled the starboard ion feed.

    A bloodied and blackened Jallis stumbled out of the ion wall, collapsing on the ground just outside. Garrett jumped from his hole and dragged the unconscious Feldon back through the gravity wall and onto the ship. Layda was waiting to lend a hand.

    Garrett ran from the ship’s hold, diving back into his hole. "We have to take out those gunships, or we are dead meat!"

    I replied, "I have reaction time that is slightly better than yours. Fire an occasional bolt over this way into the jungle, and I will see if I can get a hit on one of those ships."

    Garrett yelled back, "Take it! They are due any second! I’ll cover your back!"

    I turned and took aim at the top of the tree line, waiting for a ship to cross from behind me into my sight. The gunships were traveling fast. I fired at the first ship to pass. It came perfectly overhead and into my sight line. I squeezed the trigger only to see the ion bolt emerge too late. The gunship had moved back over the treetops.

    I lay back in my foxhole, needing a moment to think. As I looked down at my blaster, and then at my arm, it hit me. The sensors on my arm pad were better than those on the Heap. I popped up a holo-display and enabled the sensor screen that would show the approaching ship.

    I smirked as I thought of the genius use of the sensor. I would be able to see the incoming ship, and its trajectory, before it zipped over our location. I waited for the first indication of a gunship, noted its direction, and lay out for a shot. As the ship screamed overhead, again pounding the Heap, I squeezed the trigger on my multi-blaster.

    My timing was perfect. As the bolt entered the tail end of the ship, a fireball emerged. The Talisan gunship dropped rapidly, crashing into a far hill.

    Garrett screamed out, "Awesome! One more and we can get this circus under control!"

    Over the next ten minutes, I missed with my repeated shots. It became apparent that my first hit had been more luck than skill. The Talisan troops continued their advance. Now at only 150 meters, our foxholes were in danger of becoming our graves. A partially recovered Jallis and a still-hobbled Layda then emerged from the cargo hold with newly assembled blaster rifles. Jallis joined Garrett while Layda dove into the hole next to me.

    As Layda rose up, even with death knocking at our door, I had to laugh. "Hahaha!"

    I wasn't sure why it had struck me as so funny at the time, but the minor distraction brought with it a renewed spirit. Layda gave an angry look as she pulled the trigger repeatedly on her blaster. One side of her face was covered in the black, muddy soil of Telfor. Only the bright white of her eye offered a sharp contrast.

    Layda snarled. "Just get that last gunship, will you! That thing has been picking us apart!"

    I fired off five rounds in succession, stopping an onrush of Talisans who had moved to within a hundred meters of our position. The Talisan blasters all went silent as the slavers squatted out of sight.

    Garrett yelled. "I don’t like this! Get ready for a final push!"

    Several seconds later, the Talisans all rose at once and fired. The ground surrounding us heaved and flew into the air. The hull of the Heap just behind us twanged and popped with the relentless barrage that the Talisans were unleashing in their attempt at a final assault. I popped up, taking out two of the advancers as Layda took out another three with a single shot.

    Garrett rose and fired, ducking back down just as three bolts slammed the back side of his blaster-made foxhole. It was soon apparent that we would be overrun. I rolled out of the hole and ran, diving through the gravity wall and into the cargo hold. After a fifteen-second sprint to the front of the cargo hold and back, I emerged with a second ion rifle in my right arm. The pain in my right shoulder felt like the shrapnel had been shoved into it for a second time as I squeezed the trigger time and again, diving back into my blaster hole with a hard roll.

    Layda popped up, taking out two Talisans that had made it to within thirty meters of our backs. Garrett and Jallis stood, firing in a similar manner, taking out three Talisans who had come in equally close.

    Layda yelled out as she stood and fired, "Looks like we are gonna die here, but I’d rather die here free in this mud than digging for Talisan profit in those mines! Thanks for all you’ve done for us, Knog Beutcher; a million Feldon spirits shall praise your name!"

    The sensor on my arm pad showed the Talisan gunship to be sweeping in for another run. I took aim and attempted to time my shot as it shot overhead. My timing was off as it had been before, but the gunship was trailing heavy smoke. As it turned skyward in a last attempt to flee, a heavy ion bolt cut it in half, the two pieces shattering in a cloud of smoke and fire.

    A sleek ship then slid out from over the tree line, the powerful ion cannon on board targeting the Talisans on the ground as they turned to flee. It was Go! He had tracked our location from the signal on my arm pad!

    Garrett and Jallis stood and fired at the fleeing Talisans, as did Layda. I just stood in disbelief. We were doomed, and yet somehow saved in the nick of time by a green ship mechanic that had little to no experience in life!

    After circling the tree line and annihilating the remaining Talisans, Go set the Jess down beside our blaster holes. A triumphant savior emerged from the hatch of the Jess with a smile on his face.

    Go held up his fist. "Please, whatever you do, don’t make me go back to being a ship mechanic! That right there, what I just did, that is what I was meant for!"

    Garrett laughed. "As far as I’m concerned, you can be the ace pilot of whatever army we raise to fight these slavers. You couldn’t have timed your entrance any better if you were trying to be dramatic. We were finished. It was over. Five more minutes and we would have been nothing but compost for this jungle!"

    Garrett walked over and slapped his forearm against Go’s, holding tight at his elbow as he smiled. Go returned the handshake with a grin.

    Garrett gazed at his ship. "She looks good. No problems?"

    Go replied, "She handles like a dream. I’ve never been in anything like her."

    I said, "No issues with the portal sweeps?"

    Go nodded his head. "No, I mean yes. I wasn’t able to make the jump to SS226. They weren’t buying my credentials. I had to leave the station I was at and travel the rest by normal flight. That’s what took me so long."

    Garrett pointed up. "Are there any Talisan ships still up there?"

    Go nodded. "There are five. Only one was a gunship."

    Garrett turned in my direction. "I’m going to take them out before they have a chance to run. If we are lucky, we might catch half of the Talisan leadership up there. If they haven’t already turned to run, I’m sure they are preparing to."

    Garrett patted Go on the shoulder. "Come on, your day isn’t done yet." Go looked back and grinned as he followed Garrett onto the Jess.

    As the sleek, stealthy personal craft shot up through the high, thin clouds of Telfor, I looked back at Jallis and Layda. "You two are a mess. You look like you have been wrestling galligs. Hahaha!"

    Layda shook her head. "You dove and rolled in this stuff. Why aren’t you covered in mud as well?"

    I smiled. "Just careful, I guess. If those gunships didn’t kill off that shower in the captain’s cabin, you should go clean yourself up. Jallis and I will see if there is any possibility of repairing the Heap."

    Layda turned back to look at the heavily damaged outer hull of our upside-down ship. "Wow, they did a number on her. I’m kind of liking the thought of her flying again, though. Do what you can, she is the flagship of the Free Feldon fleet!"

    Jallis smiled. "We will bring her back."

    Garrett and Go returned an hour later. Four of the Talisan ships had been caught and destroyed; the fifth had gotten away.

    Garrett stepped up into the Heap. "How does she look?"

    I replied, "Not good, but there is a possibility that she will survive. If we can get these ion conduits patched, we can get her out of the mud."

    Go looked over the work we were preparing to do. "No, no, no. You can’t use that for patch tubing. If it fails, you run the risk of burning out this entire side! If that happens in space, you can kiss it all goodbye."

    Go frowned at the thought of doing mechanical work. "Oh, get out of the way. I’ll have this patched in a few hours. After that you can…what’s this over here? You aren’t planning on leaving it like that, are you? That’s suicide!"

    Jallis shrugged and stepped back. "Hey, I’m in construction, I build buildings, we do it like that all the time."

    Go gave a look of consternation. "I bet your buildings don’t fly, do they? And I would also bet they don’t have to take the rigors of space. Just get away from it. I’ll make these repairs. You two would just get yourselves killed."

    Jallis laughed. "We’ve been trying to do that for the past week. And we would have succeeded if you hadn’t intervened."

    Go shook his head. "Look, if you want to help, if you want to learn something, hand me that cutter over there. This has to be chopped off clean before attempting a refit."

    I chuckled as I turned to Garrett. "He’s a good kid."

    Garrett nodded. "He cleaned the entire inside of that ship on his way back here. He was complaining that I was tracking mud onto his clean floors. But I will tell you what, he did a thorough job of it. I will give him credit for being good at what he has undertaken so far. I looked over the flight videos of his approach and kill of that gunship. It was textbook. The kid is a good pilot as well."

    I sat down on a bench in the cargo hold and slowly moved my shoulder around, wincing in pain each time it reached a certain position.

    Garrett looked over the outer bandage. "You got some dirt on that. You might want to clean that out."

    I brushed what dirt I could off the bandage. "Gruntas aren’t prone to infections. It will be fine until I can get to a surgeon. That cauterizing job you two did was kind of amazing. I haven’t seen that used before by my people. We have drugs and materials that are applied in a surgical setting for deep wound repair. Our normal healing time is about half that of Humans."

    Jallis turned back. "Yeah, we are the same. I think that soft flesh they call skin is their weak link."

    Garrett pulled his head back. "Hey, let’s not be ganging up on the Humans here. I’m sure we have our good points as well. We did fight and win to create the AMP, after all."

    Jallis laughed. "You also gave us the New Alliance!"

    I said, "The New Alliance isn’t all Humans. Of the twelve families, only seven are Human."

    Go turned back towards us with a huff. "Your arguing is not helping my concentration. Isn’t there anything productive you three can do?"

    Garrett smirked. "He saved the day once and now he's in charge?"

    With Go’s interjection, we each got up and began the tasks required to piece the Heap back together. Layda emerged from her cleanup, and Jallis was sent in. By the time the Telfor sun had fallen behind the surrounding hillsides, all four of us had cleaned ourselves up, rebandaged, and settled in for our first good night’s sleep. Go took sentry duty in the Jess while we slept. The following day, we would free a planet!
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    As the sun dawned on Telfor, we rose and got to work. The conduits were repaired and the ship raised from the mud and set down properly on its landing gear. As Garrett worked to repair the top turret, I pulled up maps of Telfor that Garrett had scanned in during the weeks before while he was observing. We had the location of every mine on the planet and were soon mapping out our intended assault plans.

    The cargo hold of the Heap would be emptied and loaded with Free Feldon fighters. The Jess would go in, disabling the outside guard positions, and the free fighters would follow up by taking prisoner or killing every Talisan they could find. There were more than eight hundred mines that needed liberation. We hoped that when the inevitable became clear, the remaining Talisan guards would simply give up.

    As it turned out, without orders coming in from their fleet, the guards gave up without a fight. Within three days, at final count, we had taken possession of more than three thousand blaster rifles. During the AMP days, that number would have rivaled the total number of blasters in the whole of Omega. An army that had been trained and outfitted with such could easily take control of the sector.

    As we flew along in the Heap, I began to think back on the AMP. There had been no war since its creation. There were no armies and no military. Except for the wormhole portals, movement between stars remained a long task. It was thought that there would certainly not be a threat between galaxies, but someone, somewhere else, had apparently figured out the secret of the wormhole portal. A secret that had been hidden away from us.

    The citizens of the six galaxies had been at peace for two thousand standard years. Blasters had been limited to the security forces. Those forces had only needed to handle small events such as between rival towns when it came to high profile sporting events. It was police work. A military had not not required.

    Now, however, the Orwallians had seen fit to sell blasters to whoever came calling. Rebellions and revolutions were beginning to take place. Whole populations were being enslaved. The security force no longer had the means to quell any but the smallest outbreaks of unrest.

    With enough credits, and with the right connections, a common criminal could now get his or her hands on a blaster. The availability meant the six galaxies were becoming violent. The two-thousand-year-old no-weapons policy was now showing its one weakness. It was quickly becoming apparent that with governments in chaos, and with ion weapons outlawed, only outlaws would have ion weapons. The common citizen had few options when it came to self-defense.

    We set the Heap down on the plateau of the mine where we had been enslaved. Nearly two million Feldons, and a handful of other species, had been liberated. We now had a new problem that we had not planned for: the logistics of feeding and governing two million freed slaves, many of whom were in need of medical attention. Managing the aftermath was not going to be an easy task.

    Jallis began a conversation. "There are farms on this planet that were used to feed part of this populace. We also have the planet of Effica to claim if anyone no longer has a home to return to. I would also like to start the Free Feldon army, train for an assault, and go after the Talisans on their home world. It is time that those cannibals were taught a lesson in what it means to be a captive."

    Layda replied. "Maybe it’s time we think bigger. The Talisans love to fight. If we achieve their home world surrender, maybe we can enlist them into our army. You know, have them fight and die for us."

    Jallis winced. "Are you nuts? What Feldon is going to fight alongside a Talisan? They made us cook and eat our own flesh!"

    Layda shook her head. "That is only rumor. And even so, why put our own people in harm’s way, if we can send the Talisans instead? Would you just have them all put to death?"

    Jallis stood in disgust. "They are certainly worthy of it. How many Feldons did they kill?"

    I stood and placed my hand on Jallis’s shoulder. "Please, just sit. We have to feed your people first. What happens next will be up to all the free Feldons and not just the two of you."

    Jallis settled himself and sat down. "Layda, I would first like to apologize. This is a simple discussion, and I shouldn't have gotten so heated."

    Layda smiled. "We are discussing the lives of our people. It’s only natural that we be passionate about it. No apology is necessary."

    I shook my head. "OK, now that we have that settled, I say we start at Mine-44 and work our way through each of the mines, giving them a comm channel to communicate with us. We need to go out and get ships that can transport these people back to their homes, and we will need food to keep them alive until we can find sufficient transport."

    Layda spoke. "The Talisans brought us all here. They must have transports."

    I replied, "If I take Garrett and Go to the Talisan home world to negotiate a surrender, would the two of you be able to coordinate feeding your people and keeping them in line until we returned? If a surrender happens, I will make every attempt to send every transport I can this way."

    Jallis replied, "I don’t think we have any other choice. If you three can accomplish that, we can begin to move our people home."

    Garrett came into the cargo hold. "The top turret has been repaired. I would suggest you get a team together to help you with patching the hull; there are an awful lot of holes."

    I stood. "We have a new mission, Garrett. You, I, and Go are going to pay a visit to Dallex. Our goal will be to get them to surrender on peaceful terms, and to join with the Feldons, if needed, to take this sector away from the Governor. We have three thousand blasters now, and with the firepower of the Jess, it shouldn’t be an issue."

    Garrett smiled. "Get me back in my ship, and I will be happy to help."

    Go entered the conversation. "If it’s all the same, since Garrett will be taking back his ship, I would like to stay here to work on the Heap. If this is going to be the flagship of the Feldon fleet, it is going to need a lot of work. The hull design and plating aren’t bad, but they could be greatly improved. I think I would be most useful here. Besides, I can’t go back to the security force on SS241 after disappearing for several weeks. Malcom would see to it that I was locked up for it."

    I nodded. "I’m certain they could use your expertise right now. Help them in any way you can."

    Soon after the conversation ended, the Jess rose up through the clouds of Telfor at an ever-increasing speed. We were on our way to the Dallex colony, the home world of the Talisans and the hub of their slave trade. It was a three-day journey in the Jess.

    Go came over the comm. "Sorry I forgot to mention it, but I made a few adjustments to your systems while I was flying with nothing else to do. Your ion thrusters have been synchronized; that should add about 3 percent to your maximum speed. I reorganized your nav screens as well. It should take fewer swipes to get to the screens of interest now. Oh, and the captain’s chair now reclines; that one was my favorite given the limited tools I had available."

    Garrett scowled as he began to move through his nav screens. "I can’t believe you messed with my ship. You don’t do that without asking!"

    I replied, "I’m sure he can change those back if needed."

    Garrett tilted his head. "Hmm. I do like what he did with this set. I always found those extra couple of hops it took to display what you wanted annoying."

    I half smiled. "And the captain’s chair?"

    Garrett found the lever that had been added to the side of the chair and leaned it back. "Hmm. OK, I guess we can keep these, but any changes from now on need to go through me first."

    I laughed. "I was just thinking about the Heap. I wonder what it will look like by the time we return. It might not be recognizable."

    As the flight continued, we got into a discussion about Joni Salton.

    Garrett said, "I had hoped I could be back there searching for her by now. I feel like every day we are stuck out here, our chances of finding her drop."

    I nodded. "Until we can send you on a legitimate trade mission there, I don’t think it will be safe to go. If we can get the Governor unseated from power again, we can do whatever we want out here. If we can get the Feldons straightened out and the Talisans in line, removing the Governor should not take long."

    Garrett replied, "I hope you are right. The fact that she is still missing just eats at me every day."

    I smiled. "It’s called love. Nothing can distract the mind like trouble with a relationship."

    Garrett half smiled. "Well, it’s not a relationship. At least not from her side, anyway. I’ll admit I have feelings for her."

    I placed my hand on Garrett’s shoulder. "We will find her, Garrett Rourke. We will find her and bring her back to her family. If she is alive, they will no longer hunt for you."

    Garrett nodded. "I guess I’m out of luck either way, huh. If we don’t find her, I am a hunted man. If we find her and bring her back, they won’t let me near her. Regardless, it’s something I have to do."

    As we came into the Dallex system, a dozen gunships came out to meet us. After a short discussion about needing to talk to the emperor, we were escorted to the capital city of Remar. Remar had a single steel structure that rose up almost three thousand meters. The buildings that surrounded it were low and squatty, with flat roofs. Everything was painted the same rust-brown color. It would hardly be described as a place of wonder or beauty.

    Garrett set down on top of a building beside the tall structure. After I stepped out through the hatch, Garrett lifted off into orbit. It was a place where he could easily defend himself if needed. I was taking a risk by talking to the Talisan Emperor in person, but it was the best I could do on short notice. The Feldons, although now well armed, were not trained for combat and had no fleet of ships, which an assault would require.

    I was escorted across a long, elevated walkway into the tall structure. I was told the tower was the Emperor’s private residence and that it was a high honor for an alien to be invited up. The elevator ride took fourteen seconds to reach the top floor. An inertial dampening field and reverse gravity saw to it that the ride was comfortable. Other than the visual of the landscape below moving away, it was difficult to tell that the elevator was moving at all.

    When the doors opened, I was escorted into a great room with thirty-meter-high ceilings. Massive glass windows lined the exterior walls, allowing a 360-degree view of the city and surrounding lands. Again, the rust-brown color of the buildings left a less-than-desirable visual impression.

    I was escorted to a wide table that had a large, opulent chair on one side and a single hard bench on the other. I guessed correctly at which seating arrangement was for me. As I made myself comfortable beside the bench, the Talisan Emperor entered the room.

    The Emperor wore a plush blue velvet robe, with a white fur-lined collar. A crown of sorts made from the golden feathers of some type of bird made a ring around his forehead. The rotund Talisan Emperor and his two colorful Magonia escorts were a ridiculous sight. I had to work hard to keep myself from laughing.

    When the Emperor had been seated, I sat as well.

    The Talisan Emperor cleared his throat and began, "I am Emperor Goonrag. I am told that your actions have cost us the production on Telfor. And you have the audacity to come here to my world? That does not seem like a wise action. It is, however, intriguing enough for me to want to listen to what you have to say."

    I said, "My name is Knog Beutcher. I am the spokesman for the Free Feldons. Emperor, the slave trade in the Omega sector is over. I am here to offer you a peaceful route back to being a nation of equal status among the other worlds here. The Feldons that just took Telfor, they are prepared to bring their army here. I, on the other hand, have asked for them to instead consider other options."

    The Emperor scowled and then laughed. "Why would I consider any offer from that rabble? A few million freed slaves are of no threat to Dallex, or to my other colonies!"

    I leaned forward. "That rabble has more than three thousand blasters, and they are more than willing to make use of them."

    The Emperor again laughed. "Mr. Beutcher. My army has four million trained soldiers. All of those soldiers now have blasters. Your tiny Feldon slave army is hardly a match for the power of the Talisans. Here is a peaceful solution that I would suggest that you take back to them. I am a businessman. I have production from Telfor that I have promised to clients. If your Free Feldons lay down their paltry arms, and if they go back to work in the mines, I will refrain from slaughtering them like the galligs they are!"

    I pursed my lips. "I see. You do realize that an army of that size requires a fleet to move it around? Most of your gunships were destroyed at Telfor."

    The Emperor again laughed. "I don’t know why I wasted time with you, Mr. Beutcher. That was hardly the Talisan fleet. The fleet is busy adding a new colony to my empire. When they return in three days, I will send them on to Telfor, and we will see just how rebellious the Feldons are. Oh, by the way, the Feldon home world of Krakus—that would be where my fleet is currently entertaining itself. The Feldons may as well stay and work, for they have nowhere else to go!"

    I stood. "I guess we are done here, then."

    The Emperor stopped his laugh and smiled. "Yes, yes. We are done. I will say, though, that this is not going to be a complete waste of time, Mr. Beutcher. This meeting, before it is fully over, will provide value."

    I replied, "How’s that?"

    The Emperor clapped his hands together. "My people like to be entertained, Mr. Beutcher. They love their Emperor, because he gives them things to talk about, things that build pride in being a Talisan."

    The two Magonia escorts came over to the Emperor’s chair. "Please bring the video-to-the-people online. I have a message for them that I believe they will not want to miss."

    The Emperor looked at me. "Mr. Beutcher, you wouldn’t mind going on a live video broadcast to the Talisan people, would you? Just tell them what is in store for them. They would want to hear it from you personally."

    I sat back on the bench as the Magonias moved a camera around to face the Emperor. "We will be live in three, two, one—"

    The Emperor smiled. "Talisan people. Greetings… Today I have a guest that has come straight to us from the troubled mining colony of Telfor. For those of you who were unaware, the miners on Telfor have rioted, bringing production to a halt. Mr. Beutcher, who has been chosen as the spokesman for the miners, has a few words that he would like to express to you. Following his speech, we will be giving him a traditional Talisan send-off. So, please pay close attention to what he has to say. I promise that it will bring tears to your eyes!"

    The Emperor turned the camera off. "Oh, this is exciting! We are at 78 percent feedback, and we haven’t even had you on the camera yet! When it's spun your way, you will see a bar for both positive and negative feedback; we are a people that are obsessed with interactivity. Anyway, 78 percent is a wonderful start to this presentation. From that base, and from that which is about to come, we may be able to break the all-time high of 91 percent positive feedback! That was achieved by Emperor Longon; he was quite popular!"

    I wasn’t sure what it was the Emperor was up to. Being on video in front of his whole empire was not something I was prepared for.

    As the camera swung my way, I cleared my throat. "Hello. My name is Knog Beutcher."

    The negative bar rose to 58 percent. "I am here today to make a peaceful offer to the Talisan people. The slave mines on Telfor have been liberated. The Free Feldons are forming an army. I am here to make an offer of peace. A peace where the Talisan people and the Feldons can coexist. The alternative will be war."

    With the mention of war, the positive feedback bar shot up to 82 percent. I could only take that as a sign that the Talisan public was bloodthirsty. I glanced up to see five Talisan guards enter the room with blasters. It didn’t take much thought to get an idea of why the Emperor seemed so excited. A televised Grunta execution was in the offing, and he would be the Emperor that brought it to the people.

    I continued. "Look, I can already see where this is going, so, just remember, you were offered peace and peace was rejected. If war is what the Talisan people want, then war is what we are going to give you."

    The positive bar shot to 90 percent. The Emperor looked as though he was going to burst from an overabundance of glee.

    The camera was spun back around to the giddy Emperor. "My people, today we will break the all-time feedback number set by Emperor Longon, seven years ago. This will be a historic event! Mr. Beutcher, can you stand and come around to this side of the table?"

    I complied. As I did so, the armed Talisan guards moved closer, grinning, and careful to stay out of camera view.

    The Emperor pointed for the Magonias. "Please get the streamers for Mr. Beutcher. Go, go, go!"

    The two Magonias scurried away.

    The Emperor pressed a button on the arm of his chair. The massive window on the south side of the room began to slowly open, and for a moment a stiff breeze blew into the room.

    The Emperor smiled. "I do love the smell of fresh air before a send-off!"

    The Magonias returned, each holding out a canister.

    The Emperor continued. "If you would, please, Mr. Beutcher. Take a canister in each hand, hold your arms out to your sides, and then depress the button on the top of each canister with your thumbs."

    Again I complied. Following a short burst, a long row of colorful streamers was laid out on the floor going in a direction away from the opened glass wall. I looked back at the Emperor with an expression of disdain.

    The Emperor gestured toward the open wall. "Please, Mr. Beutcher. The people are waiting. You can choose to go with dignity as a complete person, or the guards standing behind you will send you on your way in pieces. I prefer the first; it’s much less messy!"

    I glanced back at the guards, who had their blasters at the ready.

    I turned my head back to face the Emperor. "Can I ask a favor of you?"

    The Emperor was intrigued. "Go on."

    I sighed. "I despise Magonias. Can I take one of them out the window with me?"

    The positive percentage shot up to 91 percent.

    The Emperor grinned as he pointed to the two Magonias. "Please, take them both!"

    I looked at the two stunned Magonia assistants and gestured for one to come my way. The positive bar on the monitor rose to 92 percent. The Emperor was experiencing ecstasy.

    When the first Magonia moved within reach, I grabbed him and pulled him close while looking at the camera. "I hope you like to fly!"

    The positive percentage rose to 93 percent as the Talisan audience watched. The Emperor looked like he was going to pass out in anticipation of the final number he would receive from the jump.

    When the second Magonia had stumbled close enough for me to grab, I made my move. I slammed the two Magonias together and shoved them back toward the guards. At the same instant, I dove and rolled over next to the Emperor. I was too close for the guards to shoot. I grabbed the startled Emperor by the neck and pulled his rotund body in front of me. The positive bar on the camera monitor rose to 94 percent.

    I spoke. "Looks like your people are enjoying the show. I say we just go ahead and give them what they want. How about you?"

    The Emperor nodded pensively as he gasped for air.

    I pointed at the guards with my free hand. "First, have them lay down their weapons."

    The Emperor bobbed his head in a sign for them to comply.

    I continued. "Now, have them move over and stand by that opening."

    Again the Emperor bobbed his head, and the guards, although reluctant in their movements and expressions, complied.

    I gestured to the Magonias. "Bring me one of those blasters."

    The shorter of the Magonia assistants reacted, retrieving a blaster and carefully handing it to me.

    I took aim at the first Talisan guard. "Jump."

    The guard shook his head. I squeezed the trigger, and a loud pop resonated off the other glass walls as the guard exploded outward into the breeze. The positive bar climbed to 95%.

    I gave the order to the second guard. He turned and looked out the window, jumping backward without any other prompt. An outside camera followed his descent, and a zoomed-in image displayed the gruesome impact. The next two guards followed, each with a gruesome final display of their own.

    I glanced at the camera monitor and was disappointed that the highest rating I had achieved remained at 95 percent. I imagined that the entire Talisan population was now tuned in.

    I gestured to the Magonia that had not retrieved the blaster. "You, go push him out the window."

    The Magonia sheepishly walked over to the guard, placed his hand on the guard’s chest, and pushed.

    As the guard fell backward, he reached out and grabbed the Magonia by his colorful, ruffly shirt. The Magonia screamed in terror as the two fell out of the open wall. The positive bar again rose, this time hitting 96 percent.

    I released the Emperor from my grasp. "You were right, Emperor; this event would make history. Ninety-six percent. You are going to be talked about for a long time!"

    The Emperor offered a pensive grin. "Mr. Beutcher, perhaps we can talk of a peaceful resolution."

    I looked at the camera monitor and back at the Emperor. "Ooh. Sorry. 87 percent negative on that thought, Emperor. I hope you aren’t going to ruin the show."

    I gestured for the Emperor to move to the opening. His only move came when prodded forward by the tip of my blaster rifle.

    I turned back to the remaining Magonia. "Could you bring the Emperor the streamers? I’m thinking he is going to need them to reverse that negative trend on the interactive feedback."

    The Magonia carried the two streamer canisters to the Emperor, placing one in each of his hands. The positive feedback percentage returned to 93 percent.

    I stood five meters from the Emperor with my blaster raised. "Now, the way I see it, you can choose to go with dignity as a complete person, or I will send you on your way in pieces. I know you prefer the first; it’s much less messy. But I think your people would rather see the second."

    The Emperor frowned as he turned his head to look over his shoulder.

    I said, "Remember. You could be the one they talk about for years to come!"

    The Emperor turned to face the opening, holding the streamers in his hands with his arms out to his sides. After several seconds of hesitation, he jumped. The streamers trailed out behind him in a stunning display of color as the Emperor of the Talisans fell three thousand meters to his death. The remaining Magonia pointed to the monitor. The positive bar displayed at 97 percent.

    I shook my head. "Some people just can't be satisfied."

    I opened a comm to Garrett on my arm pad. "Garrett, I need you to get down here as quickly as you can. On the south side of this building, right at the top, you will see an open wall. Swing in as close as you can with the hatch open. I will be diving in there. And come quick!"

    Garrett replied, "Sounds like the negotiations didn’t go so well."

    I nodded. "I told them what we wanted, and the Emperor just streamed out of here."

    I looked over at the Magonia, who was looking at the monitor. "Nothing?"

    The Magonia shook his head.

    I shrugged. "I have a dry sense of humor. Some people just don’t get it."

    I moved closer to the window and took aim back at the elevator as the doors opened. Two blaster bolts from my rifle saw to it that the new squad of guards would not be continuing the show.

    A swoosh of air and a low hum told me that Garrett and the Jess were waiting. I turned back, ran, and dove out and into the open hatch, rolling to a stop once inside.

    I glanced back out into the grand room. The Magonia was grinning, pointing at the monitor, and then clapping. As the Magonia turned the camera monitor my way, I winked and pointed at him with my finger. The positive feedback had hit 99 percent. The hatch closed as the Jess sped upward through the Dallex atmosphere.

    Garrett spoke. "So? What happened?"

    I smiled. "Were the sensors recording all the Talisan broadcasts?"

    Garrett swiped at several screens. "Yes."

    I replied, "I’ll let you watch the video, then. There is no way I could tell it to you and do it justice."
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    As Garrett set a course for Telfor, I grabbed his arm. "Wait. We need to have a look at Krakus. That’s the Feldons’ main world. The Emperor said they had a fleet there and that the  Feldons were being wiped out. If that’s true, we need to take that information back to Telfor. They deserve to know. We will have to prepare to defend against that fleet. The Emperor made it sound like those gunships we destroyed were only playthings."

    Garrett replied, "I didn’t think anyone had fleets. There are no armies anywhere in the Alliance, never have been."

    I sat back in my chair. "The Emperor said they had one that is four million soldiers strong and that they were all equipped with blasters."

    Garrett said, "Well, that might explain why the Governor stays out of their way. It might also explain why the Saltons have forgotten this sector. They can’t afford a fight here when they are fighting a war in Andromeda. We seem to be getting in deeper and deeper out here."

    I replied, "We’ll just have to take them as they come and do the best we can."

    The flight out to Krakus confirmed what the Emperor had said. The ships were bigger and much better armed and armored. With 126 much larger ships in the Talisan fleet, Garrett wondered if the Jess would be enough. I wondered how we would fend off four million trained Talisan soldiers with only three thousand blasters.

    "They are going to be heading to Telfor in the next couple of days. How do we stop a fleet that size?"

    Garrett pulled up a scan of the ships. "I would guess a sizable portion of the Talisan troops are sitting on their home world. I count eight troop transports here, and I would put each one at maybe a hundred thousand troops tops. Maybe, just maybe, they have a million troops down there."

    Garrett looked over the data. "How about this. We go in, guns blazing, taking out only the transports. They are all parked down there on the surface in one area. We could at least trap their troops on the planet until they could get more transports out here. In fact—"

    Garrett pulled up a separate screen. "There are only a dozen of those transports parked on Dallex. We could hit these, zip back, and hit the dozen there. That might buy us a few months while they try to rebuild or repair."

    I nodded. "If it buys us a couple of months, I’m all for it. Plot out a good angle of attack where we can do maximum damage on the way in. They won’t be expecting this, so we might have as many as five minutes before any of the other ships make it down there. I count three of the larger warships in atmosphere, but they are busy on the other side of the planet."

    Garrett spoke. "If we come in at this angle, we should be able to hit these three ships right in the generators on the first run. Take out the generators or the engines, and they aren’t going anywhere."

    I replied, "OK, you do the flying, I’ll do the shooting."

    Garrett smiled. "Cannon control is coming your way."

    I swiped the screens several times to refresh my memory. The controls were the same that had been installed on the Daunte.

    After thirty seconds of poking around, I spoke. "I’m ready when you are."

    Garrett pushed the throttle forward. Two minutes later, we were screaming past the Talisan fleet on our way to the surface. Without transponders and without signal emissions, it would take the Talisans several minutes to react.

    The outer hull of the Jess turned white hot as the air molecules of the Krakus atmosphere were pushed aside. Garrett lined us up for the first shot on the transports. At the optimum range, I pressed the trigger. At the same instant, Garrett pulled back hard on the control stick. My shots went wide.

    I reacted. "What happened? Why did you do that?"

    Garrett transferred a screen to my holo-display. "Take a look. Those aren’t Talisans boarding those transports. It’s Feldons. This isn’t a raid to wipe out the Feldons. It’s a raid to collect more slaves. I think the Emperor’s claim of an army of four million was bogus. They have ships, but they don’t have four million soldiers."

    Garrett turned the Jess back toward the three ships that were on the other side of the planet. "I say we at least let them know we mean business. We can’t take on a hundred of those ships, but we can take on three."

    I replied, "Might be a good test to tell us just how powerful they are."

    We raced around the curvature of Krakus, lining up on the three warships as they pounded positions on the ground. On our first pass, I targeted the aft gravity thrusters, knocking out two of the three that held the ship above the ground. The large ship sank from the sky as if in slow motion, slamming into the burning debris of the city that it was destroying.

    Repeated hails came over the comm from the Talisan fleet. As Garrett turned the Jess to circle back, I responded to one of the hails out of curiosity. "What?"

    A voice came over the comm. "Emperor Beutcher, this is Admiral Kale. Why are you firing on your own ships?"

    Garrett pulled back, turning away from the second ship as we lined up for a shot.

    I replied, "What are you talking about? You attack this planet and enslave its people. We will continue to destroy your ships as we see fit."

    The Admiral came on the holo-display, kneeling and looking downward. "I apologize if there has been a misunderstanding, your highness. The operation to remove the Feldons is intended to save their lives. A deadly airborne plague ravages the cities that are being destroyed. It was released by the former Emperor. Your orders for peace are being carried out as we speak."

    Garrett addressed the Admiral. "Wait, are you saying that Knog Beutcher is the new Emperor of Dallex?"

    The Admiral continued to stare at the floor. "Yes. Emperor Beutcher assumed control when he overthrew Emperor Goonrag. An envoy has been sent to meet with the miners on Telfor. We are attempting to undo the damage that Goonrag unleashed on this planet. Every Feldon must be removed and quarantined for a period of thirty standard days. Had we not taken action as we have, the population of Krakus would have been doomed."

    I leaned forward in my chair. "Stand up, Admiral Kale. It isn't necessary to kneel before me. Why was the plague unleashed on Krakus to begin with? Why didn’t you oppose Goonrag?"

    The Admiral returned a confused look. "We serve the Emperor. His wishes, your wishes, are our commands. We cannot disobey or question the desires of the Emperor. That is not, and has never been, the Talisan way."

    I raised my hands. "You have been enslaving others for years. That doesn’t bother you?"

    The Admiral shook his head. "Whether or not our personal feelings conflict with the Emperor’s instruction is irrelevant. We are compelled to follow his wishes. Emperor Goonrag wanted workers for his mines; we gave him workers. If you ask for the same, we will give you the same. We serve to implement your commands."
I replied, "I have a new command for you. No Talisan is to release my image or speak my name. I don’t want others to know that I am the Emperor until I am ready. And above all, deny any efforts to contact me by the Governor of SS241 or his men. I don't him to know the identity of the new emperor. If you have to release a phoney image of some fictitious Talisan that has taken control, then do so."

    I turned my gaze to Garrett as he spoke. "Hmm. Emperor Beutcher. Kind of has a ring to it, don’t you think?"

    I shook my head as I looked back to the Admiral. "So, tell me of your current operations. Where are the Feldon people being taken?"

    The Admiral replied, "Some will be taken to Telfor, and some to Effica. They will be returned when the plague has been eradicated from Krakus. Already our ships at home are preparing transports to bring food and medicines for their care."

    I sat back in my chair as I thought. Could this all be happening? Me, Knog Beutcher, an Emperor? And how long would that last before the next Talisan got wise and overthrew me?

    I said, "Admiral, tell me about Emperor Goonrag’s arrangements with the Governor of SS241."

    The Admiral replied, "The Governor would stay out of our affairs, and in turn, we would leave him to collect his treasures. Without the threat of security forces in this sector coming down on our business, we were left to do as the Emperor pleased. In the seven years since Goonrag became Emperor, Dallex has become a very wealthy colony."

    I shook my head. "I just don’t understand how you could keep a clear conscience while enslaving others."

    Garrett spoke. "Hey, it’s like this: not everyone has the same level of morals as you. Sometimes whole peoples are culturally devoid of some of the things that you and I see as black-and-white issues. What we might call appalling may not even register with them. They would probably make for great soldiers on the battlefield. I’m not saying they would enjoy the purposeful killing of others, but they wouldn’t have any regrets either. Even Humans and Gruntas have differing levels of conviction and principle on some things. This is probably just the way Talisans are wired."

    I sighed and looked back at the Admiral, who was dutifully awaiting orders. "Do your best for the Feldons, Admiral. Continue the evacuation. I will check back with you when I have further orders."

    The Admiral bowed and the comm closed.

    I turned to face Garrett. "I think we should convene the group of Governors that had been friendly with us before. With the Talisans working for us, we could then make a move on Governor Marcos. We could have this whole sector back under the supervision of normal, law-abiding people. That would allow us to head back to Adicus to search for Joni."

    Garrett sat shaking his head.

    I spoke. "What?"

    Garrett replied, "This is all just a little overwhelming, that’s all. I mean, think about it. A few months ago, we were overthrowing the Governor of a security station. He managed a comeback and sent you into slavery. We staged a revolt, you escaped, and then overthrew an Emperor. If that doesn’t make your head spin, I don’t know what would."

    I pulled up a list of colony Governors that we had previously met with. "My life has been nonstop, sometimes violent, transitions for the past year. I went from a five-star detective to a slave to an Emperor. The only thing spinning in my head is the unfinished business of Joni Salton. After that, I don’t know, maybe we can work on saving the New Alliance."

    Garrett laughed. "I will give you this much, Knog Beutcher: you think big. When and if Joni is alive, and we are able to free her, well, I don't know what I will do after that. I have to focus on the task at hand. For you, I should think you would want to get back to your family."

    I replied, "I very much want to see and be with my family. But I want them to have a secure environment where they can grow and prosper. If the New Alliance falls apart, there will be war. It’s inevitable when you have cultures like the Talisans. One bad Emperor and whole colonies could be wiped out. With a stable New Alliance, at least the problems could be worked out. Perhaps the Saltons could be convinced to make the changes that would bring back the good times that the AMP had to offer."

    Garrett frowned. "Yeah, good luck with getting Harden Salton to do anything that he doesn’t think is in his best interest."

    I raised the first of a long list of colony Governors on the comm. The Governor of Halidon was within comm range of our location. He was apprehensive at first, but easily convinced that the new Emperor of Dallex was serious about improving the Omega sector, starting with SS241. I made my way through the Governors list, sending a notice to each of them as we flew back to Telfor.

    Upon our arrival, I was thrilled to see three of the large transports from Dallex had landed, carrying food and medical supplies. Garrett set the Jess down on the plateau next to the Heap. Go was eagerly waiting outside.

    As I stepped out of the Jess, Go spoke. "There he is! The Emperor of Talisan, the Guardian of the Omega sector!"

    Garrett laughed. "Champion of the New Alliance!"

    I shook my head. "I’m just trying to do what’s right."

    I gestured towards the Heap. "How’s the repair coming?"

    Go grinned. "She flies, and she is once again airtight. We scavenged some plating from that downed freighter and beefed up a few of the sections that were weak. She’s heavy, but with the inertial dampeners that doesn’t matter. We have been trying to figure out how to strip one of those big engines from that freighter to replace her two small ones. Without a ship service dock, that probably won’t happen."

    I looked at Go. "The Omega sector is in need of leaders. The way you were able to bring the Jess back to us, and the way you have taken on upgrading the Heap, has me convinced that you are one of those leaders."

    Go stepped back. "What? Me? I don’t know what I’m doing. I would be a terrible leader. I’m much better at following orders."

    I smiled. "OK, if that’s what it takes. I am ordering you to be a leader."

    Garrett laughed. "You might as well face it, Go. The Guardian of Omega gets what he wants!"

    Go looked back at me with a shrug. "What am I supposed to do?"

    I pointed at the Heap. "I want you to go to Dallex. You will be my right hand there. I want you to see to it that the Talisans treat the Feldons with respect. Get them everything they need to get their lives back in order. When you get there, see Admiral Kale. I will send him a note telling him to do whatever it is you need to have done.

    "Jallis and Layda are about to be given the temporary Governorship of Krakus, Telfor, and Effica. I want you to be the tiebreaker vote on anything they can’t agree upon."

    Go gave a confused look. "What are you going to be doing?"

    I replied, "Garrett and I will be coordinating the ouster of Governor Marcos. After that, we have some unfinished business in Alpha sector."

    I placed my hand on Go’s shoulder. "All you have to do on Dallex is ask Admiral Kale for status. If something seems out of place, have him fix it. And one other thing to keep in mind: Dallex has a large space dock. You can have whatever upgrades you want done to the Heap. If you would rather have one of the Talisan ships, take it. Or, if you want them to build a ship, have them build it. Whatever you want, you have the full backing of the Emperor of Talisan."
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    Arrangements were made for a meeting between the Governors of twenty-six of the wealthier colonies in the Omega sector. The largest of the colonies, located on the planet Banton, was selected for its central and somewhat secure location. The Bantons took the security of their people seriously. Pirate activity in and around Banton was almost nonexistent.

    I stood at a podium to begin what was billed as the Conference of Trade and Security. "Fellow Omegans, I am the new Emperor of the Talisans. As many of you have heard, the prior Talisan Emperor, Goonrag, fell from power recently."

    The crowd chuckled.

    I continued, "I am his replacement. I asked each of you here today for the purpose of forming a free trade alliance, backed by a security alliance.

    "As we all know, the security forces being run by Governor Marcos on SS241 are corrupt. The freely elected Governor there was captured and executed by Marcos and the Talisans. I now control the Talisans, and we need to take back control of that security station. I am here today to ask for your support. With Marcos removed from power, and a fair Governor on SS241, I believe the Omega sector can return to a time of prosperity that it has not seen since the early days of the AMP.

    "With a fair and honest security force, a force that will answer to your colonies, I believe we can elicit better trade deals with the rest of the New Alliance, bringing Omega to a comfortable, achievable level of power and wealth."

    I continued with my pitch for another twenty minutes before the discussions began. The Governors wanted assurances. I offered what I could. I had the Talisan warships at my call, waiting for my orders. No other force in the Omega sector could rival the power that I wielded.

    After a heated round of discussions, Garrett pulled me aside. "I don’t get why you are going through all this. You have the Talisan fleet; you could overrun SS241 on your own. What are you trying to achieve here?"

    I gestured towards the Governors. "If we just kick Marcos out, we leave a power vacuum. There are at least half a dozen Governors here who would attempt power grabs of their own. If I can get their backing in this endeavor, it may be possible to have them all cooperate with each other for the betterment of everyone. If we can set up a framework for that to happen, we can head to Alpha while they are peacefully resolving their problems."

    Garrett shook his head. "Hmm."

    I replied, "What?"

    Garrett crossed his arms as he leaned, looking back at the crowd of Governors. "You just continue to amaze me, that’s all. You are like this whirlwind that comes into a situation, and instead of things being blow apart, the dirt is vacuumed up and cleaned away. You would have made a great member of the Council of Governance back in the AMP days."

    I sighed. "I don’t know about that. So far, I haven’t seen any enthusiastic support for my proposals. It shouldn’t be that hard or that remarkable for people to just do what’s right. What we are doing here should be the norm of what’s expected from everyone, not just the occasional citizen."

    Garrett chuckled as he continued to shake his head. "That whole modesty thing just adds to it. Now, go get your agreements before I make your head swell up with too many compliments."

    As I walked back towards the podium, I shook the hands of several Governors. My eye was caught by a stoic look from one of the Governors as I passed by his location. The Governor of the Valen colony, a close ally of Emperor Goonrag and a willing member in the slave trade, was following me with his eyes.

    After passing his position, I was startled by a scream. As I turned back to see what was happening, a knife came swinging toward my shoulder. I ducked as I turned. The knife, an extremely sharp dagger, sliced into the thick skin of my upper arm, not quite penetrating the outer layers, but leaving a deep gouge.

    Garrett reacted with a shot from his blaster. The Governor of Valen exploded, spraying blood, bone, and organs across half a dozen other Governors nearby. The assailant’s upper torso and head dropped to the floor, an evil grin still expressed on his face.

    Garrett raced to my side. "Are you OK?"

    I looked at my shoulder. "The cut is deep, but not fully through. It will heal."

    As Garrett looked over the wound, the room began to slowly spin.

    Garrett spoke. "You don’t look so good. We better get you to a doctor."

    I raised an unsteady hand. "I will be fine."

    As I turned to continue toward the podium, I began to lose my balance. I fell face forward onto the floor. As I rolled over on my side, the voices in the room quieted as the lights grew dim. I was falling unconscious.

    Two days passed before my eyes again opened. Garrett was sitting in the chair at the end of a bed where I lay, talking with a Banton doctor.

    The doctor pointed. "Your friend is waking."

    Garrett turned back towards me with a smile. "Great! Thanks for your help, Doc."

    The doctor nodded as he turned to leave the room.

    Garrett pulled his chair closer. "I thought we had lost you. The blade the Valen used was covered with a deadly poison. The only reason you are alive is because of that thick Grunta skin you have, and the docs here have an antidote. Usually, though, the victim is long dead before they can make use of it."

    I glanced down at the bandage on my shoulder. "The bandage is not necessary. My skin will heal well without it."

    Garrett laughed. "Well, not exactly. After having such a tough time injecting the antidote, the doctors took a look at that cut. There was enough poison still in it to kill half the people in that room. They basically had to neutralize it with a high-powered laser. That arm may be out of service for a few weeks yet. They aren’t familiar with Grunta physiology, so they just did what they knew."

    I nodded as I looked over the bandage. "I would ask that you thank them for me."

    Garrett sat back in his chair. "No need to thank them. They were happy to do it. I think everyone else in that room was so taken aback by that attempt that they all signed the agreement you had outlined. They want Governor Marcos, and the criminal element that runs with him, gone. If anything, the Valen did you a favor."

    I looked toward the door of the room.

    Garrett continued, "Don’t get any ideas of leaving. Doc says they have to wait a few days for that burn to heal before they can check for further existence of the poison. If there is any left, when that injured skin makes it to the surface, you would be sloughing off the poison, putting others at risk. It only takes a tiny amount of that stuff to kill."

    I looked into the hallway at two Talisan guards that were standing just outside my door. "I suppose they are here to prevent me from leaving?"

    Garrett laughed. "Those two? You are their Emperor. They would happily do anything you ask. No, they are out there to prevent any further attempts on your life. You know, had the Valen been successful, he would have become the new Emperor. If he had then been arrested, a single word from him would have brought war to this planet. And my guess would be that the Valen would not be very friendly with his attacks."

    I replied, "I will remain here until the doctors release me. If the other Governors signed the agreement, we have accomplished what we came for. Perhaps we should use the next few days to plan our confrontation with Marcos."

    Garrett sat down. "I say we just march in there with a Talisan armada and arrest him."

    I shook my head. "I believe that would trigger a response by the Saltons. They can’t have a security station taken over, even if it is being run illegally. What we need is a way to convince Marcos to leave on his own. Once he is away from the station, we are free to arrest him for the criminal that he is. If the Saltons get involved, they would want to investigate, and that could take years, with everyone just trying to protect themselves from any incrimination."

    Garrett put his arms up behind his head as he leaned back. "The only thing Marcos cares about is his treasure; maybe if we steal all or part of that, he will come out looking for it."

    I nodded. "Perhaps. I would be interested in looking over the other AMP artifacts that he possesses."

    Garrett smiled. "He keeps all of that in a single room. Our problem is that we don’t have anyone on that station that we can trust. We need access, and most of those in a position of access are his personal goons."

    I thought for a moment before my reply. "How about this. We storm in with a few hundred Feldon volunteers. Go right for his treasure stash, steal what we want, and then leave. He won’t report that to the Saltons. If he doesn’t come out looking for it, we go back in for more of it. We will take it back to Effica and let the word out that it’s being kept there."

    Garrett replied, "We will have to blast our way in there. He has his henchmen stationed all around those treasure rooms."

    Garrett held up his hand. "We have another issue as well. If you want Feldon volunteers for this mission, I would suggest we step up the timetable for them to be relocated from Telfor. That in itself would probably generate a few hundred volunteers."

    The following week was spent planning our pillaging raid on SS241. My shoulder injury was well on the way to a full recovery. The Banton doctors had declared the wound to be poison-free. A trip to Telfor had a group of two hundred volunteers who were eager to get their own retribution on Governor Marcos. His alliance with the prior Talisan Emperor had led to the expansion of the slave trade in Omega.

    A group of fighters had been selected and was receiving training inside the bunk room of a prior mine. When word came in that the Heap was landing just outside, I walked out to greet Go. I was not expecting the ship that landed.

    A lengthened warship with thick hull plating and an array of multi-blaster turrets was parked just in front of me.

    Go stepped out through the gravity wall in the cargo bay. "Well, what do you think?"

    I replied, "If that is the Heap, it doesn’t look like the same ship. What do you have, half a dozen cannon turrets on that hull?"

    Go smiled. "We have eight. It offers a full 360 degrees of coverage by at least three cannons at once. The armor is thicker than anything in this sector, and she’s fast too. Come check it out!"

    I followed Go up through the gravity wall and into the cargo hold. "This looks a lot bigger than before. Is it longer?"

    Go replied, "Yes Sir! We added an extra fifty meters’ length to her. The Talisans had a decent nav computer and an actual battle computer. She has been updated with those as well. There is enough bunk room for a few hundred soldiers as well. Garrett sent me the plans for the attack on Marcos. I added the bunks so you could take this ship in on the raid. It currently has no transponder, so as far as any administrators will know on that station, it’s just a pirate vessel."

    I looked over the cockpit and smiled as I inspected at the new equipment. "I can’t believe you were able to pull this off in such a short time."

    Go grinned. "It’s not all that hard when you have been given a complete shipbuilding dock to do whatever you want with. I hoped to have you present it to Jallis and Layda, but I think this mission is an even more fitting use for it. This ship may become a thing of legend in the Feldons’ history. Imagine, the Heap is the ship that freed a whole sector, and I was there!"

    I smiled as I placed my hand on Go’s shoulder. "I’m sorry to say that you won’t be going along on this adventure. I will be placing you as second in command of the Talisan Empire. Should anything happen to me, you will be responsible for straightening this sector out."

    Go scratched his chin. "I should be upset with that, but for some reason I’m not. I’ll do as you direct, Mr. Beutcher. I’ll say one thing about the prior Emperor. He was a good manager. The offices under your control are well staffed, and they are run very efficiently. It’s strange. Here we have a species with such uncivilized behavior as slave trading, and yet they are well organized.

    "Goonrag was a micromanager, but only with the things immediately around him. That’s why the mines were run so poorly. He wasn’t there to organize them. It’s a shame he had no morals. He would have been a good leader in this sector."

    The planning for the raid moved along smoothly. One hundred sixty-four Feldons trained with blaster rifles for two solid Telfor days. The hallways on SS241 were displayed on a holo-screen, and each phase of the assault was gone over in fine detail. Everyone knew their tasks.

    As we closed on SS241, Garrett hacked into the station surveillance cameras with the Jess’s hardware. The feeds were patched through to my arm pad, giving us a forward look at whatever resistance the Governor’s men would throw in our way.

    The Heap pulled into the space dock registered as a Banton ship. Four armed guards approached as the level of the gravity wall dropped. The Feldons began to pour out. Two guards perished in the initial exchange of ion fire. The remaining two quickly surrendered their weapons.

    We moved in a single column, at a slow run, weaving our way to the stairwell that would take us up from the forty-first level to the fifth. Two additional guards were dispatched before our troop of raiders reached the target floor. It was the floor where Governor Marcos kept his most prized possessions, the AMP artifacts.

    As we moved down the hall towards the stash, three Human guards, mercenary guards, opened fire. The compressed training session given to the Feldons was no match for the experienced thugs the Governor had employed. Five Feldon fighters lost their lives before Garrett managed a shot that took out the first of the guards.

    I yelled down the hall, "Look, we have the firepower and the manpower to overrun your position. Surrender your arms and you will remain unharmed!"

    One of the guards yelled back, "Hahahaha! You think we are scared of a bunch of Feldons? Haha! Bring it on!"

    I began firing repeated bolts at the wall just behind their position as Garrett sprinted down the hall. As he reached the corner behind which the guards were taking cover, he dove onto the floor, sliding out in full view of his targets. Two ion bolts exploded in the chests of the two men as they attempted to counter the threat. As the explosions settled, Garrett waved his arm that all was clear.

    The door to the Governor’s treasury was locked and sealed. I fired a low-power bolt into the lock mechanism and followed up with a hard kick from my boot. The door flew open, revealing two additional doors inside.

    Garrett spoke. "The AMP artifacts are on the right. I walked here once with the Governor, but he wouldn’t let me in."

    The door to the artifacts room was soon breached. The room was small, and the collection was far less impressive than what I had envisioned. The suit Garrett had delivered was by far the most impressive item the Governor had acquired. There were battle suits from various other species, none of which were as interesting or feature rich as the powered Human suit.

    A robotic arm was laid out on a table. A laser hand weapon was showcased on another. In a back corner of the room were two kinetic weapons and a metal device with a pull pin that would fit perfectly in the palm of my hand.

    I spoke as I picked up the pinned device. "I’ll carry this one. I like the feel of it; it’s heavy."

    The crude steel makeup of the kinetic weapons had a certain stylistic appeal, but I couldn’t fathom what purpose they would serve while in combat. I reasoned they might have been the weapons of a species the early AMP creators had done battle with.

    The remaining items appeared to be various electronic devices from that period, including a precision measuring device and other hand tools that appeared to be useful for crafting metal objects. A steady stream of Feldons began to carry the items out of the room.

    Garrett said, "The Governor knows we are here. I’m seeing activity on the top three floors. It looks like he might have as many as fifty to seventy-five of those guards. We need to get out of here fast, or they are going to be riding our asses all the way back to the ship!"

    I pointed to the last Feldon as he exited the room with a soldier’s uniform from a species called the Gambits. We were soon moving back down the stairwells as the guards entered from above.

    I grabbed Garrett. "Take that wall over there. You and I are going to slow them down."

    As the Feldons stomped away on the stairs below, I waited with Garrett. The first two guards that raced down came into view without having their weapons at the ready. Two well-placed ion bolts ended their rapid advance, also bringing the progress of the others to a stop.

    I gestured to Garrett as I spoke. "Move down another five floors, and we’ll do the same thing again."

    We quietly moved down the stairwell as the guard voices from above indicated they were having an argument over how to proceed.

    As we lay in wait to hand out another ambush, Garrett spoke. "Uh-oh, we’ve got a problem. There is an elevator unloading three floors below us with five of those guards."

    I looked up, Garrett and I each began to race down the stairs. Garrett moved past the door as it began to open. I fired an ion bolt into the opening, blowing the door from its hinges and sending the approaching guards scattering, just long enough for me to quickly move by.

    When we reached the forty-first floor, three guards had the Feldons pinned in a hallway just outside of the docking bay. Our bolts could not reach the guards. Heavy fire from the guards prevented our group from crossing the hallway to the docking bay doors.

    I moved to the front of the group as Garrett fired the occasional bolt back up the stairwell. I looked over the ancient device in my hand.

    One of the nearby Feldons spoke. "What is it?"

    I replied, "It looks as though it’s something you throw. When this pin is pulled, the weapon, if it is a weapon, would be activated."

    The Feldon replied, "Well, pull the pin!"

    I nodded as I slid the pin out of its hole. A lever sprang outward. I waited for an indication that something had happened. There was none.

    The Feldon spoke. "Perhaps you have to throw it."

    I again nodded. "Doesn’t hurt to try."

    I took careful aim and rolled the crude device down the hallway toward the guards’ position. The device rolled to a stop only three meters from the cover they had chosen. Again, as we waited, nothing happened.

    The Feldon shrugged.

    I spoke. "No sense in letting the Governor have it back."

    I knelt and took careful aim. As the ion bolt from my hand blaster impacted the device, it exploded with a fury. My reaction, although stunned, was to race out into the hall, taking a position just inside a doorway that offered a shot at the guards’ position. Two well-placed shots sent one guard to oblivion while the others moved farther down the hallway they had held.

    The Feldons moved quickly across the hall and into the docking bay. I followed Garrett through the doorway.

    As the last of the Feldons boarded the Heap, I fired two final bolts at the hallway doors, blowing them from their hinges and catching the advancing guards by surprise. I dove through the gravity wall as the Heap began to lift off the deck.

    The repeated strikes from the guards’ blaster rifles did not penetrate the Heap’s newly thickened hull. The Feldon flagship shot out of SS241 and was soon on its way to Effica. A direct course was set, giving the Governor’s men a path to follow.
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    Garrett opened a comm with the Governor. "I’m sure by now you saw that I was behind the attack on your collection. Unfortunately, I picked the wrong stash to take. I thought your AMP artifacts might have some value, but they are useless. I spent a lot of credits hiring the crew and ship that I used. I would be willing to trade the artifacts for my initial investment. After that, you won’t see me again."

    The Governor replied, "Mr. Williams. Why am I to trust anything you say? I saw on the video that you had the Grunta working with you."

    Garrett laughed. "The Grunta, just like those Feldons, was looking for work. He seemed like an easy way to add muscle to the venture. Cost me two thousand credits for him alone."

    The Governor shook his head. "Mr. Williams, I was so disheartened when I saw it was you who was involved. I had thought you to be above such. But I do admire a man who takes the initiative to better his position. While I am unhappy at the loss of the artifacts, and of a good pilot, I would be willing to compensate you for the return of my items. What sum did you have in mind?"

    Garrett replied, "I have twenty thousand credits into this thing. Bring me that, and you can have your collection back."

    The Governor laughed. "You think too small, Mr. Williams. I would have gladly paid five times that amount. Return the items, and you shall have your credits."

    Garrett half smiled. "Ah, no. Here’s how this is going to happen. I will designate a place and a time, and you will come get them. And when I say you, I mean you personally. And to sweeten the pot, as a gesture on my part to reduce your desire to put a bounty on my head, I have another artifact for you. It’s a helmet that goes with that suit I brought you recently."

    The Governor sat forward in his chair. "You have the helmet?"

    Garrett smiled. "I have the helmet. I came across it after following up a few leads. I don’t know what your fascination is with that stuff, but if you are willing to make the trade, I will throw in the extra for, let’s say, two thousand credits?"

    The Governor nodded. "I will gladly pay you the twenty-two thousand credits for the return of my items, plus the helmet. If you return those items as you say, I will also forgive this transgression, completely. There are other artifacts out there, and I would like for you to continue to gather them for me. With this new item, you have shown that you have an aptitude for the search and recovery of such. I would also reward you with a standard salary and then handsomely again for any further items."

    Garrett offered a half frown. "How do I know I could trust you in such an arrangement? How do I know you wouldn’t just decide to kill me at some random point in time?"

    The Governor again smiled. "You wouldn’t. Consider that incentive to continue searching. I am much more interested in acquiring artifacts than doling out retribution for petty indulgences. Even in the business of thievery or with other less-than-legal activities, one must maintain a certain level of trust in his word if he is to do business with others. Consider this my word, Mr. Williams. Do we have a deal?"

    Garrett sat back in his chair, looking around at the cockpit as if in deep thought. "OK, here’s how it’s going to happen. I heard the stories that you were once on Effica. I’m sure you are familiar with the hotel Fantasta. That is where we will make the exchange. You come on a small ship, bring no more than a half dozen people with you to pilot the ship and load the items, we exchange credits, and you leave."

    The Governor replied, "And the helmet will be included?"

    Garrett nodded. "The helmet for the suit will be there."

    The Governor spoke. "Can I see the helmet?"

    Garrett shook his head. "No. This is where that level of trust among thieves has to come into play. Just ask yourself why I would want to make you angry when I am trying to straighten things out. You come out to Effica in three days, with no more than a half dozen of your henchmen. We’ll make the exchange and go our separate ways.

    The Governor slowly shook his head. "That area is rife with pirate activity. I will need at least five ships and forty men."

    Garrett laughed. "I don't think so, Governor. Since the Talisans got a new emperor, things have really quieted down. Just bring your ship and personal guards. That should be enough."

    The Governor thought for a moment and nodded. "You have your deal, Mr. Williams. Expect me in three days time."

    Garrett added, "Governor, don’t try anything stupid, or I will burn those artifacts to a crisp. If I detect another ship in the area, or if you have a dozen men pile out of a ship, that hotel and your precious artifacts will go up in an inferno. Do we have an understanding?"

    The Governor replied, "And how many men will you have there with you?"

    Garrett sighed. "I have eight men remaining. It’s all I could afford. But make no mistake, they will be positioned strategically and will open up if anything goes astray."

    The Governor offered a stern expression. "I will hold up my end of the bargain, Mr. Williams. You hold up yours, and we will both walk away from this satisfied."

    I entered the cockpit after the comm channel closed.

    Garrett turned with a smile. "I thought that went well. He obviously doesn’t know that it was you that overthrew the Talisan Emperor. Everyone knows it happened, but they don’t know who the new Emperor is yet. I supposed we dodged one there."

    Garrett continued, "I still don’t know that I buy into your reasoning behind luring him out here instead of us just taking over the station with Talisans."

    I replied, "If we attack a security station, the word will go out to all security stations. Not only would the security forces of the New Alliance get involved, but we could easily get Harden Salton poking around for answers. He knows I am here. If he sees you, or if any of the security forces that are looking for you see you, the New Alliance will be flooding this sector with investigators. If we take the Governor out quietly, no one will care."

    I continued, "The helmet addition was a nice touch. The Governor would be anxious to get his hands on it."

    Garrett grinned. "I thought we might need something to push him over the edge."

    Over the next several days, we arranged more than a hundred Feldon fighters in and around the hotel. From the moment the Governor’s ship landed until he entered the hotel room Garrett had designated, he would have a dozen or more blasters trained on him. This was a capture mission first and a kill mission if our attempts to capture him failed. With the Governor in our custody, we could force him to send word back to SS241 for his henchmen to clear out. It was reasoned that a peaceful transition would raise the least alarm.

    On the third day, the Governor’s ship arrived in orbit around Effica accompanied by four mercenary gunships.

    Garrett raised the Governor on the comm. "I thought we had a deal, Governor. Right now, my finger is hovering above a button that when depressed will vaporize that hotel."

    The Governor smiled and lifted his hand. "No need for that, Mr. Williams. If you do that, we both lose. As far as these gunships, they will remain in orbit. I’m sorry, Mr. Williams, but I cannot travel without an escort. Omega is not the most secure of sectors for a single ship; you yourself should know that. Anyway, they will remain in orbit while the exchange is made."

    Garrett huffed and responded, "You try anything and this hotel gets torched. Bring your ship down here and we will make the exchange."

    The Governor nodded as the comm closed.

    I made a broadcast to the Feldon fighters we had in position. "The Governor is coming in. Keep in mind that we need him alive. Do not fire unless you are fired upon first!"

    The Governor’s ship landed in a vacant lot just down the main avenue from the hotel. Four of his guards exited and began to check the perimeter around the ship and up the street to the hotel. Garrett stood in the doorway of the hotel.

    The Governor stepped out onto the dirt and weeds of the vacant lot, looking down at the dusty ground in disgust. After a short walk, he was standing in front of Garrett.

    The Governor brushed dust from his pants leg. "Mr. Williams, show me the artifacts and let’s get this over with. I do not have fond memories of this planet."

    Garrett replied, "Very well. Follow me."

    Garrett led the Governor up the stairs to the sixth floor and into the room that we had been using. I was seated in a chair beside a small table.

    When the Governor entered the room, he let out a sigh and rolled his eyes. "Mr. Beutcher, why did I know that you were still involved?"

    I replied, "Have a seat, Mr. Marcos. We have a few things to discuss."

    The Governor casually walked to the chair and sat down. "I am only mildly interested in what you have to say, Mr. Beutcher. Please get on with it. My time is valuable."

    I nodded. "Very well. Your reign as Governor is over. Whether you leave this meeting alive or dead is up to you. I want you to call your goons on SS241 and tell them to peacefully lay down their arms and to leave."

    The Governor chuckled. "First, let me see the helmet. I would like to get a look at it before we go further."

    Garrett grinned as half a dozen armed Feldons stepped in behind the Governor’s guards. "There is no helmet, Marcos. That was a ploy to bring you out here, and it worked."

    The Governor’s face grew angry. "I do not like being toyed with, Mr. Williams. Any deal we had has now changed. And as for you and your little surprise here, Mr. Beutcher, I have a few surprises of my own!"

    The Governor lifted his arm pad and brought up a holo-display. The two guards that remained on his ship came into view.

    The Governor spoke. "Gentlemen, please bring our guests around so that Mr. Beutcher can see them."

    I took a deep breath and exhaled as I began to grow impatient. What happened next I was not expecting. The two guards on the ship brought two Grunta youths, each about ten years old, into view.

    The Governor smiled. "I believe you will recognize these Grunta, Mr. Beutcher. They have a striking resemblance to you."

    My heart sank as I came to the realization that two of my children were being held by the Governor.

    I spoke. "How did you get them?"

    The Governor shook his head. "From what I have been told, it was quite the venture. I had word that it was you that had become Emperor of the Talisans. I thought I might need leverage to maintain my position as Governor. You didn’t think I would just roll over, did you, Mr. Beutcher?

    "Anyway, your wife, wow! What a formidable woman! Had we known that women were the dominant gender when it came to Gruntas, we would have been better prepared. As it was, I sent eight good men and only managed to capture these two. I would love to have your wife in my employ; she is simply vicious."

    I replied, "If you hurt my wife or any of my children, I’ll rip your head from your body right here and now!"

    The Governor raised his hand. "Such violence. Hmm. Well, if it’s any consolation, your wife and your other children escaped with only minor injuries, if any at all. I wish I could say the same for my men, but—"

    I stood. The Governor’s guards raised their weapons.

    The Governor again held up his hand. "Please sit down, Mr. Beutcher. There is no need to go berserk and get everyone killed. Let’s instead come to an understanding where we all walk away as winners."

    Garrett placed his hand on my shoulder. "You might as well sit and hear him out. We are at a standoff right now. Negotiation is the best course of action."

    I sat down in my chair. "What did you have in mind, Mr. Marcos?"

    The Governor leaned back in his chair, placing his fist up under his chin. "Hmm. It seems we have a few major problems that I cannot see us coming to agreement on. You want me out of office; I don’t want out of office. You have done away with the slave trade; I liked the slave trade. Your control over the Talisans is a very troubling prospect for me. It was their ruthless ventures that kept me in power. Without that power, I do not see much of a future for me here. I think I shall offer something that might be acceptable to you, Mr. Beutcher."

    I replied, "Go on."

    The Governor continued, "I shall resign my position and pull out of SS241 entirely. You can do with it and this sector as you will. I will take my entourage, and my collections, and I will migrate to another sector. With you in control of the Talisans, I see my leaving the Governorship as inevitable."

    I sat forward. "That was the offer I tried to extend to you before."

    The Governor laughed. "Really, Mr. Beutcher? By stranding me here on this planet? That was just not a fair trade."

    The Governor laid one leg across the top of the other and leaned forward onto an elbow. "Look, the collection of items I have taken over the years is not in use. If I leave with those items, the sector will be exactly as it is now, backward and poor. I will return to the station, take my collections, and return here in one week to collect the artifacts. If I am allowed to leave here peacefully, no further lives will be lost. You and your friends can turn this sector into whatever it is that you desire."

    Garrett said, "How do we know that you won’t use your wealth to come back and meddle in the affairs of Omega? I’ve had dealings with a lot of people just like you, Marcos. You thrive on power and not wealth. It’s often wealth that brings you that power that you so desire. What’s to keep you from trying to come back?"

    The Governor threw up his hands. "I have just offered to give up that power, Mr. Williams. I am well past the halfway point in my life. I have come to the conclusion that I would rather spend those years out in the Alliance, searching for more artifacts, than here in this snake pit, squabbling over scraps. Is that so hard to understand?"

    I cut in. "We’ll do it. You have your negotiation. You will have one week to remove your collections from SS241. My children will be left there unharmed. If anything should happen to them, make no mistake, I will use all the resources available to me to track you down and kill you with my bare hands."

    The Governor smiled as he stood. "I have no doubt that you would, Mr. Beutcher. Now, if you don’t mind, I shall be returning to the station to pack my things."

    The Governor gestured for his guards to lower their weapons as he turned to leave the room. I stood in stunned silence.

    When the door to the stairwell closed behind the Governor, Garrett spoke. "That guy always seems to have an out. We should have taken him down the first time he was here."

    I replied, "We weren’t prepared to do so."

    I walked towards the door.

    Garrett followed. "Where are you going?"

    I began to walk down the stairs. "I’m going to his ship. I want to see that my children are well. Following this, I will have to open a comm to my wife to let her know the situation. She will offer advice."

    Garrett reached for my shoulder. "Just don’t do anything before talking it out with me, OK?"

    I nodded. "You have my word."

    When we arrived at the Governor’s ship, he stood in the hatchway. "I will be back for my artifacts in a week, Mr. Beutcher."

    I shook my head. "You leave my children, and I will give you the artifacts right here, right now."

    The Governor sighed. "If I did that, I have no doubt that you would kill me before I made it back to the station. You probably have two dozen Talisan warships up there just waiting for me to leave. No, I think I shall hold on to these two until I have my other possessions moved. I will meet you back here one week from today. We can discuss terms for the swap at that time."

    I stepped forward. "Just remember, Governor, if they are harmed, or even if they come back hungry, my life’s mission will be to end yours."

    The Governor scowled. "One week, Mr. Beutcher. Take care of my things."

    As the Governor turned away from the hatch, a curdling set of screams could be heard, followed by blaster fire and more screams. The Governor charged back into the doorway with a look of terror on his face before diving out onto the ground. A guard stood in the doorway behind him, face bloodied and breathing heavily. A metal rod then burst out of his rib cage as it was shoved through from behind. When the guard fell, a bloodied Grunta youth stood behind him.

    I raced up the stairs, knelt, and pulled him into my arms. My daughter then joined us in a bloodied embrace.

    I spoke. "What happened?"

    My son Granda spoke. "They let down their weapons, and Shila pulled a chair from its mount and began to beat them. She warned them that they should let her go. She has a lot of Mom in her. Three of them were dead before the first shot was fired. I grabbed the bar, tearing it from the wall. She finished off the other two just before I drove the bar through his back."

    I pulled my two children close and then looked back down upon a still-stunned Governor lying on the ground.

    Garrett shook his head. "Looks like you just lost your bargaining power, Marcos. Two little Gruntas just took out six of your best men. I would say this day just got a lot worse for you."

    I stepped down from the hatchway, clutching my left arm around the Governor’s neck and lifting him up into the air.

    Garrett grabbed my arm. "Remember, we need him alive to disarm his thugs back on the station."

    The Governor spoke with a crackly voice. "Yes, you need me alive. I will send them away if you promise not to kill me."

    I looked up at my scowling children.

    Shila snapped, "Pinch off his head!"

    Granda stepped in. "No, save him for Mom! She would want to have the pleasure of ripping him apart!"

    I thought for a moment before looking back at the Governor as he dangled at the end of my arm. "Let’s get on the comm and tell your men to leave."

    The Governor sniveled. "And you won’t kill me?"

    I sighed. "I promise. I won’t kill you."

    Garrett furrowed his brow in confusion as I carried the Governor onto his ship. A comm channel was opened to his men on the station and the gunships that remained in orbit.

    When the Governor's men had acknowledged, the Governor spoke. "We have had a change of plans. You are to clear your things out of the station. All of you, there will be no retributions against anyone who remains there. Take only what belongs to you. You can go your own way or meet me here at Effica. You have twelve hours to leave. And mind my words, do not harm anyone or anything or you will answer directly to me. It's time we moved our operations before the Talisans come."

    A guard in one of the orbiting gunships spoke. "What of us? We can’t possibly make it back to the station in twelve hours. What do we do?"

    The Governor closed the comm to the station and then replied, "You each now have equal shares in the gunships you are on; do what you will with them. As of this moment forward, I am no longer the Governor of SS241 and I will no longer be paying your salaries. I would advise that each of you go as far away from that station as possible. Our time on there is done."

    The Governor looked down at the cockpit control panel of his ship. "Will you at least leave me with my ship?"

    I replied, "We won’t be taking this ship with us."

    I turned back toward the hatchway, still dragging the Governor by his neck. When I reached the hatch, I shoved him out onto the ground. The Feldon fighters had gathered behind Garrett.

    Garrett spoke. "You're letting him go?"

    I replied, "I promised him I wouldn’t kill him. As much as I want to, I will not break that promise."

    Garrett looked down at the Governor as he massaged his neck. "I didn’t make that promise. I have no qualms about snuffing him out!"

    The Governor put his hand up in defense. "I sent them away as you asked! I even added the Talisan threat to give them incentive to leave! Mr. Beutcher, you promised!"

    I placed my hand on Garrett’s shoulder as I signaled to my children. "Shila, Granda, come with us."

    Granda spoke as he moved our way. "You are letting him go? He attacked our family! He was going to kill us!"

    I placed my hands behind each of their backs. "Just come with me. My reasons will become clear later. It would be best if we were not to savage an unarmed man whose current situation does not endanger us, no matter what it is that he has done. It’s not the Grunta way."

    The Governor got to his knees and spoke. "You are the only honest person in this sector, Knog Beutcher!"

    I stopped and turned. "I told you that I would not kill you, and I won’t. However, I don’t speak for the Feldons. I believe you have killed many of their people. They might have a different idea for your punishment. That is for them to decide."

    As I turned and walked back toward the hotel with my children and Garrett, I could hear the Governor as he pleaded his case to the Feldons. Indeed, as Garrett had stated, it was not a good day for the former Governor of SS241.
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    As we stood in the hotel room, I grabbed a rag and began to wipe the guards’ blood off my children. Both were as excited to see their father as I was excited to see them. Garrett could not stop laughing at their short, stubby, wiggling tails.

    Once Garrett had calmed, he checked the sensor readouts from the Jess. "The Governor’s friends have left orbit. By the time we get back to the station, it should be cleared out. What do we tell the Feldons out there now?"

    I replied, "We tell them to head back to Telfor and await orders from Jallis and Layda. I was thinking of asking Jallis to take over as the temporary Governor of the Feldons while having Layda do the same on SS241. This will mean big changes for this sector. We will need to convene another meeting of all the colony Governors. I’m thinking we have Go run the sector policing with the Talisans until Layda can get the security force there up to snuff. We can set up elections for two years out."

    Garrett nodded. "Sounds good. What about the Saltons? What if they try to get involved?"

    I sighed. "If we can keep things quiet and pay the Saltons their tax, we might just be able to have a smooth transition to elected officials. If they see Omega as something of interest, they will appoint their own Governor. That deed would probably put us right back into the same corrupt situation we had before. The good thing for us is that other than offering advice, you and I should now be able to look for Joni Salton."

    Garrett offered a pensive smile. "I just hope we haven’t waited too long. A lot can happen in a few months, as we have just seen."

    I replied, "Let’s get back to the station. I want to contact my wife and get these kids on their way home through those portals."

    The ride back to SS241 went quickly with my attentions diverted to my son and daughter. Granda had won his first helocycle race against his siblings, while Shila had taken on raising the galligs. Her first run to market had brought in over eight hundred credits to the family coffers. Both were doing well with their schooling.

    We landed in Bay-7 and made our way up to the Governor’s office. The workers who remained were sitting at their stations without knowing what to do. A quick speech to the staff had each of them outlining exactly what their position was meant to do. I promised no immediate changes to personnel, which served to calm nerves. The staff was largely Feldon and was relieved when told that a Feldon would be taking over. Layda would have a difficult time staffing needed positions with citizens of the station after the Governor’s prior purge.

    With the offices in order, we walked to the Governor’s treasure collection. It was far larger than I had guessed. It was decided that word would be sent out, sector-wide, that the treasure existed. Any persons claiming that it had been stolen from their persons would be asked to show overwhelming proof of ownership before it would be returned. Word was also spread that if any person was caught making a false claim, the prison sentence, and possible execution, would be swift and harsh. Any contraband that remained would be sold at auction, with the proceeds going into sector security expenses.

    Several days later, I was sitting with Layda on her first day on the job. "Are you ready for this?"

    Layda laughed. "How could anyone be ready for this? If I learned anything in those slave mines, it was that you take every day as it comes. I’ve managed to put together a team of people who were in government back on Krakus. They will be helping me to craft my policies. Go has a team of Talisans coming over to help us get organized. He says their government offices run smoothly, so he thought we could make use of the way they set things up. I have to tell you, it’s going to be strange having Talisans working for me."

    I replied, "From what I hear, they will be a big help. One thing you shouldn’t have to worry about on this station, at least for a short while, is politicians butting their heads, trying to take advantage of the disorganization. We know who was on the Governor’s payroll, and from what I’ve seen, they are too worried about getting knifed in the back to be getting involved in politics. I think if you can maintain a tight reporting regimen throughout your staff, you will find it’s easier to put out fires when they flare up. Treat your people with respect, and they will mostly respect you back."

    Layda raised an eyebrow. "Mostly?"

    I offered a pursed smile. "There will always be some who are difficult. You will just have to learn to deal with them."

    Layda tilted her head. "How is it you know so much about government?"

    I replied, "I spent my whole career observing the bureaucracy of the security service. The managers who served the longest and had the most respect of their staffs were the ones that respected their personnel, even with the many flaws that you find in people. A good manager will figure out how to work with or work around those flaws."

    Layda grimaced as she looked down at the big desk in front of her. "Am I even ready for this? I worked in a clothing store on Gamminus before I was abducted. Add a few months in a slave mine to that, and you have a very thin resume."

    I stood and walked around behind the desk, placing my hand on her shoulder and gently squeezing. "You will do fine. You are of good character and intelligence. Lean on your advisers for anything you don’t understand."

    Granda and Shila came running into the office. "The comm to home is open!"

    I lifted my arm and popped up the holo-display. "Hello, Getta. Before you speak, I have good news. Granda and Shila are here with me, and they are safe."

    I panned the camera until the two children came into view.

    Getta spoke. "And what of the abductors?"

    I replied, "He and his men have been dealt with. And you would be proud of Shila and Granda; they were the ones that freed themselves."

    Granda spoke. "Shila took out five of them! I took out one!"

    Getta smiled. "I am just glad the two of you are safe. When will you be coming home?"

    Shila replied, "We are scheduled to make the portal jumps tomorrow! We will have an escort with us, a Human named Go."

    I turned the camera back on myself. "You should be proud. They handled themselves well. It will be an experience that they can carry with themselves throughout their lives."

    Getta sighed. "You know it is our cultural norm to not talk about or praise violence. It will only make others seek us out."

    I nodded. "I will reinforce that notion with the two of them. I was only stating that for you."

    Our conversation continued for another fifteen minutes. When the comm ended, I had a less-than-thrilled look on my face.

    Layda spoke. "That didn’t sound like it went too well. Why was she upset?"

    I replied, "As a culture, we do not want to be seen as violent people or as warriors. We may be capable, but we do not want others to think it. We prefer to appear docile. If word gets out that you are strong, inevitably someone will come looking for a fight, or come looking for you to fight for them. We desire neither. Our way is to live in peace."

    Layda replied, "I thought the Grunta were one of the original species that fought in the great War of Wars? Rumor is that your women are fierce warriors."

    I nodded. "That is a rumor we have been trying to quell for centuries. When word gets out that a Grunta has been in a fight, everyone wants to know what happened."

    Layda laughed. "It seems to me that fighting is all you have done since you were sent here. I would think that showing of strength to be a positive."

    I replied, "It has its drawbacks as well."

    The following day I said goodbye to Granda and Shila as Go led them through a portal. I had a twinge of apprehension and sadness as they vanished from my sight. It was not often that I was able to see my family members in person; a small part of me wanted to thank the now-deceased Governor.

    With the governance of SS241 coming together, I traveled with Garrett to the shipyards on Dallex. A small freighter, able to be swept through the portal system, would be updated to provide the securities and defense we would want while traveling through the Alpha sector. The freighter would be loaded with ore samples and used as a cover for Garrett’s travels.

    The engines of the freighter were modified to give her the highest possible speed, her computers were upgraded to the latest available models, and her cockpit and vital systems were surrounded by heavy plating. Should the freighter take fire from another ship, Garrett would stand a modest chance of escaping unharmed.

    With the freighter updates moving along, I made a trip out to Telfor. Jallis was busy coordinating the moves of his people to the Feldon home world of Krakus, and to the planet of Effica. The Talisans were providing adequate food and care during the transitions. The mines of Telfor would be silent until the proper mining machinery could be developed, brought in, and set up. Raw unskilled labor was no longer available.

    I remained under exile from the rest of the New Alliance. With so many changes under way in Omega, I had the desire to go back to do that which was familiar. As I walked into Bay-68, Malcom was sitting in a chair. Gerald held his familiar position, asleep in the chair just outside of his ship as well. Captain Rexigal Hallif came through the bay doors.

    Malcom looked up. "This isn’t going to be good. Gerald, hey! Wake up!"

    Gerald lifted the lid on his hat and peered at the approaching Captain.

    The Captain stood in front of me. "Gentlemen, and I use that term loosely, get your asses out of those chairs and get over here. We have a lot to discuss about the changes that are taking place. For the next week, you will be taking your ships to Dallex for retrofit. They will be getting beefed-up armor and new systems, and I know I will probably regret this, but you will get a blaster cannon.

    "The shipping lanes have had pirate problems for years. Our initial focus will be to clean up those lanes so that shipping in this sector can move about in a safe and secure manner. Once that happens, we can return to a regular inspection schedule. Things are changing, and we are going to be agents for that change. Tell me your concerns."

    The Captain pulled a short stogie from his pocket and jammed it in his mouth.

    Malcom spoke first. "We don’t have any training in dealing with pirates. What kind of armor upgrades are we getting? I don’t want to be fighting those people!"

    The Captain raised his upper right hand as his upper left took hold of the stogie. "We have to shut down the pirate activity out here, or they will become more and more powerful. At the moment, the best we can do is to give you ships that can handle an encounter with them. I understand that we aren’t warriors and we aren’t trained in combat, but neither are they. If you come across a situation that is more than one on one, you will have the option of calling for backup or leaving."

    Gerald spoke. "And what are we supposed to do with these pirates when we come in contact with them?"

    The Captain smiled. "Well, Gerald, I expect that you will either arrest them or kick their ass. Look, we aren’t out to get ourselves killed at this, but the piracy has to stop. Clear shipping lanes will benefit us all."

    I replied, "I have some combat training and would be glad to share what I know. Also, Captain, you said ‘get ourselves killed.’ That sounds like you will be joining us."

    The Captain grinned. "That’s right! I’m retiring the desk for at least six months. You clowns think you get to have all the fun?"

    Malcom shook his head. "This doesn’t sound like fun to me."

    The Captain changed hands with his stogie and pointed. "Don’t be a wuss, Barber! We work for the security forces of the New Alliance. It’s time we started pulling our weight. We don’t have to worry about Talisans anymore, so let’s get out there and kick some pirate ass!"

    Carter and Boglio arrived before the Captain had finished telling us our new tasks. The Human and Magonia were quickly filled in on what they had missed. Neither had any qualms about tackling the pirate issue. Both seemed eager to get under way.

    Go had long since returned from delivering my son and daughter to their home. He would be running the ship modifications at the Dallex yards with the assistance of Garrett. I took the time to put together a training program for combat flying. When the upgrades had been completed, I took the team out for practice.

    I spoke over the comm. "Remember, your heaviest armor is straight forward or straight back. Hits from the sides, top, or bottom are more likely to penetrate the hull. If you are going into action, make sure you have on your helmet and that you are buckled in. You don’t know when you might have a hull breach or a lucky shot that partially disables your inertial dampeners. Always try to be flying directly toward your target, or directly away.

    "Now for the ion cannons. A good pilot will properly judge the direction and speed of his opponent. You can get a solid hit with an aim that is out in front of your opponent if they are moving. That will be how most of your manual shots, if needed, will be taken. You will have a superior weapon. Learn to use it. Most of the time your targeting will be on automatic, but you need to be prepared.

    "Next, I will mention strategy and tactics. Our mission is to end piracy, not to kill all pirates. If you come upon suspected pirates, first attempt a dialogue with them. If they don’t respond, fire a warning shot. If they still refuse, try to target their engines, disable their ship. We want these people to cease what they are doing. If we can do that without having to kill them, all the better. Dead pirates tend to have angry relatives.

    "Do not, however, put your life needlessly in danger. They are undertaking criminal activities; they are the ones who are placing themselves at risk. And as the Captain had previously mentioned, before finding yourself in deep trouble, call for backup. There are only five of us, six if we count the Captain, so first and foremost, keep yourselves alive."

    Two days were spent targeting asteroids. Go was able to get the Talisan engineer to design a gun turret for above and one for below that offered full coverage against any attackers. With the addition of Garrett’s targeting algorithms, the cannons provided a decent offensive capability to a ship that previously had none. With the practice soon out of the way, we paired up and headed towards the shipping lanes that we knew to be frequented by pirates. I teamed up with Malcom Barber. None of the others would have him.

    After arriving at the target area between Effica and Gantor III, Malcom spoke. "We’ve been here for three hours and nothing. With all the training and all the talk, I thought this would be nonstop action."

    I replied, "If they were out here every day, no one would travel this route. We might have to spend a week here monitoring before anything happens, but it will happen."

    Malcom huffed. "I don’t see why we have to be out here chasing pirates anyway. That’s not our job."

    I shook my head. "It is our job. We work for the security forces. Our primary task might be checking ships for contraband, but our overall duty is to protect the citizens of this sector. Things have to change out here if civilization is to exist. We are the implementers of that change. Being a detective for the security forces is a service job. We aren’t paid to pick and choose what it is that we want to do. We just have to go out and do what is right and do what is needed."

    I was a bit put off by Malcom’s remarks. His attitude was selfish and his morals were corrupt. When the first undocumented ship appeared on our sensors, it took every bit of convincing that I had to keep Malcom on station. Their target was a food freighter heading to Effica.

    I spoke. "Keep your transponder off, and we should be able to intercept them at the point that I have highlighted on your display. Our ships should be faster than theirs, so they will have the option to either turn themselves over or die."

    Malcom replied, "Yeah, or kill us. You do realize that the armor on these ships has not been tested. What if they did a shoddy job of installing it?"

    I sighed. "Well, I guess at that point you die. If that happens, you aren’t going to care, so don’t let it bother you."

    When the supposed pirates had taken up a position that would allow a raid on the freighter, I set our plan into action. Almost immediately our ship movements were picked up on their sensors. The two ships turned to flee and then stopped.

    I hailed the pirates over the general comm channel. "This is Detective Beutcher with the Omega sector security force. You are being instructed to hold your position. An investigation into your activities has been activated."

    The captain of one of the vessels came online. "It’s obvious that you can outrun us. So, we’ll wait for you here."

    We arrived at a point that was ten kilometers from their position.

    I said over the comm, "Enable my scanner to tie into your systems, please. When a scan is complete, we may or may not choose to board your vessel. Will you comply?"

    The captain nodded. "We will comply. We have done nothing wrong. But first, can you look over an item that we found on Gantor III? We came by it in an auction, and we believe it might be stolen. I will put it out for you to pick up and I’ll move away."

    I replied, "That's an unusual request."

    Malcom spoke. "Can you just shove it out through your gravity wall? We can take a look at it with our sensors."

    I opened a comm to Malcom. "What are you doing?"

    Malcom replied, "What I’m doing is moving this investigation along. You know, they could have easily been here to place something on that freighter, not necessarily to take something off."

    I thought about Malcom’s statement as he spoke. "There, they jettisoned it. I’m going to go check it out."

    The suspected pirate vessels moved away as Malcom pulled to within a kilometer of the meter-long metal device.

    Malcom snarled. "Scan didn’t penetrate far enough to see inside. I’m moving in closer."

    I replied, "Malcom. Something isn’t right here. I advise that you pull back from that until we know what it is."

    Malcom laughed. "Yeah, well, I don’t have all day. If this turns out to be nothing, we just send them on their way."

    I watched on the display as Malcom Barber pulled his ship up to within ten meters of the device.

    Malcom began his close inspection of the device. "Scanning it now. It looks like—"

    A bright flash filled my monitor as the device exploded, taking Malcom and his ship with it. The pirates had deployed a bomb of unknown makeup and then lured Malcom into their trap. I pushed my throttle to full as the two pirate ships split, heading off in different directions. I had closed to within firing range of the first ship after fifteen minutes of pursuit.

    Two quick bursts from my ion cannon turrets ended the regress of the ship that had deployed the weapon. I pushed the controls over to pursue the other fleeing ship. After forty-five minutes, I had closed to within a hundred kilometers. At fifty kilometers I began to take shots at the pirate vessel as it changed its direction every few seconds. At twenty kilometers a close shot scorched an engine nacelle. At ten kilometers the pirate vessel began to fire back, its ion cannon no more powerful than a blaster rifle.

    In a final attempt to thwart my advance, two bombs of the same makeup as the first were jettisoned through a gravity wall. Each exploded harmlessly several kilometers from my location. I flipped on Garrett’s automatic targeting algorithm and closed to within two kilometers. The twisting and turning ship flipped to port and into an oncoming ion bolt. A meter-sized hole appeared in its hull. I turned off the auto-targeting and watched.

    The pirate vessel had lost power and had begun to slowly spin. When the nose of the ship turned in my direction, the gunner, who had survived the initial hit, fired back. The hull upgrades Go had made easily absorbed the weak ion bolt. I countered with three quick bursts, ending the fight the pirates had begun. The remainder of the dead hull began to slowly drift away. I tagged it with a beacon that would allow salvagers to clean up the mess.

    I returned to the debris field left behind when Malcom’s ship had exploded. The proximity of the bomb and its powerful blast had left nothing to salvage. Malcom Barber was dead. I had lost a partner. The fact that I had not properly acted to prevent it would weigh on my conscience.

    The mood back at SS241 was subdued. Malcom was not popular by any account, but he was one of our own. A proper memorial service was performed and his material possessions donated. Malcom had no family.

    During the weeks that followed, the pirate activity in Omega dropped dramatically. Most pirates were not looking for a fight, and many a ship’s captain had taken possession of their own blaster. Others had taken to paying one of their crew a bonus for being a security officer. I had no doubt that with more time, the thievery of cargo in transit would drop to almost nothing. There would always be a new generation who thought they could best the system and avoid the law. Those individuals would eventually find out differently.

    When Garrett took possession of his new freighter, he brought it to SS241.

    Garrett moved the freighter into a docking bay on the station before seeking me out. "It looks like I’m all set. The ship is ready to go, the samples are aboard, and Layda has approvals for me to jump all the way to Adicus. There will be a few detours along the way so that it doesn’t look like Adicus was the primary destination, but I should be there within a week."

    I replied, "And all the data on your trading company and your identity? Everything in order?"

    Garrett nodded. "It is. Talisan Mills Trading Company is registered on Dallex, and it appears to be a thirty-eight-year-old company. Ded Williams is in marketing and sales with the company. I originally came from Effica to Dallex for work. Everything looks legit. I sent you a data packet that contains my backstory if needed."

    I sighed. "I wish I was going with you."

    Garrett offered a half frown. "Yeah, me too. I’m just hoping we haven’t been wasting our time. Let’s hope she is out there."

    Soon after our conversation, Garrett and his new ship, the Jealousy, were swept away by a portal to the Psi sector and station SS202. His journey to Adicus was only just beginning. My efforts were turned back to the continued reorganization and cleansing of the Omega sector. A Council of Governors was set up to ensure that all colonies were taking steps to improve life in Omega. I listened in on every meeting I could.

    My close relationship with the acting mayor of SS241 allowed me to make unlimited calls to my family. All were doing well. Getta continued to stress the need for me to keep a low profile. Being the Emperor of Talisan would make that task difficult. If the Saltons were to investigate my heavy involvement with the changes in Omega, there would likely be a heavy price to pay.
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    A full month had passed since Garrett’s departure for Adicus. With the detours he had planned on his flight out, I was expecting word from him any day. When the comm call came through, his report was not what I had envisioned.

    Garrett said, "Everything went perfectly until I tried to get swept out to Adicus. The closest station said their gate was down. I had to make the four-day journey by flying. That was after the station people told me it had been quarantined. When I arrived in the system, there was no response from the Adicus security people. When I landed, the place was abandoned. The planet is empty. Everybody is gone. I’ve looked all over. I even checked the logs at the portal. Other than passing through comm signals, it has been blocked off, and the logs say it was last used twelve days ago. They had to have all been conscripted."

    I sighed. "Spend a day and see what you can find. If that’s the case, we will only have a few months to try to get to her before they all get shipped off to Andromeda."

    Garrett nodded and returned to his search for information. I sat down on a chair just outside of my ship. Had we waited too long? If Joni was there, was she being prepared for a one-way trip to Andromeda? I wondered if we would ever find out what happened.

    Gerald was sitting in his usual chair. "You don’t look so good over there. Something wrong?"

    I stood, walked over, and sat in another chair across from him. "A person we have been looking for has gone missing from where we thought she would be. It’s a long story."

    Gerald held his hands out to his sides. "We’ve got four hours to kill before we go out again. I’ve got the time if you do."

    I replied, "You might not believe what I have to say."

    Gerald gestured for me to proceed. "Please. You showed up out here, got enslaved and then became emperor of a planet. Spew it."

    I leaned back in my chair and took a deep breath. "I would guess that you have heard the rumors about whole colonies disappearing in some of the remote sectors. I’m not talking about Effica, where it was the Talisans. I’m talking about something much different."

    Gerald nodded. "I’ve heard the rumors."

    I continued, "Well, they aren’t disappearing. They are being conscripted to go off to fight a war."

    Gerald half laughed. "What war? There aren’t any wars going on. Haven’t been since the AMP was created."

    I shook my head. "That’s where you are wrong. There is a war being fought in Andromeda. The portal gate to there from Alpha Prime has been shut down for some time. There is no travel to and from Andromeda, except by the military."

    Gerald again half laughed. "We don’t have a military."

    I replied, "Yes, we do. A new shipyard has been constructed in the Theta sector. The Saltons have created their own military to go off and fight in Andromeda. They have somehow acquired a portal gate that will allow them to send moderately large warships through to Andromeda as well. There has been an invasion from outside the six galaxies. Already nearly a quarter of Andromeda has been overrun.

    "The Saltons have been sending everything they can through the secret portal gate to help with the fight, only we are losing badly at every battle. Harden Salton’s advisers convinced him that he would not be able to raise a volunteer army given the condition of the economies of most colonies, which we both know doesn't make sense. So, they turned to conscription on a colony scale."

    Gerald leaned forward. "Wait. You are telling me they are taking whole colonies off to fight a war?"

    I nodded. "A colony is surrounded and everyone taken away. The elderly are supposedly put into care, and the children are put into government schools. Those who are slightly less able are forced to work on the war effort behind the lines. Anyone of any age who is deemed able to fight is trained, outfitted, and sent to the front. The war has been raging for several years, and supposedly no one has returned from the fighting."

    Gerald crossed his arms. "Well, that’s just great. The New Alliance is just snatching people to go off and fight their war for them."

    I shook my head. "It’s not that simple. If this outside force takes over Andromeda, what’s to stop them from coming here to the Triangulum or to any of the six galaxies? Currently, the Saltons are the only ruling family of the New Alliance who are trying to do anything to stop this. The other families, except for the one being taken over in Andromeda, refuse to contribute any resources to the fight.

    "I am not a big believer in the Saltons and in the way they do business. But, when I talked to Harden Salton, he had some things to say that made sense. If the New Alliance falls apart, we become nothing more than weak individual colonies. Together, we can muster the resources to fight back. I am not a fan of the conscription method of building an army, but at the moment we don’t have much of a choice."

    Gerald shook his head. "Why aren’t they coming to the people? Tell us what’s happening. With the economies in such sad shape, he would probably have all the volunteers he needed. If this war is so big, you need to have all your people behind it."

    I nodded. "I would agree; that is my reasoning as well. I was told that I did not have all the facts and that the advisers were taking the best course of action. I just don’t know that I agree that sending whole colonies to their death is the best course, certainly not for those colonists."

    Gerald placed his hands behind his head. "Wow. That is some heavy stuff you’ve been carrying around. And your friend was on one of these colonies that just got conscripted. I wondered what you and Mr. Williams were up to. You always seemed to have a second agenda working. I’m guessing this must be a special friend if you were willing to go through all this trouble."

    I replied, "It’s Harden Salton’s niece."

    Gerald laughed. "Hahaha! Well, that serves him right, then!"

    I shook my head. "No, she is not deserving of such. Unlike her uncle, she has a sense of what’s right and wrong."

    Gerald leaned forward. "It’s evident that you don’t really like Harden Salton, but I have heard you extol the virtues of the New Alliance time and again over the last few months. I don’t get it."

    I replied, "It’s simple. Together we are strong. Make us individuals, and there are those who will fight, steal, enslave, and do anything they can to give themselves advantage or privilege over others. If we fall back to having individual colonies, there will inevitably be wars between them, or between groups of them. We could do without the ruling families, but we need the alliance."

    Garrett interrupted as he came over the comm. "It was definitely conscription. I dug into the media files for the week it happened. The Saltons surrounded the planet with some of their new warships. The Adicans were prepared to fight, but Harden Salton outflanked them. Instead of an all-out assault, he sent troops down and captured several small villages. He threatened to butcher all the citizens in them if those in charge didn’t join him in the Andromeda war. He was convincing enough that they took his deal to join the military. Once they understood that a war was already under way, they chose to join with him instead of fight him."

    I replied, "I’m starting to see a pattern here. All of the planets in the Alpha sector that we have seen conscripted were the planets with the most unrest. Adicus had revolted, but even with all the blasters the Orwallians had shipped to them, they didn’t have the power or defenses to stand up to the Saltons. Also, by plucking out the worst offenders, he strengthens the alliance through rumor and intimidation if nothing else."

    Garrett looked around his cockpit. "Well, I have a trade ship loaded with ore samples. If they are building ships in Theta, they need raw materials. I think I’m going to make a trip over there and see if I can work out any deals. That will give me an excuse to nose around. It will take me four days to get back to the station; from there I can use the portals to head out to Theta."

    I replied, "Keep me posted. If you run into any trouble, let me know. I don’t know that I can do anything from here, but we do have resources at our disposal."

    Garrett closed the comm.

    I turned back to Gerald. "The Captain was wanting to get back to his desk this week. He wants me to partner up with you for any pirate activity. Do you think you could convince him to stick with you for another week? I need to spend some time at Dallex."

    Gerald nodded. "Yeah, the Captain likes me for some reason. I’ll tell him I need his help. He wants to get back to his desk so he can bury himself in paperwork without anyone bothering him. With those new systems you managed to get for the office, he doesn’t have much paper to bury himself in anyway. I’ll take care of the Captain; you go do what you need to do."

    I arrived at the capital city on Dallex through a portal. Go was waiting to collect me for a ride out to the shipyards.

    I said, "How are things going out here?"

    Go half smiled. "It’s actually kind of boring. The Talisans don’t need much supervision. I mostly watch."

    I let out a deep breath. "I have something I think we need to discuss. Something big."

    After setting down in the aircar and stepping out onto the landing deck, Go pointed to his office. "OK, let’s talk. Oh, and I have a surprise for you in the office. I was going to bring it to you, but you are here. So, you can take it with you whenever you leave."

    We entered the office. Go immediately went for a box sitting in the corner. I sat at a small table as he set the box on the table in front of me.

    Go smiled. "Open it!"

    I ripped open the top of the container to reveal the contents inside. It was coffee! Enough to last me for a month! I had not had coffee since being sent to Omega.

    I looked up with a grin. "Where did you find this?"

    Go replied, "Hold on. I’m taking in that grin. I don’t think I’ve seen that expression on your face before. I knew you liked coffee, as you had mentioned it before, but wow! Hahaha!"

    Go continued, "I pulled a few strings and found a trader who specialized in importing it. There are several colony Governors that have it brought in. It’s expensive, but I think we can keep you supplied in it for the foreseeable future."

    I wanted to grab the young Human for a hug. Coffee was something I had craved, but had no access to since the beginning of my exile.

    I looked down, humbled. "I don’t know what to say. I was not expecting this."

    Go pulled out a coffee brewer and powered it up. A packet was poured into the machine and a grinder switched on. Go poured water into an attached container from a pitcher. Thirty seconds later, a cup of hot, fresh brew was sitting in front of me. I took a moment to smell the steam coming off the top of the surprise. My nostrils were filled with the happiness that coffee was.

    Go sat in his chair. "So, what are you here for?"

    I held up my hand as I took a small sip. "First, thank you, thank you. This was something I needed. Second, if you took the best fighting ship the Talisan yards produce, and if you add the technologies we have on the Jess, how long would it take to turn out a new ship and then each subsequent ship after that?"

    Go sat back to think. "Hmm. They have been taking four weeks to turn out the smaller gunships and three months for one of their big ships. If we applied the efficiency they have at everything they do here to updating the gunships, I think it would add a couple of weeks to the process. For the big ship, maybe an extra month. Why?"

    I replied, "We may be in need of a small fleet. One that has all the advancements the Jess has on her. I’m thinking maybe six of the big ships and fifty of the gunships to support them."

    Go pursed his lips. "I think we can handle that construction-wise. What we are lacking is computers with the power of those on the Jess. Those are hard to come by. There are probably only a handful of them in Omega right now. Aside from the computers, there is also the question of raw materials and things like ion conduits. Oh, and blasters. We would have to strip the Talisans and the Feldons of the blaster rifles they have. I don’t think they are going to want to give them up."

    I replied, "I’ll contact Garrett. He might be able to trade some ore stockpiles for computers or maybe even blasters. The Orwallians seem eager to export blasters. I’m sure he could work up a deal for a supply."

    Go tepidly raised his hand. "What is it that you need these ships for, Mr. Beutcher? You know we are already in violation of the New Alliance laws for having armed ships with what we already have. What are you planning?"

    I took another sip of the coffee. "What I’m planning is irrelevant at the moment. How long would it take you to construct the ships I need?"

    Go shrugged as he thought. "Hmm. If I had everything, four months. If you make this a priority, since you are the Emperor, we could probably pull that in to only three."

    I replied, "That’s for all of them? Four months?"

    Go nodded. "Well, yeah. We have twenty construction bays out there. Once you have the hull put together, you can move it out of the bay for the next one to be worked on. The Talisan population is nearly four hundred million strong, and they all work for you. Give the order, and they will start organizing for it today."

    I shook my head.

    Go spoke. "What’s wrong?"

    I replied, "This is wrong. No one person should have this much power."

    Go laughed. "Well, you better get used to it. Until you are dead, they are going to do whatever you say. You want an armada, they will build you one. And if it’s for a good purpose, which I suspect it is, you could look at it as if they are paying for their past atrocities."

    I sighed. "Have them begin. I will contact Garrett for the items we need. Oh, and how is the Feldon resettling coming? Have the Talisans been providing them with everything they need?"

    Go nodded. "They are doing well. In fact, the Feldons have been asking for less help and more equipment that they can use themselves. I’ve done my best to supply them with what I could. Even though it was the Talisans who caused them this trouble, they don’t want the Talisans to be involved in their recovery. Kind of a principle thing."

    I replied, "The Feldons are a proud people. The fact that they want to do this themselves is a good sign."

    Go had his orders; I had my coffee. After returning to SS241, I sent a comm hail over the portals to Garrett.

    I spoke. "Have you left Adicus yet?"

    Garrett replied, "I was just about to. I found an Adican wandering the streets. He somehow evaded the scanners when they took everyone else. He has begged me to take him to another planet. I don’t blame him; I spotted a ship heading this way already, probably salvagers."

    I gestured toward the Adican standing behind him. "We need to make a detour. Where can you get computers like we have on the Jess?"

    Garrett gave a half frown. "That’s a tough one. I think they are made on Alpha Prime. I would need a whopper of a cover story to get one, though."

    I replied, "We need a hundred of them. Could they be used in mining machinery, being that mining is the business you are in?"

    Garrett thought for a moment. "Mining machinery is typically pretty dumb. I suppose we could be working on automated mining drillers or dredges or something like that. It’s an economic need and not a militaristic one. That might be doable, although, we do have the ban on automated equipment that is still in force. I know the AMP was all started when an android was overthrown, but banning nearly all automation just always seemed excessive. I'll have to be careful with how I word my pitch."

    I transferred credits to Garrett's corporate account. "See if you can get us a hundred of them and have them shipped to SS241 for pickup. We can work the payment through the station bank as an economic assistance for a business in this sector."

    Garrett again frowned. "They are going to be expensive."

    I replied, "Grease some palms. Do what you can. We have the credits and we have the need. I’m putting together a small fleet to take to Theta as a backup plan in case we can’t get to Joni before she gets shipped off."

    Garrett furrowed his brows. "What are we going to do? Attack the training complexes there at Theta?"

    I shook my head. "No, we are going to volunteer to go fight in Andromeda. If she has already gone through, that is the only way we will be able to get her back."

    Garrett frowned at the suggestion. "We don’t even know if she is alive! Going through to Andromeda seems like a really bad idea!"

    I again shook my head. "Only a quarter of the galaxy is in question. If we can make contact with her fleet before it gets involved in any battles, we can bring her away from it."

    Garrett scratched his head. "And if we do somehow rescue her, if she is even alive, how do we get back here? The main portal to Andromeda is closed. And if there is a war going on, that portal is probably closed to all the galaxies."

    I replied, "We’ll have to figure that out when we get there. If there is a chance she is alive, which there is, we have to go get her. It will take us three to four months to get our fleet together, if we can get those computers and blasters. After that, we can tack on a month or so for us to get to Theta from Omega. The Organization indicated that training was taking ten to twelve weeks before troops were sent forward. There would be more training when they arrived in Andromeda, and then time again before they were sent forward. I think we have a good chance of catching up if we can get there within six months."

    Garrett winced as he shook his head. "I want to say this is all too sketchy, too far fetched to work, but we seem to achieve the impossible on a regular basis."

    I replied, "I believe that too often people just do not try. We can do these things if we put forth a good effort."

    A voice could be heard from behind Garrett. "Please, Sir. I have no one here. Take me anywhere."

    Garrett turned back towards the Adican. "What’s your name?"

    The Adican replied, "Jontik Bahnhos."

    Garrett gestured. "Well, Jontik, this is your lucky day. Welcome to the Jealousy. Have you ever been to Alpha Prime?"

    Jontik replied, "No."

    Garrett laughed as he slapped him on the shoulder. "Well, you have an hour to get whatever you need. After that, I am leaving with or without you."

    Jontik nodded and hurried away.

    Garrett turned back to face the comm camera. "Well, now I have a passenger. I have the feeling he won’t be staying on Alpha Prime after they just conscripted all his people. Maybe I can drop him somewhere when I get out to Orwall for those blasters."

    I nodded. "I am certain that after the uprising, the Adicans are welcome on Orwall. While on your journey, see if he has any information as related to the revolt. Perhaps there was word of an injured Human."

    Garrett pointed as he replied, "Good idea."

    Garrett looked at the time clock on his arm pad. "Hmm. 4:00 p.m. standard time, don’t you have patrol coming up?"

    I shook my head. "I took the week off.

    Garrett flipped off the comm. We had six months to come up with a small but capable fleet to possibly take to Andromeda. After a trip to Alpha Prime and a heated negotiation, one hundred Centari computers were purchased and shipped to the Omega sector. Garrett, along with Jontik, was headed to Orwall. With luck, a shipment of blaster tips would be sent our way soon after their arrival.

    When questioned about Joni Salton, Jontik didn’t have any direct information. He did, however, state that a Human female had been working closely with the new Adican government. Who she was or what she was doing, he didn’t know. He had been a member of the rebellion, but the higher-ups maintained a level of secrecy when it came to government activities. They didn’t trust the common citizen, whose information could be purchased with a minimum of credits. The Adican economy was still in shambles.

    When I heard the news, I had hope that it would be her. If there was a Human that was capable of making deals with the Adicans, it would be Joni Salton.

    


    			~~~
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