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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's image illuminated my holo-display. "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. The planet is abandoned. 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 had happened.

    Gerald was sitting in his usual chair. "You don't look so good over there. Something wrong?"

    I walked over and sat in another chair across from him. "A woman 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, and somehow acquired a portal gate that allows 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 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. "They surround colonies and take everyone away. The elderly are supposedly put into care, 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 or 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 don't like the conscriptions, 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 want to have all your people behind it."

    I nodded. "I would agree. That's my reasoning as well. I was told that I didn't 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. 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 underway, they chose to join 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 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 to see if I can work out any deals. That will give me an excuse to nose around. The flight is 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.

    We lifted off in a small shuttle. "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 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 when you leave."

    We entered the office. Go immediately went for a box sitting in the corner. I sat as he set the box on the table in front of me.

    Go smiled. "Open it!"

    I ripped open the top of the container wide enough to see inside. It was coffee! Enough to last 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 laughed. "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 mentioned it before, but wow!"

    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 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 of beans 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 brought.

    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 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 a dozen 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, 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'll contact Garrett," I said. "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 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. "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.

    A holo-display came up before me. "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, he's the only one here. 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."

    "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 … the ban on automated equipment 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 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 complex 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. "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. If there is a war going on, that portal is probably closed to all the galaxies."

    "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 farfetched to work, but … we seem to achieve the impossible on a regular basis."

    "I believe that too often people just don't try. I believe 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?"

    "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 related to the revolt. Perhaps there was word of an injured Human."

    "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 pointed and laughed as he 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, 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 had remained in shambles since the rebellion. It seemed the new boss was the same as the old boss.

    When I heard the news of the Human, I had hope it would be her. If there was anyone I knew, who would be capable of making deals with the Adicans, it would be Joni Salton.
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    The Orwallians received Garrett with a warm greeting. The simple blaster tips that he sought were shipped immediately, but the Orwallians went one step further. Garrett was given a dozen of the newest, most powerful, pre-combined blaster tips that offered nearly triple the power output of the blaster tips we had thrown together. At just over forty megajoules, they were beyond anything the New Alliance currently had. Our only issue would be feeding them the power they could expel.

    After a long discussion with Jontik, he decided to stay on with Garrett. Since we were going after the Adicans, he saw it as a chance to reunite with his people. Even if that meant going into war with them, he considered it better than his current situation.

    With the computer and blaster acquisitions out of the way, Garrett set out for the Theta sector.

    Two days after his arrival I received a comm hail. "Knog, I just thought you might want to know. The shipyard resource managers welcomed me with open arms. They are ready to sign contracts for all of the ore we can deliver. I think they are ramping up of their fleet, which is causing shortages. Can we even deliver any ores?"

    "I'll have to check on that, Garrett. The Talisans are working on mining automation equipment, but I don't think any of the mines are operational. The Feldons that returned to Krakus and those who moved on to Effica are busy rebuilding. Unless we can automate, we don't have any way to deliver product."

    Garrett said, "How about your prisoner worker idea? Any chance of bringing that online?"

    I shook my head. "That was an attempt to replace slavery. Now that slavery is not an issue, I don't think most of these colonies would be willing to step over that line. While our intent was to make it optional for the prisoners, I think it could easily be misused by the politicians. Although, it might still be an option for the more hardcore criminals. On many colonies the death penalty is enforced. It might be an option for them, but I can't believe there would be enough of them, and it would take that many people again to just watch over them. I think the prisoner option has come and gone."

    Garrett replied, "I can't say I was fond of it anyway, although, I don't think the current system of sitting in prison with a bunch of other criminals is rehabilitative. But we aren't here to solve prison reform today. What do I do with regards to contracts?"

    "What are they offering?"

    Garrett pulled up a sheet of current tonnage rates for the different ores in short supply. "If we were actually in business, I think this would be a great opportunity. I also think I would try to negotiate a better rate on most of these. These ores are critical if they want to keep building ships."

    I thought for a moment. "You said they are ramping up ship production. They will be needing soldiers to man those ships. We just saw them harvest Adicus. I wonder what other colonies they have in mind."

    Garrett pulled Orwall up on a star chart. "You would have to think they would love to go after Zanus and Cardello since they have allied with Orwall. Only problem there is that both of those planets are heavily armed and are under the protection of Orwallian ships. Given the power of the blasters they just sold us, I would bet the Saltons don't want to tangle with them. Too many remote or rebellious colonies still out there to conscript."

    I said, "That's another reason I don't want to draw attention to the Omega sector. They have pulled a colony or two from here before. If they get desperate, this is one place that could easily be abused. I would guess the only thing preventing that right now is the remoteness of those planets. It probably took them months to grab those colonies and then get the people all the way back to Theta. Remember, they don't want word leaking out about the conscription. They can't use the portals for their dirty work or everyone would know."

    Garrett replied, "Well, just get those ships built for us. I'll sign their contracts and then see if I can nose around out here for the Adicans. The nearest planet to this shipyard is Contonal. If they are training conscripts it would probably be there. Contonal doesn't have any shipping lanes that run past it and it's near their portal to Andromeda."

    Garrett leaned his head to one side. "Speaking of the Andromeda portal, how is it that they have that? It isn't listed on any portal information, and all of the gates have always been listed. I wish I had the Jess out here for some of this sneaking around."

    I patched Go in on the comm call. "Go, Garrett needs the Jess. If Layda gives her signature, could you make a run to Theta and then leave the Jess with him?"

    Go smiled. "Oh, thank you, Mr. Beutcher. I would do that in an instant. Anything to break the monotony of watching the Talisans. They are just in the beginning stages of welding up frameworks. Nothing interesting for me to see or do."

    "I'll talk to Layda and get everything set up. Just bring enough clothes for the journey. You'll have to walk the entire way on your hops coming back. I'll be coming out there to talk with the Talisans about mining. Garrett's starting to sell ore, so we'll need to somehow provide it."

    Go replied, "Since we had the Talisans looking at mining automation, I took the liberty of doing some research. We think we have some good designs that should allow a minimal crew in the mines while pushing production well above what it was before. It's also been centuries since this sector had much mining activity, and some of the detectors that are now used in the business are much better at mapping ore veins. I ordered one of those detectors. It should be coming through portal cargo in the next few days."

    I laughed. "And you were worried about being a leader. I will happily take on overseeing the mine work while you are delivering the Jess."

    With Go on his way to Theta I made a portal hop to Dallex. As Go had stated, our ship production was moving along. The shipyards had twenty frames under construction for the escort fighters that would accompany our larger ships. Two of the larger ships were in the initial stages of frame assembly as well.

    The Talisan mining engineers were putting together a prototype ore excavator. If the detector Go had ordered functioned as desired, the excavator would identify a vein, tunnel to it, and begin the extraction process. Initial estimates by the mining engineers placed the production capability of the ore extractor for a single day at the equivalent of five hundred slave miners working for a month. A single extractor would be able to produce more in a day than the two thousand odd slaves who'd accompanied us in the A44 Telfor mine could produce in a week. The engineers expected to have the prototype operational within hours after the arrival of the detector.

    With our mining interests in good hands, I took a trip out to Krakus to visit with Jallis. The majority of the population had been moved to their desired destinations. Now came the task of rebuilding what had been disrupted or destroyed.

    As I sat in a chair in front of his desk, Jallis said, "Everything is a fire around here. As soon as you put one out, four people come through that door with something new that is critical to our survival. I wish people had more patience. The potential for what we are doing here should be easily seen, and yet it seems all I get are complaints."

    I smiled. "This is why I would not make a good politician. I don't have empathy for those who exaggerate their condition to win favor. And yet I see you here doing just that for not only one colony but three. How are things on Telfor and Effica?"

    Jallis half smiled. "Well, considering what we are doing, I guess it's not all bad. On Effica they have a commission set up that is approving homesteading claims. Only thirty thousand out of three million Effican Feldons came back from the slave mines. They have been given first priority. After the property claims are settled, they will open for business expansion. The Talisan banks are loaded with credits to make cheap loans and grants available for getting self sustaining businesses up and running."

    Jallis chuckled. "It's funny. You don't think about things such as utilities and infrastructure when resettling populations, but those things have to be brought online and maintained in order for everything else to happen. I have to say that I wish this first year was already over. There is so much work to be done that it's often overwhelming. I'm currently in fear of losing large parts of my staff. Everyone wants to go take care of their own business, their own homes, to establish their own claims.

    "Telfor, that is easy in comparison. The only people who stayed there were the ones working the farms anyway. The soil is rich, and with the shipping lanes opening back up they will have good markets to sell their produce into. My biggest worry is right here on Krakus. We've lost about 10 percent of the population. Another 5 percent have decided to try their luck on Effica. Some of the major businesses are having a hard time with labor shortages. I have business leaders breathing down my neck to do something about it."

    I said, "It sounds like you have most everything under control.  As you said, in another year, life will begin to normalize. Hopefully, the time just prior to our freeing ourselves was the low point for this sector. Things won't be the same as they were before, but with the changes we have going on, maybe they will be better."

    Several days later Go returned from dropping off the Jess. Garrett put the sleek personal cruiser to work with a trip to the  Contonal system. Our hunch was right, the Saltons were using Contonal for conscript training. The Jess clung to a freighter that stopped in high orbit. Smaller shuttles were used to ferry the freighter's contents to the surface. Garrett made good use of the Jess's stealth abilities.

    A comm call came in. "Knog, the Adicans are here. I can only run passive scans, which limits what I can detect, but I am certain it is them. Contonal has a continent with a large flat plain area. There are two dozen large camps down there that are each housing several hundred thousand conscripts."

    I said, "Can you distinguish individuals on the ground from your position?"

    Garrett nodded. "I can, but they are mostly housed in buildings with metal roofs. The passive scanners aren't picking anything up from the buildings. I have to go optical when they are being moved between buildings. I can scan those images for Humans, but it will take some time. I don't think this freighter will be here for more than half a day."

    I sat back in my chair, attempting to think on what we might do to speed our search. "Garrett, how is it that you are transmitting to me from there?"

    "I patched into the comms of the freighter, which has access to the surface. They have a portal gate on Contonal. Otherwise you would have to wait for me to get back to the shipyards and the security station there."

    I leaned forward towards the comm. "I need to come out there."

    Garrett shook his head. "Don't waste your time. You can't do anything that I can't do from this ship. You can't even show yourself out here; a Grunta would stand out. Humans, not so much. Focus your energies on making Omega as productive as you can. That is our home base now. The stronger it is, the more we can do away from it. I mean, think about it. I have been at the Theta shipyards negotiating contracts. They do a thorough background on anyone who comes out this way, especially before allowing access to get near that place. Without our firm position in Omega, I wouldn't be out here."

    I sighed. "I suppose you are right. I will continue my work here. Let me know immediately if you come up with anything out there."

    Garrett nodded. "Will do."

    Over the next several weeks Garrett continued to report back each time he was able to slip in close to Contonal. Only a handful of Humans had been seen in the imagery the sensors had gathered. They were identified as guards or instructors. No sign of a Human female had come to light. That all changed after he piggybacked in on a new freighter loaded with simulation gear for a camp that was being constructed.

    Garrett said, "I wasn't sure if it was her until I saw Raptor run through the video image. I doubt anyone else would be here with a Human dog. I'm also a bit stunned that they allowed anyone to keep a dog, given the circumstances."

    I was displaying as close to a grin as a Grunta could have. "She is alive! This is tremendous news! How do we get her out of there?"

    Garrett shook his head. "I don't know that we can. They have that place buttoned up pretty tight. There is no way I could get near the surface with the Jess. There aren't any ships that visit the camps. Everything is brought in by ground transport from a central space port. Also, with only one sighting to go by, I don't know where she is at any given time. I can't even say that they aren't moving people between those camps. I suspect there may be a large number of underground tunnels connecting them. Without an active scan I have no way of knowing."

    I asked, "What about Jontik? He is Adican. Is there any way we could exploit that to get him in there?"

    Garrett turned to the Adican. "Would you be interested in going down there if we could figure out how to get you in?"

    Jontik replied, "I would. Just tell me what you want me to do. I have already expressed my desire to be back with my family."

    Garrett looked back into the comm video. "We have Jontik to work with. We just have to get him down to the surface. I still have a handful of stealth sensors that I used to deploy while tailing Joni. If we can get one of those on his person we can see and hear everything he does."

    I shook my head. "Even if we can get him to where she is, that won't do us much good other than knowing her location."

    Garrett replied, "I could make a drop and run at the point where I saw her. I don't know how we could do much better than that. I could continue to observe, but that is no guarantee  that we will see her again. We also run the risk of me being detected every time I come out here. The shipyard resource managers have surprised me with a couple meetings that I wasn't expecting. If they suspect me of being out here spying because I'm not on the Jealousy, then all our efforts out here will be wasted."

    I mulled over the information. If we dropped Jontik off, the Jess would be compromised and unable to return to monitor him. If the Jess was discovered, we would also have no way of gathering intel on the portal gate to Andromeda. There were just too many unknowns for a viable strategy to be planned out.

    Without a plan in place, I felt uncomfortable making a decision. "See if on your next run you can follow a ship out to the portal gate. I would be interested to know how they got one working that was also powerful enough to reach another galaxy. Everything I know about these portals says they are tamper-proof. If Harden Salton has figured out how to control them, that would have huge implications for the stability of the New Alliance. None of the other ruling families would allow one of the others to have that kind of power."

    Garrett replied, "I've been wondering about that myself. One other thing that occurred to me when I saw Joni. We could alert the Salton security forces and they would just go out and pick her up."

    I shook my head. "If we were to do that, we would forever seal our fate. If we contacted the Salton's organization directly, they would want to know how we came about this information. If we did it anonymously, we would not get credit for freeing her. Besides, if she is walking around down there with the Adicans, she must be doing it for a reason. She would otherwise just turn herself in."

    Garrett sat back and crossed his arms. "I've had the same thoughts. The only way we come out of this thing OK is if we walk in with her. She doesn't seem to be in any immediate danger, so I think we have time to figure this out. If what you said before is true, they will have another couple months of training down there before the ships show up to take them to Andromeda."

    I said, "Do whatever you can with regard to Jontik. Put one of your sensors on him and practice having him return data in the best format, whether it be on a ring or a shirt pin — whatever works. In the meantime, head back and try to get us some information on that portal. How does it work or how is it powered, anything that will tell us more than we know. I'll go back and check up on our ships and mining gear."

    After my discussion with Garrett had ended, I followed Go out to Telfor for a test of the automated mining prototype. After the first hour of operation it became apparent that parts of the design were flawed. The seeking and guidance system was perfect. The drilling mechanisms, as well as the ore separators, worked better than expected. The major problem was one that we were thrilled to have. The ore hoppers were filling up too quickly!

    The design called for a two hopper system. While the first hopper was being filled, the second, full hopper, would detach and navigate its way to a predetermined drop point. The drop point would be a conveyer that took the material to the mine's surface. It was determined that the ore separation stage could be further improved to provide a higher grade output, and that a third hopper should be added. Both improvements would be completed in short order. Several days passed before an updated design was ready.

    After a second test of the new design, the decision was made to put the automated mining machines to work. The heavily automated shipyards at Dallex would be used to manufacture the automated miners, or autos as we called them. The Talisan managers believed that an initial production rate of fifty autos per month could be achieved in two months time with five hundred autos per month within three months after. If that pace held true, and the autos were as productive as the initial prototype, we would be able to meet the production numbers Garrett had sold to the Theta shipyards.

    The Talisans were excited about the prospect of automated mining in the Omega sector. Their easily mined resources had been pulled from the ground centuries before. The autos would be able to pull ore from many colony mines that had been played out and abandoned. The detector technology allowed the efficient mining of resources where cost had been prohibitive.

    Having only been a slave for a short period of time, I found it curious how quickly I could forget the Talisan transgressions. As a species, they seemed to be almost without moral thought. The lives or well-being of others seemed to not matter, their own people included. On an even more bizarre note, the Feldons, when dealing with their former slave masters, were able to put those transgressions behind as well. I had trouble deciding if it was a strength or a weakness on both counts.
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    Nearly a week had passed before I again heard from Garrett. Several trips to the portal gate leading to Andromeda had been conducted. Information gathered at the scene left as many questions as it did answers.

    Garrett delivered a screen full of data to my display. "Take note of all the rock surrounding the base of that gate. I think it was just moved here from somewhere else. As to the size and power of it, the fact that it allows a transfer all the way to Andromeda … I'm a bit confused. You can see from the construction that it is essentially the same as the smaller portal gates, which makes it equally as old as them. Harden Salton's engineers didn't build this thing. I think they found it or took it from someone or somewhere else.

    "On the image you can see the huge structure beside it. I believe that's all power systems they have hooked to it. You know, half the size of the portal gates is for the power generation required to operate them. One as big as this, it must use a tremendous amount of energy. While I was watching, a freighter delivered a load of cesium. I have to wonder how often that happens."

    I replied, "I would be curious to see it in operation. How many ships pass through it when open and how often is it open?"

    Garrett nodded. "I'll be trying to find that out in the coming weeks. I took the Jealousy back by the shipyards and it looks like they have a couple dozen warships sitting at the ready. Adicus had several million citizens. I would have to guess that maybe 60 percent would be sent off to war. The young, the old, and the infirm would make up the rest. That's still over a million people. A third of those warships were transports. Just as a quick estimate, I would say they can take about two-thirds of the Adicans with that fleet. So we should still have the time it takes to build those ships before they are sent through the portal."

    "Do you have images of those ships?"

    Garrett replied, "I do. You'll have them in just a sec."

    When the images came up on my display I began to look them over. The warships looked like the ones I had seen while at the training school with Joni. The transports, except for the obviously added gun mounts, at first looked like any other high capacity transport ship. As I zoomed in on each of the transports one thing became apparent.

    I said, "Garrett, these are not new transport ships in these images. I see evidence of burn strikes on the hulls. The other ships look new, but the transports have seen battle!"

    The comm was silent for several seconds. "Hmm. You're right. I hadn't noticed that before. I spent my time looking over those  heavily armed destroyers."

    I shifted uneasily in my chair. "I think you should keep an eye on that Andromeda gate. They may be sending ships back through."

    Garrett crossed his arms as he leaned back. "If that's true, they could have the ships they need for transport at any time. I'm going to drop a passive probe near the gate. After that, I'll head back to Contonal to figure out how to get Jontik down on that planet.

    "How are the ships coming along on Dallex?"

    I replied, "They should be ready for a fleet test in another month. The Talisans are conducting flight worthiness tests on the fighters as they come out of the yards. The first destroyer is due in a few days. So far, those computers you sent seem to be working perfectly. The blasters arrived from Orwall yesterday. Let me know before you do anything on Contonal."

    Garrett half smiled. "You don't have to worry about that. I don't plan on doing anything if I can't get your feedback on it first. I have the urge to charge in there right now with guns blazing to get her out. But I'm pretty sure that would be a bad idea."

    As Garrett continued to talk, he relayed that Joni had been seen a second time, in the same area as before. If he had a way to get Jontik to the surface, he would put him on the ground in the same compound. When the discussion had ended, I traveled back to SS241 to check on the progress of the security forces and Layda's government.

    I sat in a chair in front of Layda's desk. "Do I understand correctly that you've increased the funding for the security forces?"

    Layda nodded. "I have. Tax revenues have been coming in at an increased pace with the shipping lanes once again open. I've authorized enough credits for the new Chief to hire an additional eight detectives for the inspection service. The crimes unit is the bigger expansion of the two. There were two detectives for this station and none for any of the colonies. We will be training and equipping at least two criminal detectives to be stationed at each colony. They will only become active during cases that involve multiple colonies."

    I smiled. "I'm glad to see you taking on these challenges. If you want to expand the economies out here, you have to provide a secure environment for the businesses and for the people they employ. If it's any consolation, I believe you are going about this in the right manner."

    Layda grimaced. "I hope you are right. So far I've received nothing but pushback from the colony governors. They think we are only sending people out to stick our nose in their business. I assured them the agents should be viewed as liaison resources. They won't have the power to arrest anyone within a colony's jurisdiction without written consent from the governor of that colony. Everyone has been on their own for so long that they view offers of help as meddling."

    I tapped my knuckles on the top of her desk.

    Layda said, "What was that?"

    I looked down at my outstretched hand. "Oh, sorry. It's a habit I picked up from Go. When Humans agree with something or wish it to happen they knock on a surface with their knuckles for good luck."

    Layda shook her head. "I thought they gave a thumbs up or a high slap or something. You know, I like the Humans I have encountered, but sometimes they are a strange crew."

    I smiled. "They have their curiosities, as do we all."

    Layda brought up a holo-display above her desk. "When you are done with the fleet at Dallex, I plan to order fifty-five ships for use by the security forces. A dozen will go to the inspection force. The rest will be used by our first tranche of off-world detectives."

    I nodded. "It sounds like you are modeling the force after what we have on the other security stations."

    Layda smiled. "I had my people do research on it. The training manuals that should be here are non-existent. I've placed an order for them through the security service headquarters on SS3. The Chief there was floored that someone was requesting them. I think it prompted him to do a review of their own training."

    I again wrapped on the desktop with my knuckles. "Before you ask, this time it was for the job you are doing here. You seem ever more confident each time I see you. The decisions you are making are along the lines of what I would do."

    "Well, Mr. Beutcher, sometimes it's overwhelming, but I just keep at it and after a while everything eventually seems to just fall in place."

    I said, "Have you talked with Jallis much of late?"

    Layda pursed her lips. "Not as much as I would like. He's in a similar situation. We are both dealing with issues that we never gave thought to before. We have tried to be a prop for each other. I can't tell you how many times I've had to turn away from a comm call because I was about to burst out in tears. Not that he hasn't wanted to do the same, I just think it's better for each of us if we offer support to each other rather than being a burden."

    I nodded. "I had confidence that the two of you would do well at this work. I'm glad to say that confidence was well placed."

    Layda stood. "You know, sometimes I don't know whether I want to thank you or punch you for getting me into this. But I suppose for now I'll just have to thank you. I hate to kick you out, but I have a staff meeting in about fifteen minutes that I need to prepare for. If you want to do me a favor, go find Chief Rollings and tell him I would like him to attend. And don't mention the ship order I'm working on. I'm saving that for a surprise."

    I stood and held my big Grunta hand out over her desk. She took it with a smile and offered a vigorous shake. When I left her office I was almost on a high. Everything was moving forward at a brisk pace. The shipping lanes were secure, displaced populations were settling, commerce was moving all economies forward.

    The Talisans help had at first been ridiculed and often cursed, but their persistent offers and lack of emotion in dealing with criticisms had placed them in good standing with most colonies. Their acceptance by others was almost hard to imagine given their recent transgressions.

    A spirit of forgiveness was beginning to form around their deeds, and that spirit was spreading throughout the sector. I wondered, if given time, would Omega become one of the better sectors to reside in? I also wondered if any such success would bring with it the appointment of political hacks who answered only to the Saltons. With much luck and a successful rescue of Joni Salton, I hoped to find out firsthand.

    Several weeks had passed before Garrett came over the comm with an idea. "I'm going to strip the ID and transponder out of one of my lifepods and then dump Jontik on a path that will land him in the middle of the compound. He's going to use the excuse that he hitched a ride with some shady salvagers who had come to Adicus. He helped them to the riches they wanted, and in return they dumped him here."

    "And if they ask him how he knew where to be dumped?"

    Garrett smiled. "That is actually an easy one. He will just tell them he doesn't know. He'll say that they kept him in a room for the journey. He'll say that he doesn't even know where he is. We've been discussing this for several days now and I believe we have a solid story for him to stick to. He'll tell them that he hid out when they conscripted everyone else because he was scared, and now he just wants to be with his people. It's weak, but they won't have any reason to doubt him. Who would be crazy enough to join a conscripted army?"

    "Any news of the portal gate?"

    Garrett nodded. "Two transports came back through. A destroyer followed just after. It looked as though it barely survived whatever fight it had been in. The port side had a number of open sections where whole armor plates had been blown off. I can only imagine that they will be using it for parts. The hull looks like it has a slight twist to it. It definitely took a beating.

    "The transports moved on. The destroyer looks like it might not even have light-speed. At its current rate of travel, if it's trying to get back to the shipyard, it's gonna take it four months, if not more."

    I leaned in as I looked over the image of the destroyer on the holo-display. "The plating we are building into our ships is almost a meter thicker than that of the destroyer. I just hope we don't have to put it to use if we have to chase Joni through that portal."

    Garrett brought up a diagram of the compound on Contonal. "If all goes well, Jontik should be landing in the middle of that compound two days from now. I have five trackers attached to his clothing, and one that I had him swallow. It should remain in his system for about a week. If they take his clothing, we will switch to the internal one. We won't get video from it, but we'll be able to hear everything being said around him."

    I switched back to the view of the damaged destroyer. "Give me a call when Jontik is on the surface. And send me all the info you have on the damaged ship. We'll study it to see if there are any weaknesses that we may want to address on our ships."

    When the comm ended, I made my way to the storage area  Marcos had used for his collections. Go came through the portal from Dallex and we met in the room that once again contained the AMP artifacts.

    Go said, "You want another look at that suit?"

    "Yes. I want to mess around with it, see if we can use it somehow. I have the operating system and software load from the arm pad to put back on it. I want you to take a closer look at it. Maybe you can pick out something we can use. According to the tutorials in that arm pad, the power cell runs on sodium. I don't think there is much left in it. See if you can figure out if it can be refilled or recharged. If we can charge that cell we can try out the suit and its gadgets."

    Go picked up the power cell and began an inspection. "I'd like to know more about those gloves."

    I nodded. "The tutorials claimed the wearer of the suit would be somewhat immune to external forces, essentially rendering them invisible in the process. The glove for the right hand has a propulsion system that can be used to maneuver when the suit is active. The left glove has a kinetic weapon that fires a small tungsten pellet, supposedly at half the speed of light."

    Go looked up. "That's what I want to know: what makes the gloves do what they do?"

    I powered up the arm pad. "What I would want to know is, can we replicate any of the technology, or would we even want to? If those who established the AMP had these technologies, they must have decided they were too powerful for anyone else to have. Otherwise they would be all over this galaxy."

    Go poked at several slots on the power cell. "That's probably the same reason they locked away the secrets of the portals and the power generators. I used to daydream about those portals, about what you could do if you had one on your ship or even on your person. My initial thoughts were that it would be fantastic. Then I began to think about how it could so easily be abused. You could step through a portal to wherever you wanted, rob the place, and then step back without leaving any evidence or trail. And there would be no way to stop others from doing that to you."

    I pulled up the holo-display and began to explore the diagrams of the suits make-up and abilities. "It says the power glove is a black hole generator. On the knuckle-face we will find small protrusions that allow the creation of temporary microscopic black holes. During their existence, the wearer of the glove is pulled towards them, the hole dissipates before the glove reaches it, and a new black hole is then formed just out from it. They happen in rapid enough succession that the wearer is constantly pulled in the direction of their aimed fist."

    Go pulled on the glove and flexed his fingers. "It's comfortable."

    Extending his arm, Go aimed his fist at the doorway.

    I said, "Are you planning on going somewhere?"

    Go laughed. "Sorry, I was just thinking about how it might feel."

    I powered off the arm pad and held the suit out. "Put it on."

    Go returned a startled gaze. "What?"

    "Put it on. We'll power it up and see what happens."

    "What happens? I don't know if I like the sound of that. Can't we power it up without me wearing it?"

    "I thought you thrived on adventure?"

    Go took the suit in his hand. "I do. But I like to know a little about what I'm getting into before jumping in."

    "Just put it on. It's a suit. Nothing bad is going to happen or they wouldn't have worn it before."

    Go stepped into the leg openings and pulled the suit up over his shoulders. Other than the obvious stretchy nature to the suit around his chest, it was a good fit. I connected the belt modules as Go pulled on the gloves.

    Go said, "It's not very comfortable. The fit is good, but the material doesn't feel all that great on the skin."

    I clipped the power cell in place. "You have your clothes on still. The only skin it's touching is around your neck. You know, I sometimes wonder how you Humans ever survived with such sensitive skin. You are either itching or getting yourself cut or scraped, followed by bleeding."

    Go snapped. "Yeah, well, excuse us if we weren't born with borak leather for skin."

    I laughed. "We are much tougher than borak hide. Anyway, everything's in place. Bring up the display that details suit activation. Let's see exactly what we are dealing with."

    After several swipes a display popped up showing the suit activation parameters. I gestured towards a setting for the percentage of activation. Go set the level to 3 percent.

    "Give it a shot," I said.

    Go pressed the activate button. In an instant the suit snapped on, rendering Go, except for his exposed head, translucent.

    I stepped back as Go looked through his arm. "This is freaky!"

    "Run the level up to 6 percent."

    Go's translucent arm and hand moved to where the holo-display had previously been. After an effort, the activation level was set to 6 percent. When the apply button was pressed, except for his head, Go was completely invisible.

    An effort was made to return the setting to 3 percent. "Hey, I can't touch the display. I can't see my arm, but I can feel it. It's right there where the display should be, only I can't make contact!"

    I reached for the area where the holo-display should have been. "Hold still and I'll try to set you back ... if I can find it."

    Go replied, "I don't think you can. Hang on."

    Twenty seconds passed as Go's facial expressions showed that he was struggling to accomplish something. What that was I wasn't sure. In an instant, the suit reappeared.

    Go was standing with the power cell in his hand. "I had doubts that I was going to be able to do that."

    I said, "We shouldn't activate this suit again until we have a full understanding of how to use it."

    Go nodded. "I'll agree with that! Help me out of this thing!"

    Once removed, several hours were spent viewing the tutorials on the suit's functionality. When active, the wearer would be able to drift through solid objects. Energy weapons, such as our blasters, and kinetic weapons, like a club or knife, would have no effect on the wearer. If a blaster were fired at the suit, it would be absorbed by its active sodium skin. The ion bolt would then travel around the outer layer of the of the sodium coated skin and would then exit as if nothing had impeded its progress. The physics that told of how the suit was able to do what it did were only explained at the highest of levels.

    Go said, "Maybe we can have a team of Talisans look this over. They seem to be good at understanding how things work. Although, I don't think they are very good at developing technologies of their own. Most of what their fleet can do was derived from ships they captured. They are good at adapting technologies that they have in hand."

    I shook my head. "I don't think we should share this with anyone. At least not until we have a better understanding of its use. An individual wearing this suit, with the helmet, could walk freely throughout this station killing everyone in sight. There would be no defense against it. I can see why the founders of the AMP would have hidden it away. It's only real use is to conduct war, and the War of Wars was supposed to be the last time that happened."

    The remainder of the day was spent wandering through the information contained in the data memory of the arm pad. After several short discussions with Go, it was decided that we would not attempt to activate the suit again until sufficient study of the data had been conducted, or a helmet could be found. The suit and gloves were placed back where they had previously been stored and the artifact room was locked up tight.
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    Two days later a comm call came in from Garrett. "Jontik is on the ground and has been collected by the security forces there. They have been grilling him hard for the past two hours. Thankfully, his story seems to be holding up. They are all busy, so I expect they will dump him into the general population before the day is out. To them, he's just one more body to send on up the line."

    I replied, "Let's hope he is able to make contact. Go and the Talisan engineers are beginning to look over the data you collected on that damaged destroyer. Have the transports that came through with it shown up at Contonal?"

    Garrett shook his head. "Not yet. I'll be taking a swing back closer to the shipyards to gather info from a probe I left there. If they are preparing to pull the Adicans to send them on to Andromeda, we should have some advance warning. That is, if we have all the bases covered."

    I gave an inquisitive look. "Why would you say that? Do you think there may be other bases near that portal?"

    Garrett nodded. "That thought occurred to me the other day. We have a good handle on the happenings at the portal, at Contonal, and at the shipyard. I haven't had a chance to explore the surrounding areas. It wouldn't be out of the question for there to be another base like Contonal out here. And with Jontik on the surface of Contonal now, I don't want to leave this area."

    I said, "Unless something comes up that we weren't planning on, I believe we should have our fleet ready for maneuvers in a few days. I will be the first to say that I don't have a good feel for what constitutes good military or fleet strategy. There is little information to be had in the AMP libraries on the subject. If all these species were fighting beforehand, the founders must have put a lot of effort into scrubbing the archives of that kind of information. I read a number of historical accounts and they were all written at the highest of levels, no details. I find it disconcerting that I never noticed that before."

    Garrett half laughed. "Well, they did a great job of getting everyone to play nice for two thousand years. What need is there to study war when you have galaxy-wide peace?"

    The following day I was standing with Go on a platform that overlooked the construction yards on Dallex. The last of our new destroyers was leaving the construction bay where it had been under final assembly for the prior week. I remained in disbelief that anyone could manufacture a ship of that size in a month's time.

    Go said, "That's the last of them. You have your fleet, Mr. Beutcher."

    I shook my head. "I still find it difficult to believe that a destroyer could be put together from the frame up in a month."

    Go replied, "They are a remarkable people when it comes to construction. Take that, and the fact that they worship their emperor, and you can see why they are able to do what they do. As soon as this destroyer joins with your fleet, I've ordered the yards to be closed for a week in celebration. After that they're going to be needing new orders."

    I placed my forearms on the top of the railing in front of me, resting my weight on the tubular steel that kept me from falling to my death. "Build a few hundred of those fighter craft and send them to Layda for use by the security forces to police this sector. After that, maybe build a medical ship and a few good ore haulers. If those automated miners produce like we think they will, we will need means to transport the ore for sale in the other sectors."

    Go leaned forward on the rail. "What do we do if the New Alliance comes out here and tries to take control while you are gone?"

    I stood with my hands on the rail. "I've had that concern as well. I instructed Layda to put together a media team. Their mission will be to feed misinformation to the other sectors that make it appear as though the Omega sector is as bad as ever. That has kept others away up until now. If we're lucky, it will continue to do so while we reorganize and strengthen ourselves."

    Go sighed. "I hope you are right. The New alliance would not be tolerant of us building armed ships out here. That in itself would give them ample excuse to take all of this from us. I know you think we need the New Alliance to keep us all at peace, but I think we could keep that peace here in the Omega sector all by ourselves. We're already starting to see that."

    I shook my head. "Others will see that peace and the prosperity that will follow as opportunity to enrich themselves. Our threat won't come from this sector, it will come from the New Alliance partners who will want continued control over us. If we were to declare our independence we would be caught up in a war that would likely rage for years, killing millions. That's precisely why I want the New Alliance to stay united."

    Go stood and crossed his arms. "You don't think our freedom is worth fighting for?"

    I watched in silence for most of a minute while the new destroyer powered up her engines and headed for orbit. "Freedom is indeed worth fighting for. I'm just not certain this sector is ready to fight for it. If we are able to successfully strengthen ourselves while remaining in the New Alliance, we can control our own destinies to a large extent, just like the other sectors, all without millions of lives being lost. We won't reveal ourselves to the rest of the Alliance until we are strong and secure."

    Go turned away from the rail. "I'll order up a shuttle to take you up to your new fleet."

    As I began to turn away I stopped. "You want to go along, don't you?"

    Go half smiled. "I know there is a lot to get done here, but I'm mostly just standing around now. Going out there and rescuing your friend does seem adventurous. I know it probably sounds more exciting than it will be, but I wouldn't mind tagging along."

    I nodded. "Well, if we want to get right down to it, I think we might have a need for a chief engineer. You know most of the systems going into these ships. If we have any issues along the way, it might be advantageous to have someone who knows how to fix things."

    Go grinned. "I was hoping you would say something like that! I'll grab my duffel bag and meet you at the landing deck of the tower in about fifteen minutes!"

    Go smacked his hands together and hurried away. I lost myself in thought as I made my way to where the shuttle would be waiting. Were we doing the right thing by going after Joni in this way? Would she be willing to go with us? And how would we pull off a rescue? We weren't at war with the people who had her. They were our own people. I wondered if taking our small fleet was a wise choice or one that would get us deeper into trouble.

    A comm call from Layda pulled me back to the moment. "Mr. Beutcher, the five people I assigned to the media team came up with a brilliant plan. We have all of the status and tax transmittals that Marcos sent up to the security headquarters. It looks like he only had two distinct reports in the last five years. They were alternated each month, with only the dates and a few of the names changed each time. The numbers contained in them are rubbish. They make this sector look even worse than it is. I'd say Marcos was also cheating on the taxes for this sector and had been doing so for a long time."

    I shook my head. "You'd have thought they'd have auditors to check for those things."

    Layda laughed. "Oh, they had an auditor all right. He's been logged as living on the station during that period and sending in his own reports. Only thing is, he's not here. I have to wonder if Marcos did away with him and sent the reports in himself. It wouldn't be hard to do from out here if no one else came out to see him, and we haven't uncovered any visitor logs that would suggest that. My guess is he's been dead for as long as Marcos was cheating. We have access to his files and computer, so I guess we'll be self-auditing as well."

    When my conversation with Layda had ended, I found myself standing in front of the shuttle.

    Go came up the ramp-way with his duffel and gestured towards the shuttle door. "I took the liberty of having your stuff put on the next shuttle going up after this. We'll be tied up checking all the systems for a few hours before we are ready to take her out of orbit. When we meet up with the others, you and I will be transferring over to the Garmon, our flagship. And yes, Jallis was OK with naming it that."

    I walked up the four steps into the shuttle. "I can hardly believe I will be commanding a fleet of a dozen destroyers and fifty fighters."

    Go slapped me on the back as he passed me by and stowed his duffel. "Oh, and there is one more surprise for you. The Heap will be joining us, unless you have issue with that."

    I sat in a seat up close to the cockpit. "Is the Heap ready for a run all the way to Theta?"

    Go nodded. "She is more than ready. She has four of the same engines we built into the fighters; she has one of the high output ion cannons, as well as eight multi-blaster turrets; and her armor plating is actually just as thick as it is on those destroyers. I had some updated ion modulators added to the wingtips as well, so she might even be able to take a bit more than one of those big ships. I think she's ready."

    I could feel the subtle change in gravity that came with switching on the shuttle's gravity generators, then the small ship lifted from the deck and shot skyward. Two minutes later we were pulling alongside the Hasp, our newest and last addition to the fleet. The pilot rolled the shuttle on its side as we entered the aft-oriented docking bay. Having gravity running in a different direction from what your eyes told you it should be was a strange sensation. As we set down on the deck I had to look away from the windows until my equilibrium returned.

    Go slung his duffel over his shoulder as he moved towards the door. "If you want, I'll take you on a tour. The crew will be performing operational checks for an hour or two before we head out to join the fleet."

    I replied, "A tour sounds good. I should know some of how these ships are built if I want to command them. And for what it's worth, I'm glad you are the one to advise me on her systems. You have a way of explaining systems that takes away some of their complexity."

    Go nodded. "I appreciate your saying that, Mr. Beutcher. You have been nothing but kind to me since you first showed up on SS241. I think you might be the first person that has treated me with any respect."

    I smiled as I grabbed and gently shook his shoulder. "You have shown yourself to be kind, humble, hard working, and professional. I would say you deserve to be right where you are, but I'm not yet sure this venture is going to turn out the way we would like. I have to hope I'm not just getting all of these people killed for something that Garrett and I should be doing alone."

    Go stepped back and shook his head. "Pffft! You already risked your life for everyone in the Omega sector! I'll have to admit that doesn't really apply to the Talisans, but they will get what they deserve, and if fighting for a good cause redeems them from their past atrocities, then this mission is a good thing. Besides, they kind of worship you now, whether you like it or not."

    Our first tour was to the ion generators. I found it humorous that the hair on Go's head stood straight up due to the static field generated in and around the ion magnetos. The science involved was beyond my knowledge. I knew that it worked, and for that I was grateful. The generators on the Hasp would be tasked at 60 percent under a full load, leaving room for improvements in the field if we should find a use for the excess power.

    Next up was the ion gravity engines. Again I had no idea of how the engines produced the gravitational force they did. They produced enough of a push to move us through space at insane speeds. They also powered the inertial dampeners that kept us from certain death when the ship accelerated, slowed or turned. And, as two final fantastic uses, they created a gravity shield in front of the ship that would protect against small particles that would destroy our hull if struck while at the speeds we traveled, and they provided the standard gravity that kept us walking about as though we were planet-side.

    A large hydroponics and recycling lab fed the ship's crew. With recycling, our destroyers could stay out for six months before needing to replenish supplies. All waste was recycled and used time and again. I marveled at how such a small lab could sustain a ship with a thousand men aboard. I reasoned that without that ability, few wars in space would ever have been fought.

    After seeing a half dozen other attributes of our latest ship, we ended the tour on the bridge. A single large holo-display shone on the wall ten meters in front of the captain's chair. Two consoles with holo-displays of their own covered the walls to the right and left. In the Talisan fleet, no crew was allowed to sit behind the captain.

    Go pointed to the right. "That's the nav and comm stations over there. These two are the weapons station, which includes defenses, and the engineering station, where the full ship is monitored. The soldiers and their commanders have their own war planning room down on the training deck."

    "The training deck?"

    Go nodded. "During their time in the slave trade, the Talisans figured out it was good to keep their men at the ready by offering them a training facility. Deck five belongs to Commander Effis and his Marines. I'm not sure what they are doing is good or not, but I guess it beats sitting idle for months on end if you are heading somewhere to fight."

    "It's a good thing I wasn't designing this ship," I laughed. "We would have run out of food after a week. And if we still made it to our destination, our soldiers would be too out of shape to fight!"

    Go gestured towards the captain's chair. "The big screen up there shows all systems are green. Have a seat and take us out to the fleet."

    I sat, looked over at the two Talisans running the nav console and nodded. The holo-display showed shrinking Dallex as we rapidly sped away. Three hours later we rendezvoused with the fleet. After a transfer to the Garmon we were ready to begin our training.

    I opened a comm to all ships. "This is ... your Emperor. For the past few weeks we have had teams working on strategies and tactics for this fleet. If at some point we need to defend ourselves, I want us to be ready with planned, precise movements. I've briefly looked over a number of the suggestions from our teams and I believe it to be of utmost importance for us to become familiar with them. I had planned on taking two days to practice some of these maneuvers before our departure for Theta; however, I have since concluded that any training should be conducted as we travel.

    "Our journey to the Theta sector will take thirty-eight days. During that time I expect my commanders to become familiar with all of the suggestions in the manual that each of you have been given. Study it with your officers and find ways to put it into practice as we go. Use the simulators that are available to each of you as much as possible. In five days we will briefly slow to conduct live drills. Be prepared. That is all."

    Go grinned. "You sound like you've been doing that for a long time."

    I smiled as I shook my head. "I spent countless hours wondering what I would say before a defining thought came into my mind. I had to ask myself what my wife would say to me if I was this crew and she the Emperor. With that thought in mind, it wasn't difficult to craft a speech. She would have been tough and to the point. I only had to say what I thought she might have said."

    As our fleet came near SS241 I opened a comm channel to Layda. "You are on your own for at least the next few months. I have placed you and Jallis in charge of the Talisans in my absence. They have been instructed to take instruction from both of you. In the event that one or both of you are unable to give instruction, command will be passed on to the person or persons that you designate. You should each pick out a trusted staff member and inform the Talisans of that pick. I will remain Emperor until they have proof of my death, but the two of you should be able to direct them to do whatever it is you need."

    Layda replied, "Just make sure you come back. We need you here because we're going to be straightening this place out for years to come."

    I smiled. "You can count on my return. If we're able to rescue Joni, I will still have my exile sentence to carry out, unless of course I receive a pardon. If that were to happen I would make a move out here as well. As you say, there is too much that needs to be done."

    A comm call came in from Garrett.

    I switched channels. "Garrett, we are on our way. Has Jontik managed to gather any intel?"

    Garrett nodded. "We know which building she is in. And get this, a Human, fitting her description, with a Human dog, is one of the people calling the shots. She's alive, Knog, alive and running things by the sound of it!"

    I stood and began to pace the deck of the Garmon's bridge. "That is great news, Garrett! If she's in a position of authority, we have a much better chance of getting her out of there. We may even be able to perform a touch and go extraction as you had alluded to earlier."

    Garrett grinned. "I have several locations picked out already and have been running scenarios through my computer's nav simulator. There's a destroyer in orbit, but I think we can get in and out before it has a shot at us. I'm certain the Jess is faster, if we make orbit before it catches us."

    I pulled up the latest data sets as they came across the comm. "And what of Jontik? Has he been allowed into the general population? Will he want to come with us or remain there with his people?"

    Garrett replied, "Jontik is a wildcard at the moment. I made the offer to him, but I don't think he has made up his mind. If we can't get him in close to her, a rescue of both might not be doable. If it came down to that, I think Jontik would gladly remain with his people."

    I pulled up a nav diagram of our expected route. "We'll be passing within comm range of SS211 in five days. If you have anything new, pass it along at that time. Otherwise, we will be out of contact until then. Please don't take any action if you have time to wait for our arrival. We should be there in just over a month."

    When the comm closed I felt apprehensive. We were close to a rescue, and yet we remained nearly a quarter of a galaxy away. Would Joni still be there by the time we arrived? Would Garrett make a move because a window of opportunity was open? Or would some other event impede the progress of our fleet? The Theta sector seemed like an eternity away.

    Go said, "You need to trust that things are going to work out. You've done all you can to ensure it thus far. Joni Salton is lucky to have such good friends."

    I laid my hand on Go's shoulder and squeezed. "You just keep being that little voice in my head and all will be fine. Thank you for all you have done."

    I turned my attention back to the task of training the fleet of ships I commanded. I began to run scenarios through a simulator on my holo-display. My first encounter with a simulated enemy did not go well. I had just over a month to align my actions with the suggested strategies and tactics. I excelled at planning, but commanding a fleet required immediate decisions, and actions centered around current events. There was no good substitute for raw experience. I hoped there would be no enemy to engage once we arrived in Theta.
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    Go said, "We've attempted that maneuver four times now. It just doesn't work. It's taking too long for those flanking ships to come around."

    I replied, "I thought that one held promise. The extra time allows the enemy to adjust their defenses. Perhaps we should push that to the back of the training regimen or strike it all together."

    Go nodded. "I say we can it. We have two other maneuvers that are working against an oncoming column of ships. The Block and Dash gives the best outcome every time we run it."

    I pulled up the nav screen. "We should be in range of SS211 in a few minutes. I'm eager to hear how things are progressing with Garrett. If Jontik was able to make contact with Joni, I am curious as to her reaction."

    Go leaned in on the side of my chair. "How could she not be happy about it?"

    "For one, she craves adventure," I said.

    "That, and if she's made friends with the Adicans, she won't want to abandon them when they are about to be sent off to war. She has a big heart when it comes to those in need. That can be a blessing or a curse depending on the circumstance."

    The Talisan manning the comm station raised an alert. "We have an incoming channel from Garrett Rourke, sir."

    I gestured with my hand. "Patch him through."

    "Garrett, any news?"

    "Nothing has changed," Garrett replied. "Jontik hasn't been able to get close enough to pass a message to her. He gives me statuses almost hourly, but our communication is only one way. It seems the Adicans have their hierarchies that prevent him from entering the half of the building she is in. He's attempted befriending those who are the gatekeepers, even tried a few bribes. To date, those attempts haven't been effective. I can tell, though, he won't give up anytime soon. He is ecstatic about being back among his people."

    "Has he made contact with anyone he knows?"

    Garrett shook his head. "No, he thinks they may be on the other side of the compound. We got lucky with them placing him in the same building."

    I frowned. "There's no way to get her a message?"

    Garrett shrugged. "He's tried, the guards just won't pass it along. They say the brass is too busy and has asked to not be bothered."

    I crossed my arms. "What are they doing that takes all their time?"

    Garrett paused and held up his hands as if to say he didn't know. "I guess they are preparing for war. He mentioned there was some type of simulation training that would be coming once they passed through the portal to Andromeda. Maybe there is some preparation for that. Or maybe they are trying to get themselves organized into fighting groups. These are civilian populations, and other than their day-long revolution, none of them have ever been in a fight.

    "There are a few things I didn't tell you before that I should have. Before sending Jontik down, I made the assumption that Contonal was observing AMP Standard Time. That may or may not have been a bad assumption. What I needed was a time or set of times where I could be ready to attempt an extraction. If they are on Earth standard time, they have been keeping everyone indoors starting at 10pm every night. I told him I would be available at midnight for an hour every night. That allows me to also check the shipyards, the portal and the surrounding area in general."

    I replied, "And if they aren't on AST? Is there a time relative to the planet that you are able to make use of?"

    Garrett nodded. "Contonal has twenty-nine hour days. I picked sunrise. I have a timer display running that keeps me informed of when the next possible occurrence is. I just make sure I am ready if the signal is given."

    I gave him a quizzical gaze. "I thought your comms were only one-way?"

    "Well, that's the other thing I didn't tell you," Garrett said. "One of the devices I gave Jontik can also receive a signal. If he sets that off, I have eight minutes to land in that compound for a pickup. I figured it would take the crew on that destroyer in orbit at least that long to determine there was a signal coming up from the planet. If everything works as planned, they will see the Jess leaving the atmosphere before they lock in on his location.

    "Sorry I didn't relay this information earlier. I wasn't sure if you would agree to sending him down there without having something more concrete in hand. I tried to cover as many bases as I could, I just didn't want to wait any longer with the possibility of her being taken through that gate sitting on the horizon. I should have run it by you first."

    I shook my head. "Don't apologize. I might have done the same. We both want her out of there. While I have you on here, I just wanted to remind you that we will be offline for two weeks until we pass near SS79. After that, another week to the Babbage IV colony, followed by a three day break before we hit Theta. If you feel you have to go in before we get there, don't hesitate to do so. If that happens and you are gone when we arrive, we'll try to meet up with you near Babbage IV."

    Garrett replied, "I think we are losing ... channel. Will follow prior..."

    The comm channel closed.

    I turned to face Go. "Looks like we have two weeks to practice before we know anything else."

    I pushed our training regimen to the max. The Talisan were my subjects. They took orders as given and offered no complaints in return. As had been alluded to before, they were the perfect army. Go pushed his teams of engineers equally as hard. A number of system breakdowns occurred but our progress did not slow. I was beginning to have respect for my crews as they followed orders precisely, even adapting to unexpected situations as they arose. I couldn't have been happier with our progress.

    As we passed SS79, Garrett reported no change in our mission. A second destroyer had taken up orbit around Contonal for several days before eventually moving on. Jontik remained restricted from the half of the building that Joni occupied. The guards let no one through, and any conversations with them had been limited in scope.

    As we passed from comm range near SS79, Go put his hand on my shoulder. "At least we are two weeks closer than last time. Only ten more days to Theta."

    I sat in my captain's chair with my elbow on the arm pad and my big jaw planted on my fist. "I find it strange they have not left the building on Contonal during that time. Jontik says they are doing simulation training daily, as well as having instructors parading through there non-stop, giving all kinds of instruction on how to conduct themselves during combat situations. There is much for them to learn. I just wish some of that was mixed with outdoor exercise of some sort."

    Go replied, "They may still be trying to decide who does what. There would have to be some level of decision making into who will be squad leaders or officers or even pilots. It has to be a big mess trying to get organized for war when none of them have experience at it. Just look at what we are doing here. Some of the Talisans we had as officers clearly couldn't handle it. We've had to make a lot of command changes ourselves, and that's with a handful of people as compared to a whole population."

    I looked up at the young Human standing beside me. "How old are you in standard years?"

    Go puffed out his chest. "Nineteen!"

    I nodded. "Those observations, very well put. I hadn't thought of what it must be like to organize and coordinate an entire population that has no real concept of what fighting a war means. I guess I've been so consumed with our own issues that the Adican's plight just hadn't occurred to me. Those are wise observations coming from a nineteen-year-old."

    Go shook his head. "Well, you don't have to be a ... err, well, hmm. I think I need to shut up before I say something stupid. So, thank you I guess."

    I laughed. "Don't worry, you would have a hard time insulting me, I know that's not what's in your heart. Getting back to our problems, our big question now is: how do we get Joni Salton to come out of those buildings?"

    For the next two weeks we worked over the Joni situation in fine detail. The information we had to date was not enough to draw up plans for getting the Adicans outside. As the training of our Talisan fleet continued, we once again came into range of a comm link to Garrett.

    After several minutes of attempts at contact, Go began to shake his head. "I'm worried. We are easily within comm range. I wonder if they found him or maybe shut down his channel through the portals."

    I replied, "Let's hope not. I don't—"

    The comm chimed as Garrett spoke: "Hey, sorry about the delay. I only have a few seconds. The transports showed up yesterday. I didn't have an opportunity to extract either Joni or Jontik. We are about ten hours from the portal gate. I'm sure they are taking us through. I have the Jess piggybacked to one of the transports. If they go through before you get here, I'll be going with them. If I were you, I would head straight to the gate coordinates. You're about three and a half days from it."

    I winced at the thought of leaving our galaxy. "Could you possibly disable the transport she is on?"

    Garrett shook his head. "I couldn't get a good enough look while they were loading to tell which one that would be. There are five transports that collected Adicans from that building. The fleet has fifty-six transports and two dozen destroyers. I took a big risk coming in here to piggyback, as they are flying in a fairly tight formation."

    I turned to Go. "Set a course to the portal gate."

    Go replied, "Already set. We should be there in about seventy-eight standard hours."

    I let out a long sigh. "Garrett, when you get within comm range of that portal gate, give us a call. I want every piece of data you have on the fleet you are with and that gate. Even if they are taking you through, keep broadcasting. If you go through, we will have to follow."

    Garrett nodded. "Will do. I'm transmitting all the data I have on the fleet so far. We're moving away from Contonal at a high rate now. Comm will be out in a few seconds. Knog, be careful. Joni and I will both likely need your help to get back home."

    With that broadcast, the comm crackled and went silent. Garrett and Joni were on the way to the portal gate. I clenched my fist in frustration. I had come within three days of being able to rescue Joni Salton. She was soon to be a full galaxy away.

    Go began to bang away at the keys on the comm console. "We have another problem!"

    "What is it?"

    Go passed an image of an incoming comm signal to my holo-display. "We're receiving a hail from Babbage. They want us to identify ourselves. I picked up a transmission of some sort about fifteen minutes ago from a source I couldn't identify. It looks like Babbage might have a few listening outposts set up in this area."

    I nodded. "Probably looking for stray ships so they can steer them away from the shipyards."

    Go turned his chair towards me. "Should we answer? If we don't, they might send ships our way."

    I thought for a moment. "No. Remain silent. Our new course will take us away from the shipyards. If they got a fix on our direction they will be looking for us heading to Contonal. Space is a big place, they are not likely to bump into us without an exact fix on our location."

    Go sat back in his chair, crossing his arms. "Well, if I was them, and I saw an entire fleet traversing my space, I would send out everything I could to try to find them."

    I replied, "Have you seen any new transponders come online around Babbage? If they thought we were a fleet, we would have picked up on it. Keep an eye out for anything unusual just in case. In the meantime, we'll cut back on our training exercises. Have the other ships move into a tight formation and have everyone thoroughly check their passive scans for signs of other ships."

    Go turned back to his console. "Just picked up the transponders of four ships leaving Babbage and heading in this general direction."

    I pulled up the nav display. "They won't catch us. We're as fast as any New Alliance ship out there."

    After several minutes of observation Go said, "I think you're right. They are heading for our old trajectory."

    We continued away from the Babbage IV colony without further incident. Two days later we passed within comm range of Contonal. A comm hail came in from Garrett.

    I connected the comm channel. "Have you reached the portal?"

    Garrett replied, "We have. All ships are at a stop. Four new destroyers have joined the fleet. We are holding steady and I can only guess that is because they have more on the way. The ships that joined us look to be identical to the damaged one we saw come through before. If that's all the armor they are putting on those, well, I would hate to be a crewman going into battle with that. Your twelve-ship Talisan fleet could easily stand up to this one."

    I looked at the mini nav display in front of me. "We have another eighteen hours before we reach your location. Have you learned anything more about the portal gate?"

    Garrett nodded. "That I have. It looks like they took it off of a planet somewhere. It has rock still attached to some sections of the power structure. You know how those gates were made to be tamper-proof? Well, I think they figured out a way around that. They uprooted the whole gate complex from wherever it had been and moved it out here. That had to have been one huge undertaking. This gate is bigger than the galaxy gate on Alpha Prime. Who knows where they found it.

    "And the power structure looks more like it's a series of those structures that have been cobbled together. I guess if you want to open a portal of that size to another galaxy, you have to feed it a tremendous amount of power."

    I flipped through the data Garrett was supplying. "Have you seen any ships dock with the gate structure?"

    Garrett replied, "Only one. See this outlined area? It was a small shuttle type craft and it disappeared into there. I'm guessing there's a landing bay in there. I can't confirm from where I'm at.

    "I've also been attempting to break into the systems on that gate. They appear to be very isolated. The best I've been able to do is hack into the mess hall. I can tell you what they are serving in there for lunch today, but that's about all."

    I rubbed my chin. "Any schematics, diagrams … anything telling us the layout of the interior?"

    Garrett shook his head. "About the best I have is directions for delivery of food supplies to the mess hall storage area. It mentions five decks. I would guess that structure has at least twenty-five. Don't tell me you are thinking about going on there."

    I half smiled. "We may have to. If you go through before we get there, they aren't just going to open the door for us to follow. We'll have to take control and open the portal ourselves."

    Garrett frowned. "Wow. I guess I hadn't thought about that. You attack that gate and it's a guarantee Harden Salton will want your head."

    I laughed. "I'm already violating my exile by being out here. If he finds out about that he will want it anyway. I'm just trying to be as best prepared as I can when we get there."

    Garrett paused for several seconds. "If you get here, and we're still here, what's the plan? I could sneak aboard this transport to look for Joni, but chances are high that she isn't on this one."

    I replied, "Chances are also high that you would get caught. Wait … how is it you are talking to us? You aren't near a portal!"

    Garrett smirked. "Yeah, I tapped into the comm system of the fleet here. You must still be in range of Contonal or one of their ships that is."

    I turned towards Go. "Any ships nearby?"

    Go replied, "Actually, yeah. They are at a distance where they won't detect us, so we are OK. From the channel ID it looks like another destroyer heading for the gate. I see Contonal is on the far side of it. That portal must have patched us through. We probably only have another thirty seconds of connection from it."

    I looked at Garrett on the holo-display. "Send us all the data you have. Maybe we can come up with a plan before we get there. Put some thought into it on your end. What can we do, how can we locate and free Joni, or if needed, how can we take control of that gate."

    Garrett nodded as the comm channel began to fade. "Will do. Get here…"

    The comm channel closed with a crackle.
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    Sixteen hours passed before another Alliance ship came within range.

    Go scrambled when an alert came up on his console. "Mr. Beutcher? I can't patch through this one, but we have another issue. The ship is broadcasting a mayday. Should I open a comm to them?"

    I replied, "What kind of ship is it? If it's civilian, we'll attempt to offer what aid we can, maybe send a fighter out with a life pod."

    Go shook his head. "It's a destroyer, Sir. Wait … I think it's the damaged destroyer Garrett saw come back through the portal. We're being hailed. And it's over the emergency channel."

    I sighed, knowing it might only make matters worse by answering. "Open the comm."

    An excited voice returned. "Sir! I have a connection!"

    A second voice spoke. "This is Captain Carson of the New Alliance ship Molitar. We are in need of any assistance you can offer. Our last generator failed about an hour ago. Life support is draining the two battery banks we have remaining. We need rescue for a crew of five if at all possible. We have no functional lifepods!"

    I took a deep breath. "Captain, how long do you estimate your batteries will last? Are there any ships coming your way?"

    The Captain replied, "We only have about fifteen minutes left until this ship goes dark. That's only if the generator that failed doesn't blow. We lost containment and it's been spewing ions at an ever increasing rate. We had to go to battery before the excess power overloaded what circuits we have left. We are in desperate need of a pickup. Combat gear and oxygen will only take us for thirty minutes after the batteries fail. We're not showing transponders. Can you identify? Who are we talking to?"

    I sat thinking for several seconds before Go looked my way. "Mr. Beutcher, if we pick him up, we are compromising ourselves."

    I again let out a long sigh. "Captain Carson … hang tight. We will be there to assist in just under five minutes. Do you have any injured?"

    The Captain replied, "We are in good shape other than our ship failing in deep space. "I hate to ask after your generous decision to assist, but who are you?"

    I began to reach for the button that would add video to the comm, but pulled my finger back. "Captain, prepare for an open transfer to our ship. We'll have a docking bay gravity wall open for you and your men to drift through. We'll talk about our identity when you are safely aboard."

    The Captain tapped on the mic attached to his chair. "Get here as soon as you can. That fifteen minutes might have been an overestimate. And whoever you are, we appreciate your assistance."

    Within minutes the Garmon was floating in space beside the damaged New Alliance destroyer. Captain Carson and his four crewmen left a hatch, powering their way across the void between the ships with their suit thrusters. After coming to rest in the docking bay, the gravity wall was taken back to full and the bay flooded with air. A squad of Talisan Marines escorted the Captain and his men to a conference room where they were asked to remove their battle suits. The Captain and his crew were not armed.

    I walked through the doorway into the conference room. "Captain Carson, I'm the commander of this fleet. I have some good news and some bad news. The good news is that you and your men are safe."

    The Captain nodded in appreciation. "And the bad news?"

    I replied, "The bad news is that we are in the middle of an important mission, and you and your men will be going with us until such time as we can safely release you."

    Jack Carson sat down at the conference table. "I can see from these uniforms that you aren't New Alliance. Who are you?"

    I sat in a chair across from the Captain. "We're a private organization on a mission of extreme importance to us. You will be our guests until, like I said, we can safely release you."

    The Garmon shuddered from an external explosion.

    Jack Carson nodded. "Well, I guess I can't complain. I'm sure that was our generator blowing, and if I were you, I would put some distance between us and that ship. If the rest of her blows, you might take damage."

    One of the four crewmen whispered into Carson's ear. The Captain nodded.

    I shook my head. "I appreciate your concern, Captain; however, the armor plating on this ship is much thicker than yours."

    The crewman spoke out loud. "Sir, if that alien ship goes, we might go with it!"

    The Captain looked around at his crewman with a frown. "Thank you, Mr. Harness. That will be all."

    I tilted my head slightly. "That alien ship? Captain?"

    The Captain looked back towards me. "Well, you might want to move anyway. The hold of that destroyer has an alien vessel in it and I'm not sure your plating will protect us if it blows. We don't know how it's powered and we haven't been able to break into its systems. You might want to get at least a few kilometers distance."

    I leaned forward. "Is this ship from the species you were fighting in Andromeda?"

    The Captain pulled back from the table. "How do you know about that? Who are you?"

    I raised my hand. "Relax, Captain. We are on the same side. We're with the New Alliance, only not officially sanctioned as such."

    I turned towards the Talisan lieutenant standing beside me. "Get a salvage crew, get on that destroyer, and see what we need to do to bring that ship into our hold. If it came from Andromeda, we might need it."

    The lieutenant nodded before turning away.

    I gestured to the remainder of the crew of the Molitar. "Have a seat, gentlemen. Can I get you some food? We have Human food aboard."

    The Captain placed his hands on the table in front of him. "We've eaten. I don't want to seem rude, as you no doubt just saved our lives, but who are you?"

    I smiled and held out my hand. "I'm the Emperor of Dallex. We are on an important mission for the Salton family. And as I said, we are on the same side. We are part of the New Alliance. If that alien ship you mentioned is important to the Alliance, our retrieving it will be of benefit to the Alliance as well."

    The Captain gestured. "Those aren't Alliance uniforms. How do I know you are on the side of the Alliance?"

    "Well, technically, you don't."

    The Captain continued, "And for that matter, why are you flying a ship with no transponder in a sector that is no doubt the most restricted in the galaxy?"

    I crossed my arms. "How about this … I'll ask a few questions of you first. Your ship … you've been in a fight in Andromeda. You have a captured alien vessel with you. How did you get the damage and how did you get the alien ship?"

    Jack Carson leaned back and crossed his arms as well. "That's all classified. And if you knew what was good for you, and if you are indeed on the side of the New Alliance, you would fly myself and my crew to the shipyards, which I'm certain you know where they are."

    I laughed. "I don't think so, Captain. What incentive do we have? There won't be a reward for your rescue. No, there's no good reason for us to do that while risking our own mission."

    After several minutes of conversation a call came over my arm comm. "The alien vessel is in transport, Sir. We should have her aboard in about five minutes."

    I looked back at the Captain. "Anything you want to tell me about this alien ship?"

    The Captain shook his head. "A, I don't know anything else, and B: if I did, I couldn't tell you."

    I pressed the comm button on my arm pad. "Go. As soon as the cargo is aboard, let me know."

    Go replied, "Yes, Sir!"

    I turned back to the sergeant who was in charge of the guard watching the Captain and his crew. "Sergeant, I believe we have several spare quarters set aside for dignitaries. Please escort the Captain's crew there. And see to it they have any food or drink we can offer."

    I turned back to the Captain. "Care to join me on the bridge? I have a few more questions I would like to ask."

    The Captain shook his head. "If it's all the same to you I would just as soon stay with my crew. We've been through a lot together and I'm not comfortable being separated from them."

    Go came back over the comm. "The alien ship is aboard. Should we continue on our prior heading?"

    I thought for a moment. "No. Can you target the other generators on that destroyer?"

    Go replied, "I can. They are in lockdown. Do you want to destroy the rest of that ship?"

    I nodded. "Yes. Take us to a safe distance and make sure there is nothing left but small parts when you are done. Tell the Major to have several ships join in for target practice."

    The Captain stood. "That's my ship, an Alliance warship! The Dauntless! What are you doing?"

    I held up my hand as I stood. "Your ship is finished, Captain. My crew needs the practice, and we don't want anyone coming after us for the alien ship we just took."

    The Captain plopped back in his chair. "You don't have to worry about anyone looking for it. We're the only ones who know it's on there ... was on there."

    I gestured towards the door. "Why don't you all join me on the bridge. That destroyer is good for nothing but salvage now."

    Jack Carson replied, "You're going to make me watch the destruction of my own ship?"

    I smiled. "Think of it as having closure."

    The Captain stood. "Why would you let me see your bridge, and see the power of your weapons?"

    I replied, "As I said, we are on the same side. We have a critical mission to accomplish, so I can't waste any more time here discussing this with you. If you want to see the bridge, and to develop at least a small amount of trust, follow me now. Otherwise, the Sergeant can escort you to our guest quarters."

    The Captain looked back at his crew. "The Molitar served us well. We might as well see her off. We'll follow you, Mister…?"

    I gestured for the Captain to join me and the Sergeant to follow. "I suppose it doesn't matter. My name is Knog Beutcher. I work for the Saltons just like everyone else. Only, they don't know that I'm out here in Theta."

    The Captain asked, "Why did you call yourself Emperor earlier?"

    I replied, "It's a long story, but I essentially overthrew the prior emperor of Dallex, and by default I was crowned as the new emperor. So, long as I am alive I will remain the Emperor of the Talisans and their home world Dallex. It's in the Omega sector."

    The Captain winced. "Omega? I didn't think there was much out there? And what is this fleet of ships? I thought all warships, except those going to war in Andromeda, were illegal."

    I nodded as we walked. "They are. I said I have a mission to accomplish. We have to rescue someone who has been conscripted. This person, it's important that we remove them from a fleet of transports that are about to pass through the portal to Andromeda. The hard part of doing that will be the fact that there are more than two dozen destroyers waiting there with them. We don't want to harm anyone, just rescue this one individual."

    The Captain gestured towards the ship that surrounded us. "They won't release anyone from conscription. We are getting our asses kicked too badly in Andromeda for them to do that. Unless it's some major corporate CEO or something."

    As we walked onto the bridge, I said, "It's Joni Salton, Harden Salton's niece. She was on Adicus when it was conscripted. The family doesn't know she's there, and for whatever reason she isn't telling them."

    The Captain replied, "They conscripted Adicus? That's in Alpha, and it's not that far from Alpha Prime!"

    I nodded as I sat in my chair. "It seems they are using conscription to rid themselves of populations that are rebelling. The Alliance is having a lot of those lately. I think they think this war can be used as a tool for ending the worst of the unrest."

    I gestured to a set of chairs. the Captain sat. "Wow. You're gone for five years and the whole place changes on you."

    I looked down at the Captain. "You have been fighting in Andromeda for five years?"

    The Captain smiled. "Me and these four. They've been with me through dozens of skirmishes, attempting to get transports down on the surface, and twenty-six major space battles. We managed to survive that, so they gave us the assignment to capture the enemy ship. If you are truly with the Alliance, we really do need to get that ship back to the shipyards. They are kicking our asses out there, and until we know how to fight them, we are just going to keep losing people and ships needlessly."

    An image of the destroyer came up on the main holo-display on the bridge.

    "We are ready, Mr. Beutcher," Go said.

    I nodded. "Have the weapons officers fire at will."

    Several seconds later a barrage of ion cannon bolts began to cut the exterior of the once-powerful destroyer into pieces. A violent explosion signified the destruction of a locked-down ion generator. That explosion was followed a few seconds later by an identically large pyrotechnic display. Within minutes, no pieces of the destroyer bigger than five meters diameter were left.

    I turned towards Go. "Send out a salvage beacon. Delay activation for a couple hours, and get us back underway."

    Jack Carson looked up at me. "That was actually an impressive display of firepower, Mr. Beutcher. I wish we'd had those weapons during our last fight."

    I replied, "These ships are capable, Mr. Carson. We thought we might be heading to Andromeda. Could you offer us anything that might keep those ships from traveling through the portal gate?"

    The Captain thought for a moment. "How many destroyers did you say they had with them?"

    Go spoke up. "Twenty-eight last count. We think more were on the way."

    The Captain nodded. "They are almost ready to go. The last half dozen fleets that have come through have had thirty-six. How old is your ship count?"

    Go replied, "That was about twenty hours ago."

    The Captain winced. "They may have already gone."

    I leaned back. "If that's the case, we will have to go through after them."

    The Captain tilted his head. "What? Are you nuts? You go through that portal and you aren't coming back!"

    I replied, "You came back through."

    The Captain was silent for several seconds. "We cheated. Transports are the only ships they let back through. We waited until that portal opened on the other side and rushed through with those transports. Had we not been broadcasting a phony transport transponder code, they would have shut us out."

    I turned my chair towards the Captain. "I thought you were on a mission to recover an alien ship?"

    The Captain propped his elbow on the chair arm and leaned his cheek over on his fist. "The mission was of our own doing. It was unsanctioned as well, like yours."

    I laughed. "So, you took it upon yourselves to capture an enemy ship? And then tried to bring it back for study? Is that why you hadn't told anyone about its existence? I would have thought the Salton's military Commanders would have been falling all over themselves to get to you to recover that ship when you first came through that gate."

    The Captain sighed. "I've been in this war a long time, Mr. Beutcher. Twice before, whole ships were captured. Only problem was that someone got paid off for that information and both times the ship carrying the alien cargo was destroyed. There are powerful forces at work on both sides of this war, Mr. Beutcher. I think some of the other families have spies in Andromeda."

    I pulled my head back in disbelief. "Why would the other families sabotage the war effort? I can see them declining to participate, but why would they try to stop the Saltons?"

    The Captain shook his head. "I couldn't say. We've been there, me and the others here, we've been there fighting for five years and during that time we've only managed to take three planets."

    I scratched my head. "You mean take back three planets?"

    The Captain furrowed his brows. "What?"

    I continued, "You mean you've only taken back three planets from the enemy?"

    The Captain again shook his head. "No. I mean we've conquered three planets in the last five years. What are you talking about?"

    I held up my hands. "I was told we were defending planets. That the invaders had taken nearly a quarter of the planets in the Andromeda galaxy!"

    The Captain sat back in his chair, raising his own hands. "You must be talking about a different war, Mr. Beutcher. The war we have been fighting is one of conquest. We were told when we first went out there that the Dullex family had abandoned those planets and they were rebelling against the Alliance by building and equipping their own armies. When we arrived, the first planet fell without much resistance.

    "Did you know? The other galaxies? They don't all speak Alliance English? I thought every planet in the Alliance spoke the same language. Anyway, on the second assault we took some casualties, but the rebel population soon surrendered. The third planet, Harkaz, that was a bloody war. It took over a year for us to conquer that place. The inhabitants fought to the last man, woman, and child. I'm not in charge and I just follow orders, but I saw a lot of excesses in that war.

    "Since then, all efforts have been directed at Doomlight III. Most just call it Doom. That's when the new ships showed up and our progress stalled. It's been a war of attrition for almost three years now. Everything we've tried to liberate on that planet since the initial raids have failed."

    I drew a long breath. "That doesn't sound at all like what we—what I—have been told by Harden Salton himself. I was told that outside forces had invaded Andromeda and we were there trying to bail out the Dullex family because no one else would."

    The Captain frowned. "I suppose it's possible that's what happened. Maybe these planets were taken and resettled by this new force and we are just taking them back. I don't know."

    After many hours of deep discussion, Go interrupted our conversation. "We are three hours out from the portal gate, Mr. Beutcher."

    I nodded. "Thank you, Go. Well, Captain, if you can give us any insight into that gate's operation, I would be happy to leave you there if you can help us get through it. That of course only applies if Joni Salton has been taken through. If not, I'll want your input on how to disable the gate until we can grab her."

    Jack Carson offered a half smile. "I risked my life for that alien ship you are carrying. If you dump me and my team at the portal gate with that ship, I'll tell you all I know."

    I thought for a moment. "That would be a fair trade. If you help us get Joni Salton out of there, I will personally take you and that ship to the shipyards."

    The Captain nodded. "I can live with that. I can tell you what I know, but you have to keep in mind that the information I have is five years old. I was an admiral's aide when I first came through. He managed a walkthrough of the portal control room before we went through. If was five decks down from the top of the structure. Two decks below that is a docking bay that can handle smaller, shuttle-size ships. They had a small garrison of troops to defend it, but other than a few guards, the garrison was located on a destroyer parked outside.

    "If you can take control of that gate, I think opening the  portal may be as simple as pressing a button. If you can get control of that room, you can have that gate open in about thirty seconds. I think it stays open for about three minutes, unless something has changed since I last went through."

    I gestured away with my hand. "And what of the other side of the portal? Is there a gate there to come back as well?"

    The Captain shook his head. "One way sweep. If you want to come back through you have to be waiting there when the portal opens. And get this, the location is adjustable from the control room, so there is no guarantee that they will open the portal in the same place twice. But they do send transports back, so I would guess it probably doesn't change."

    I leaned back in my chair. "Well, let's just hope they haven't gone through, Mr. Carson. That would not leave us many options."
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    The Talisan Lieutenant I had assigned to oversee the enemy vessel came over the comm. "Sir, we managed to open the ship. If you're interested in seeing inside, we are in cargo hold three. Otherwise, we will begin documenting the ship's systems."

    I looked at an eager Jack Carson as I replied, "Hold it open, Lieutenant. We'll be right there!"

    The fifteen meter long, silvery ship looked like a near perfect, and otherwise featureless, teardrop. The Talisan engineers had managed to open a hatch by reverse engineering a beacon signal the craft was emitting. The hatch had opened to a horrid smell; the pilot was not there.

    The Captain waved his hand with a grimace on his face. "Aw, that's a horrible stench! When we caught the ship, the pilot jettisoned himself into space. One of our gunners blasted him before we could bring him on board. We're probably lucky he didn't set off a self-destruct before he got out."

    The Talisan Lieutenant spoke as he pointed to a display of the alien's vital signs. "Still showing a flatline, Sir. The environmental systems are offline. The layout of this health monitor is not unlike our own, although the language is unknown."

    I replied, "Do we have any translation technology aboard?"

    The Lieutenant shook his head. "I'm afraid not, Sir. We have a handful of translation algorithms that were in use as teaching aides from the AMP archives. We made use of those to help us decode the beacon signal, but there was no translation of language within that signal, just the breaking of a series of numeric keys. I'm afraid linguistics is not something we have anyone trained for either. In the Alliance there was no need."

    I half laughed. "Yeah, having a universally written and spoken language in the Alliance was one of those things hailed as being a catalyst to help us better settle our differences, regardless of species. It worked for the last couple thousand years. Now we see the flip side of that reasoning. We have ultra-powerful computers but no linguistics abilities. Lieutenant, have your men do their best to record and log everything they can about this ship. We may be giving it back to the Captain in a few hours' time."

    The Lieutenant replied, "Yes, Sir."

    I looked over the cockpit as I attempted to wave away the smell. "It actually smells a lot like an unwashed Grunta kid. They avoid baths if not forced to take them. That smell will stay with them into adulthood if not cared for when they are young.

    I continued, "That display looks like nav. And I would say that is weapons. Was this ship a fighter craft?"

    The Captain nodded. "Yes. It's equipped with faster than light missiles that we have a tough time stopping. We've gotten better at detecting them, but we have to run deep scans almost continuously in order to pick them up. They are deadly accurate too. One of those will punch a twenty centimeter hole all the way through a large ship. Command needs to find a defense against those missiles. It could be the one breakthrough that turns this war around."

    I stepped down from the hatchway. "As I said, help us get through that portal if needed and we will leave you and the ship at the gate."

    The Talisan Lieutenant emerged from behind the craft. "Sir, I believe we have determined the reason for the ship's capture. On the aft of the ship is a plate that appears to be used for propulsion purposes. The plate has a blackened spot with a small pinhole in the center. We believe the strike from an ion cannon caught it directly from behind, shutting down the ship's propulsion and possibly other systems as well. The pinhole is through hull, Sir."

    The Captain replied, "That could be why they abandoned the ship: no propulsion, and no weapons. Probably lost their life support as well."

    The Lieutenant spoke. "Sir, we believe the occupant to be a biped. They would be approximately your size, Sir."

    I nodded. "Thank you, Lieutenant. Keep us informed. Mr. Carson, could I get you a cup of coffee?"

    The Captain's eyes lit up. "You have coffee?"

    I replied, "I have a small supply."

    The Captain smiled. "I haven't had a cup of that sweet nectar in four years. You used to occasionally find it when new ships came through, but none have had it in years. At least not any that would share."

    We walked towards the mess hall. "Yeah, it seems the Salton's sectors grow very little. Trade disputes have cut the supply down to a trickle. You'll pay tenfold for a cup as what you did ten years ago. It's become an item of luxury in the Triangulum."

    The Captain shook his head as he laughed. "I remember before the assaults on Doomlight started, I was desperately hoping it was a world rich in coffee, but I think all they grow there is misery and death."

    As the Captain sat, I brewed two fresh cups. "Tell me about the war, Captain."

    The Captain sat back in his chair. "Hmm. What a huge waste of life on both sides. Each time we bring in a new fleet, we have to fight our way through a reinforced enemy. Our space battles are all about getting our transports, with the soldiers, down to the planet's surface. We'll typically lose a third before we make it to the ground. It's the same for the enemy as well.

    "Down on the planet, the fighting is sometimes hand-to-hand. The enemy battle-suits do a good job of defending against our blasters, and our battle-suits against their laser weapons. It's not unusual for both sides to expend their powerpacks just blasting back and forth at one another with little effect. After that it's hand-to-hand. I noticed troops on one of the last transports carrying a bludgeon weapon. It's about time. They keep it strapped to the back of their suits. From what I hear, when the fighting gets to that point, our side doesn't always do very well.

    "The Humans do OK. I've seen a couple other species that could hold their own in hand-to-hand also. Most species are smaller than I am, and much smaller than you. I would bet your people would clean house under that scenario."

    I set a steaming cup down in front of the Captain. "Have you found there are strategies or tactics that work well during a space fight?"

    The Captain sipped. "Ahh! That is good. Thank you, Mr. Beutcher."

    The Captain sipped again. "Just good flying and weapons aim is all I can say. Every battle, even though orders are put in place beforehand, devolves into complete chaos on both sides. After an initial maneuver, which is generally ineffective on both sides, it's every man for themselves. For a while I had a somewhat successful strategy of pairing up with two other captains that I knew and trusted. We kept each other alive for a long time. I lost them both in the last battle before I took on the ship capture venture."

    I sat my cup on the table before sitting down. "We are completely unpracticed at war, Captain. We've been training for a month, trying to figure out strategies that might help should we get into battle. I can't say I am confident in what we've come up with."

    Jack Carson waved his hand as he shook his head. "All you have to do is get past that first wave of missiles they fire at you. After that it's a free-for-all. Your gunners have to be precise and your defense personnel have to take out any remaining missiles they fire. If you can spot the missiles just as they drop from light speed, you have a second or two to take them out. We believe their guidance system only functions below that speed, so they slow before they lock in on you."

    I sighed. "We don't have strictly defensive personnel, Captain. What can you recommend?"

    The Captain thought for a moment. "Our destroyers are equipped with hundreds of small ion cannons. We primarily use them to fight off the missiles, as they usually don't do critical damage to a bigger ship. Tell me you have a number of these cannons."

    I shook my head. "Each of these ships has a single heavy ion cannon. We believe them to be close to an order of magnitude more powerful than what has been sent out to Andromeda before. Of the smaller cannons, each ship has about a dozen."

    The Captain winced as he looked down at his cup. "Hmm, yeah, I think you are gonna get hammered by that first volley of missiles. We have a hundred skilled gunners firing at everything coming our way and we still lose about 10 percent of our ships before engaging with the enemy. I like the sound of that heavy cannon. Will those be on new ships coming through?"

    I sipped and replied, "I can't say. The Orwallians have complete control of all ion amplifiers at the moment. We acquired these straight from them, but I don't think they are providing any to the Saltons, especially since the rebellion."

    The Captain looked up. "Orwall rebelled? When did that happen?"

    I nodded. "They and two of their neighbors. Adicus followed with them. That's why Harden Salton attacked and forced them into conscription. I don't think they can do that with Orwall because they need the ion amplifiers and blaster tips that Orwall makes. As one of the original members of the AMP, they have pledged to never divulge the amplifier's secrets. Now, for two thousand years no one has needed them, so they are the only suppliers."

    The Captain frowned. "I loved the AMP as much as anyone, and I can see the reasoning behind hiding away so many of the secrets they did. Blasters, wormholes, those are powerful weapons and easily abused. I think all of our species have a propensity to fight each other when others have more than we do. It seems to be in our nature. For a while, everyone had all they needed.

    "Now, with the New Alliance, there are a lot of haves and have-nots, and as always there are some who aren't willing to work for what they see others enjoying every day. I tell you, I can easily see why the Orwallians rebelled. A hundred other colonies like them are probably waiting to do the same. I don't think most people recognize the stability being in an alliance brings, even if it is as faulty as this one."

    I sat back and crossed my arms. "Huh. You are the first person I've come across, besides myself, that has that opinion. The New Alliance, even with its imperfections, keeps us from fighting one another. Without it, the colonies will all break down into war with hundreds of little fiefdoms emerging that will constantly fight with  each other for control. I've been criticized for my allegiance to the New Alliance. I think others are just blind to what it has to offer. Primarily because of all its other problems."

    I continued my conversation with Jack Carson for several hours as we fast approached the location of the portal gate. I was excited to find a kindred spirit who also believed in the New Alliance and the benefits of stability and fair trade that it had to offer. The ruling families, in their greed to control, or out-earn the other families, were its main point of failure. Over time those families could be dealt with. If the Alliance failed, I had no doubt that billions would perish in the inevitable wars that would follow. Captain Jack Carson saw things my way.

    Go came over the comm. "Mr. Beutcher. We should have our first visual of the gate area in about five minutes."

    I replied, "Thanks, Go. We're on our way up there."

    As we walked onto the bridge, Go transferred the output of the visual sensor to the main holo-display. "We should start to see the gate any second. It will be in the center of the display."

    I sat in the captain's chair as a static image of the gate complex began to form on the screen. Missing or fuzzy bits of the image began to fill in as the visual sensors gathered more data. Five minutes into the viewing, the image went live.

    Jack Carson walked up to the holo-display and pointed. "This is the deck the control room is on. Last I knew, it was situated between these two pillar structures."

    I stood. "Where would the ships be that were waiting on the portal to open?"

    The Captain stepped back and looked over the display. "Last I knew they would have been right here. The portal opens right beside that complex and sweeps backwards."

    Jack Carson turned back to face me. "I'm sorry, Mr. Beutcher. If your people were waiting to go through, they would have been right here."

    I plopped back in my chair in deep thought. I now had no choice but to travel through the portal. Garrett and Joni were in Andromeda. I was their only hope of getting home.

    Go touched me on the shoulder. "Sir, we are going to be in detector range of that complex in a few minutes. What do we do?"

    I looked up at Jack Carson. "I don't suppose there is any way I could convince you to come with us, is there? We could surely use your help."

    The Captain shook his head. "I need to get that ship back to Command, and I want to see my family. I've been away from Barrington Station for far too long. I want to see home."

    A chill came over me. "Did you say your family was on Barrington?"

    The Captain gave a worried look. "Yes, why?"

    I replied with a solemn stare. "Barrington Station was conscripted some time ago. You may have escorted them down to one of those planets."

    Jack Carson froze for a moment before stumbling over to one of the open chairs. "I have to sit down."

    I sighed as I reached out to place my hand on his shoulder. "I'm sorry, Captain. That all happened many months ago. They would have long since been through that portal."

    The Captain slumped back in the chair, crossing his arms. "They would have gone to Doomlight ... I can't believe this."

    "How did you come to be in the fight in Andromeda?" I said.

    The Captain replied, "I was a policeman on Barrington Station when I was approached by a group called the Organization."

    I pulled my arm back. "You were a member of the Organization?"

    The Captain nodded. "Yes, I did a lot of spying for them and was eventually recruited as an admiral's aide in the first of the fleets going through. I was in it for nearly a year before I was assigned to make a jump through to Andromeda. A team from the Organization came through the portal with me. We had the assignment of capturing one of the alien ships. After the first couple failed attempts, they just gave up. It had been a few years, and I wanted to come home, so I took it upon myself to capture a ship. I saw it as a way to come back through. I'd like to go back there now if I could."

    I shook my head. "I'm sorry, Mr. Carson. After a colony gets conscripted, the salvagers show up to pick over whatever is left. Barrington is probably nothing but an empty husk now. It may have a few resettlers from elsewhere. The infrastructure would be in shambles, and the natural processes would be working to take back everything that's left."

    Jack Carson looked up. "This changes everything. If I have family left, they are on the ground on Doomlight. I have to try to rescue them. If you promise to take me there, or to a place where I can get to there, I will help you recover Joni Salton … although, I don't know why I should now that I know it was the Saltons who took my family from Barrington."

    Go stepped up. "We need a plan, Mr. Beutcher. We will be within range of the portal complex any moment."

    "Bring us to a full stop," I said.

    I turned back towards Jack Carson. "You help me free Joni Salton and I will take you all the way to the surface of Doomlight. I can't promise you anything further than that, but I will do all I can to make that happen."

    Jack Carson thought for a moment and looked back at his crewmen. "We are all from Barrington, Mr. Beutcher. You promise to get us to Doomlight and we will get you through that portal."

    I looked up at the image of the portal complex on the holo-display. It covered most of the wall in front of me. "Tell me how we get that portal open."

    The Captain stood, staring at the display for several seconds. "We need a set of phony transport transponders for our approach. If we can get a team of twenty aboard that complex, we can overpower the guards. There's only a handful. They used to keep a destroyer on duty here, but there hasn't been any need to protect it from this end, so they probably sent it through."

    I replied, "We have the codes from that fleet that just went through, but they would probably recognize those codes."

    The Captain turned to face me. "They are lazy with their transponder assignments. What is the third to last character in one of those transponder sequences?"

    Go replied, "I show it as 'J.'"

    The Captain looked back at the holo-display. "Change them all to 'K'. That will allow us to approach and take control before they can check."

    "Setting codes on all ships … done. Transponders activated, Sir. Should we proceed?" Go asked.

    I stood. "Take us in."

    I pressed the comm button on my arm pad. "Major Dontep. I need you to assemble and prepare five squads of your most disciplined fighters for an assault on the portal complex. We will be going in cold. I want it captured without loss of life if at all possible."

    The Major replied, "As you request, Sir. We will be ready and awaiting further instruction in four minutes."

    I looked at Go. "I'll be going with Mr. Carson. That leaves you in charge of the fleet. Be ready to move through on my order without me if necessary. If that happens, do your best to find Garrett and assist him in any way you can."

    Go offered a single nod. "Yes, Sir!"

    "Mr. Carson, let's see if we can get you fitted with a battle-suit. We have suits that are a bit better than the one you are wearing."

    The Captain looked over his suit. "If it's all the same, I would just as soon keep this one. It's broken in and I'm used to wearing it, even in combat."

    I nodded. "Very well."

    Ten minutes passed before we came into comm range. A hail was sent to the station. The airwaves were silent for several minutes.

    "Approaching fleet. Please bring yourselves to a stop and identify. This is restricted space."

    I replied, "This is a new transport fleet on special mission from the Zed Corporation. I apologize for the use of this channel, but we left port in a hurry and the standard channel was not provided. We have more ships that will be joining the fleet that just passed through."

    A voice from the portal complex came back, although hesitant. "We have the transponder codes, Sir. We just don't have authorization."

    Jack Carson sat in my captain's chair. "This is Jack Carson. You should have me on file coming back through not long ago. You have to remember the ship I was flying at the time. She was full of holes."

    The image of the comm officer came on screen. "Yes, Sir. Lieutenant Belkar, Sir. I was here when you came through. Glad to see you made it to the shipyards. Can you pass the authorization code to me, Sir. I need confirmation before I can open that portal."

    Jack Carson nodded. "I've been ordered to not transmit that code, Mr. Belkar. I'll be bringing it to you personally. Just have that gate ready to be opened when we get there. Looks like we have another fifteen minutes."

    Belkar replied, "Yes, Sir. The system should be ready by your arrival."

    Carson nodded as he reached to close the channel. "Thank you, Lieutenant. Our mission is urgent, we need to catch up to that last fleet. We'll be going in with them."

    The comm channel was closed before the Lieutenant could reply.

    Jack Carson stood from the chair. "Sorry, Mr. Beutcher. I just thought that might be a better cover."

    I smiled. "I'd say that went as well or better than we could have expected. You'll be able to walk right up to that Lieutenant without a fight. Our request would certainly be unusual. I'm betting he has no protocol for handling such."

    Jack returned a half smile. "Let's just hope nobody get's wise to us in the next fifteen."

    The taking of the portal complex went off without incident. Jack Carson commanded a single squad of Talisan guards. He was escorted to the control room where the Lieutenant waited for his authorization. The authorization was delivered in the form of a half dozen blasters.

    Go pointed excitedly. "The portal is open Mr. Beutcher!"

    I replied, "Send the other ships through. We'll wait here for Mr. Carson."

    As a small shuttle approached, Jack Carson spoke. "Get ready to move through as soon as we are in the bay! I locked up everyone in the control room, so we should have a few minutes before anyone else figures anything out. I think I convinced the Lieutenant to cover up this whole incident as well. I told him if the Saltons found out it was him that let us on the complex, he would be the next one sent through, if he lived that long. From the look on his face, I think he's a believer in that scenario."

    When Jack Carson and the shuttle had landed in the docking bay, Go pushed the throttle full. In an instant, we passed through the portal to a new galaxy. The remainder of our fleet was waiting.
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    Jack Carson walked onto the bridge. "I can't believe it went that smoothly."

    Go turned. "You just hang around Mr. Beutcher for a while. Things seem to go his way a lot!"

    I asked, "Do you have a star chart of the Doomlight system?"

    Carson nodded. "I can fly us there. Funny thing though, I would have thought they had charts of every colony in Andromeda, but we were never given any. I think they wanted to keep us in the dark about what was going on. If we got captured, we couldn't reveal information to the enemy if we didn't know."

    I replied, "Wouldn't they have the colony information from those planets they raided? The colonies of the New Alliance didn't have restrictions on that kind of information."

    Carson half laughed. "They don't exactly tell you what's going on out here. You just get your orders and they expect you to follow them."

    I gestured towards the Captain's chair. "Mr. Carson, I hereby promote you to Captain of this ship. Take us to Doomlight or wherever else you think those transports are headed."

    Carson drew a long breath. "I just hope we can find them before they hit the planet. Your friends might not even make it to the surface."

    Go cut in. "Those transports only came through a couple hours ago. This fleet is faster than they are. Point me in the right direction and we'll catch them."

    Jack Carson punched coordinates into the holo-display hovering over his arm pad. "I would expect them on this path, Mister ... what is your name anyway?"

    I laughed. "We just call him Go. Don't get him started about it unless you want a long story."

    Jack smiled. "Got it. Just keep us heading towards those coordinates, Go, and we'll be at Doomlight in six days. Hopefully, we'll catch up to the transports well before that happens."

    Jack stood from the captain's chair and began to pace the deck of the bridge.

    "What's on your mind?" I asked.

    Jack stopped. "I just can't believe I am back here already, that's all. I've been such an avid supporter of the New Alliance for all the things we discussed that I never stopped to consider how I might feel if it was my family being conscripted. I just thought that was impossible. Now … I don't think I owe any loyalty to the Alliance at all. Why would I?"

    I walked over to place my hand on Jack's shoulder. "Have a seat. You know, I've run that same scenario through my head a thousand times. What if they went to my home and took my family? What would I do?"

    "And?"

    I sat beside him. "I always came back to the same conclusion. Without the New Alliance my family would end up involved in a war anyway. At least with the New Alliance, most families won't. I know it's a very difficult justification to make, but it's there none the less. I don't like it, I don't even prefer it, but I understand it, and from that I accept it."

    Jack frowned. "It sounds like your conviction isn't very deep either."

    I nodded. "It's not. But every time I run it through my head I keep coming back to 'It's better than all-out war between the colonies.'"

    After nearly a day of travel, Go had good news. "I have the fleet on deep sensors! We'll be within visual in about twenty minutes."

    I gestured towards the captain's chair for Jack. "I'm giving full command of this ship over to you, Mr. Carson. If you'll take it. That will free me up to think about what we need to do next. I want to contact Garrett to get status."

    Jack replied, "I can do that, Mr. Beutcher. It might help take my mind off of the anger and rage I am feeling right now. Betrayal does not stir healthy emotions."

    Several minutes later Garrett Rourke was on the comm. "Glad to see you made it through! I managed my way into the fleet's systems, and I've tapped into their comms. I have the transport identified that Joni is riding on. Jontik is on a different one. I'm forwarding that data to you now. We know how many guards are on the transports and how many troops on the destroyers. We know how many crewmen are on each vessel as well. Their nav says they are headed to a system with a planet called Doomlight. They have limited information on what's there."

    I pressed the comm button on my arm pad. "Garrett, we have a new member on our team. Captain Jack Carson. He was piloting the damaged destroyer you saw that came back through the portal. He's willing to assist us if we can get him to Doomlight. We think his family may be there after being conscripted from Barrington Station."

    Garrett replied, "What's at Doomlight? Is that the training facility we thought they would be heading to?"

    I shook my head. "No, Doomlight is the war. It's a ground war for the most part. According to Jack, both sides keep reinforcing their ground forces, but they have to get by the other side's fleet first. He says as many as a third of the transports don't make it to the surface each time."

    Garrett frowned. "And if they do? Make it to the surface?"

    I hesitated before my response. "If they make it down, they are sent right into the fight."

    Jack Carson leaned forward in his chair. "Garrett, Jack Carson. Once they get into hostilities it's a long fight of blasters versus laser weapons. Defenses on both sides are good against those weapons. They each just keep blasting away until they exhaust their ammunition supplies and then it turns into hand-to-hand combat until only one side is left standing. The surface war has been raging for three years now with neither side making much headway. From what I've heard, the battle line that stretches between them hasn't moved more than fifty kilometers either way, during that time.

    "You would think one side or the other would come up with a new move that was a game changer, but the other side has adapted every time. War in space isn't much different. I'm one of two of the longest serving captain's in our fleet. Giles Martensen has been out here exactly one month longer than I have ... if he is still alive. We've served under fourteen different admirals during that time."

    Garrett thought for a moment. "So, you're saying that the war on Doomlight has been going on for three years? We were told the enemy was pushing us back on all fronts, that we were desperate to stop them."

    Jack shook his head. "I've been out here for five years, and unless the war is being fought on multiple fronts, there have only been a handful of planets involved. Maybe that's all a campaign of misinformation they are using to motivate people. I don't think any but a few really know what's going on."

    Garrett leaned back in his chair. "I don't think we'll be changing any of that, so, the question is, how do we get Joni Salton off that transport?"

    I switched the comm to a wide view of the bridge. "Do you know where on the transport she is? Is there any way on or off that ship?"

    Garrett replied, "I have a breach collar I could attach. I can cut my way through. Only problem is, it's a slow and noisy action, and I'm certain every guard on that ship would be waiting for me with a blaster on the other side. I thought about using the trick of entering through the refuse port, but I haven't been able to acquire the code for the inner door. The transport she is on is a new ship design and I don't have it in the Jess's database. I have the codes for most, if not all of the ships up until I went dark."

    Garrett laughed. "I suppose we could always just ask them to hand her over."

    Jack said. "If we try to make contact, they will immediately take it as hostile. I've done this run repeatedly and we were always on high alert for an ambush. It's happened at least a half dozen times. The first time we were far from ready for it. We lost over half our ships in that raid."

    I gestured towards an image of the transport fleet on the large holo-display. "Is there any way we could separate the ships? Garrett, How much access do you have into their systems? Could you take control of the nav system?"

    Garrett shook his head. "Again, I don't have the codes to do anything more than to get their current heading and a few other settings. I can read the systems, I just can't write to them without knowing the codes."

    I again gestured towards the fleet image. "Do you have the codes for any of those ships? If so, maybe we could use them for a diversion of some sort."

    Garrett looked over his local display after swiping at it several times. "I do have the codes for eight of the transports. That's if they haven't changed them for some reason. I haven't encountered changes in the past, but you never know."

    I said, "If we split up the fleet, what does it buy us? Those destroyers are going to continue to do everything they can to safeguard those transports. Either we figure out how to get her off of that ship quietly or we have to wait until she hits the ground to extract her, and I doubt that will be any easier."

    Jack raised his hand. "I have a suggestion."

    I nodded for Jack to continue. "Set your transponders to be codes that represent Alliance ships. Then we make a comm call to the fleet, telling them that we are an additional escort that Command has sent through. They should have my personal information in their system as a member of the New Alliance fleet out here. If I can persuade them, they might let us join up. That doesn't get your friend off the transport, but it gets us right in there with them."

    I half smiled. "I'm not sure we could pull that off. When they get visuals of these ships, they are not going to be recognized as Alliance ships. We don't have the markings and they would see through the bogus transponder codes. Where would that leave us?"

    Go yelled out, "We have another fleet approaching the transports! Thirty-six of those teardrop shaped ships just showed up on the deep sensors!"

    I looked over at Jack Carson. "Hail the Commander of the fleet and take us in there. Tell them we are here on special assignment to assist in the case of an ambush. If we show that we are here to fight on their side, they would be idiots to refuse the help. Garrett, is there any way to separate that transport from the others? Could you slow it down in any way?"

    Garrett replied, "I could drop back and take a shot at one of the ion engines. I would be exposed at that point and would have to leave. Plus, there is always the possibility of the shot taking out more than we intend."

    Jack spoke to the fleet comm officer. "This is the New Alliance ship Garmon. I am Captain Jack Carson. We are here on special assignment to assist you in any way we can. Patch me through to your fleet Commander so that we may coordinate a response to this attack!"

    Several seconds passed before the fleet Commander responded. "This is Martum Bargo of the New Alliance Adican Fleet. We aren't showing you on sensors, Captain, and we weren't given any notice of another fleet in this area."

    Jack replied, "We should be coming up on your sensors any moment, Mr. Bargo. Turn your fleet our way and we can be there in fifteen minutes. Do your destroyers have the training to counter the enemy missile fire?"

    Martum Bargo shook his head. "We don't have any experience fighting, Captain. I have the destroyers going out to meet the enemy as we speak."

    Jack winced. "Pull them back immediately, Mr. Bargo. Set them in tight with your transports. Those ships will be gunning for the transports first. Have your destroyers defend them until we can get there. And Mr. Bargo, do exactly as I say. I've been fighting the enemy for five years now. If you want to keep your people alive, pull those destroyers in close and target the missiles, not the ships."

    Martum Bargo stood silent for several seconds before barking out commands. "Reverse course! Bring the destroyers back! Pull them in close to the transports and concentrate fire on knocking out those missiles!"

    Jack sent a diagram to the Adican Commander. "Form your destroyers into a wedge like such, Commander. Have the point of the wedge directed at the enemy fleet. They will be sending a volley or two of the missiles your way before they engage with their guns.

    "If you stick with the wedge formation initially, you have the best chance of knocking out those missiles. Some will make it through, so have your damage control parties at the ready. You will lose people today, Commander. If you want to save as many as you can, do your best to protect those transports!"

    Jack continued, "Go, send out the commands for our fleet to form a straight line. When we arrive, we'll engage the enemy straight on."

    Go replied, "Yes, Sir! What about the fighters, Captain? What should we do with them?"

    Jack looked me in the face. "You have fighter craft?"

    I nodded. "We have fifty such ships. Go, pull a diagram of the fighter with its specs up on the display for the Captain."

    Jack smiled. "Excellent! Those will make hard targets for the FTL missiles. And from the looks of the cannon, they should do damage to those teardrops. Have them deploy just before we engage."

    Go replied as he turned back to his console. "Yes, Sir!"

    As we approached, the first wave of missiles slowed to lock in on the fleet. Martum Bargo left the comm channel to his bridge open so that efforts could be coordinated with his commands. The first wave contained one hundred eighty missiles. The wedge formation knocked out all but twenty-two. Of those twenty-two, four impacted destroyers while the remaining eighteen continued into the formation of transports. Eleven ships took damage, with four being severe.

    Go yelled out, "We have a second wave of missiles coming in! Sir, we'll be about five seconds too late! I count one hundred forty-four in this wave!"

    Jack Carson signaled the Adican Commander. "We're too late for this wave, Commander. Brace yourselves!"

    The second wave of missiles was aimed primarily at the defending destroyers. Twenty-eight of the poorly armored ships took extensive damage. Most immediately dropped away from the fleet. The teardrops were quickly upon them with devastating results. The remaining missiles tore into the fleet of transports like rocks hurled through paper targets. A dozen transports exploded violently, with another eight taking heavy damage.

    Garrett fired upon and eliminated two missiles targeting the transport that held Joni Salton, thereby revealing his position.

    I opened a comm channel. "Garrett! Stay where you are and defend that transport! We will be there in seconds."

    After a sweep of the damaged destroyers, the teardrop ships came hard for the transports. We entered the fight with all fifty fighters deployed. Laser fire and ion bolts filled the surrounding space as the three fleets merged. Five of the Adican fleet destroyers fell to the powerful lasers of the enemy ships as four teardrops exploded and went dark.

    The crew of the Heap moved her forward. The eight multiblaster cannons got to work on taking out missiles. Garrett's auto-targeting algorithms worked well, but the missiles were too numerous.

    Jack Carson was in his element. As we pulled beside the transport harboring my previous charge, our gunner took out an enemy ship as it closed on our position.

    Jack yelled over the comm. "Keep those transports in formation! Don't break away or you are dead! Halle and Karrish, circle behind that ship that's holding back! That's their command ship! Take it out and the others will break off!"

    A teardrop closed on our position. Our main gunner fired a bolt that struck the ship dead center. A bright flash told of the inside of the ship being gutted; its empty shell went spinning forward, zipping past our bow.

    I pressed my comm button. "Garrett! We have the transport covered. Head for that command ship!"

    Garrett replied, "On it! Give me a minute and we'll have them on the run!"

    The Adican transports continued to take damage from the teardrops as our destroyers and fighters returned fire. When our first sweep through the fleets had completed, sixteen teardrop ships had been destroyed. The powerful lasers, while damaging to our much thicker hulls, were not cutting through. As our two destroyers circled in on the attacking command ship, Garrett attacked it head on.

    A short engagement saw the powerful ion cannon of the Jess doing severe damage. The command ship attempted to break away, only to be caught from behind by our two destroyers. As the ship spread into thousands of small pieces, the remaining teardrops broke from the attack and headed back towards where they had come from.

    When the fighting ended, a casualty count by Go told of the bad news. "The Adican fleet lost nineteen transports. That's almost four hundred thousand of their people! They have four destroyers that can keep up, and sixteen that are too severely damaged."

    I looked at Jack. "Where do they send damaged ships?"

    Jack shook his head. "No assistance is offered, they are on their own with instructions to make it to Doomlight. They will fight with what they have!"

    I turned to Go. "See if you can get a full account of the damage to those ships. If any can be brought back online within two hours, we stay here until that happens."

    Jack again shook his head. "Command is not going to like that. They run their attacks and counter attacks on a timetable. You screw with that timetable and the enemy will take that as a sign of weakness and attack."

    I paced back and forth on the deck of the bridge. "If what you say is true, that there will be another fleet to contend with when we arrive, we will need every ship in the fight we can get. I want those Adican troops down there on the surface where they at least have a fighting chance. As long as they are in those transports they are as good as dead in a space fight."

    Go pushed a casualty image to the display. "It looks like we could bring at least four of those ships back to full speed in the time allotted, possibly six. The others, there is no way."

    I gestured to Go. "Make it happen! You run the coordination of the repairs. Mr. Carson, you can take the nav during our repair window. I want all ships moving towards Doomlight at the fastest possible speed of our slowest ship!"

    I opened a comm channel to Garrett. "No reason for us to stay silent anymore, Garrett. Get aboard that transport and get to Joni. It's time we had her right here with us."

    Garrett smiled. "You don't have to ask me twice. I'm pulling into the docking bay right now. The Jess is a tight squeeze, but she fits. I'll give you a shout when I connect."

    Jack half smiled. "Sounds like you have accomplished your mission."

    I replied, "Only halfway. We still have to get her back to the Triangulum."
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    A comm channel opened. "Knog? Why did you follow me out here?" Joni said.

    I stood looking at the image of Joni Salton on the large holo-display. A wave of emotion washed over me for several seconds.

    "I said I would look after you. I was responsible for your safety and I failed to maintain that on Adicus."

    Joni shook her head. "You did nothing wrong, and everything right that night. Your efforts kept me alive. And your guidance brought me to where I am. I finally have a real calling, Knog. I can thank you for that."

    I replied, "You do know that you are heading into a war that will bring almost certain death. Both to you and to the Adicans."

    Joni nodded. "I've pledged to do my best by them. After the fight on Adicus was over, they cared for me until I was back on my feet. I listened to their plight and decided I wanted to do right by them, even if it was my family who was doing wrong. They are good people, Knog. They only wanted to live in peace and control their own destiny. They weren't looking to export their rebellion or take anything from anyone else."

    Garrett spoke. "Get this. She told them who she was and they accepted her for that. They have a council of four that took over governance and they made her the fifth because she continuously came down on the side of fairness. When the conscription came, she made them promise to not reveal her identity to her uncle's people."

    Joni continued, "Fighting with and for these people is what I was meant to do, Knog. If you think I'm just giving up so you can take me back to my family, I can tell you now that it's not going to happen. You were the first person I knew who really went out of their way to try to do what was right. That stuck with me. I know that leaves you in a difficult situation with the exile, and when I return I will do my best to remedy that, but right now I have to help these people to fight and to survive. That's my destiny."

    I replied, "Can you at least come with Garrett over to this ship? I would like to see you in person."

    Joni pursed her lips. "Only if you promise you won't try to take me back unwillingly. Promise me that and I will come over."

    I nodded. "Very well. I will not be a part of any effort to return you without your approval, unless of course at some point you become incapacitated. If that were to happen, the decision falls to me."

    Joni smiled. "Fair enough. I need a few minutes here and I'll come over with Garrett."

    I paced the deck for several minutes in anticipation. When Joni came onto the bridge with Garrett, I walked to her and swallowed her in my arms, a deep hug that lasted for nearly a minute.

    Joni released her grip and looked up with a grin. "OK. I get it. I'm happy to see you too. I can only say thanks for pursuing me out here. I think we would have already been dead back there if not for your help. Without it we would have been little more than galligs heading to slaughter."

    I removed my arms from around her and looked down at the deck by my feet. An excited Raptor was lying on his back squirming, exposing his underbelly, waiting for a belly rub. I knelt down and ran my hand across his soft belly as his nub of a tail wiggled in delight.

    I looked up at Joni. "You can thank Garrett as well. He is equally as responsible for us being here."

    Joni wiped her lips as she looked down and smiled. "I thanked him on the way over."

    Garrett turned a light shade of red. "I would do it all again. The question now is, what do we do from here out?"

    I stood and returned to my chair. "Well, we promised Jack to get him safely down to the surface so he can attempt to find his people. After that, I think we either try to find a way back to the Triangulum, or we see to it that we win this war."

    Jack smirked. "This Doomlight war has been going on for three years. You just going to sweep in and end it all on your own?"

    I replied, "If that's what it takes, yes. I can't safely return to the Triangulum without her. Especially since I left my exile to Omega. Neither can you for that matter. If Joni Salton is staying here to fight, I will fight by her side."

    Jack took a deep breath. "Wow. You know it's not often that I feel humbled by someone. You are one of a kind, Knog Beutcher. If I can find my family and somehow get them to safety, I will come back to join your team."

    I slowly nodded. "It's you who humble me, Jack Carson. You have been out here fighting for us for the last five years. Who else can say that?"

    Jack laughed. "Yeah, while I'm flattered by that thought, you have to remember that I didn't come out here knowing what I was getting myself into. The Organization left out a few of the important details, like there was no going back. My fight has been more about keeping myself and my crew alive than about protecting anyone else."

    I shook my head. "I think your record says otherwise. Welcome to Humbletown, Mr. Carson!"

    Joni pointed. "Well, Mr. Carson, you are the only one who has seen action out here. What can you tell me about being down on the surface? How can we best prepare?"

    Jack sat down and rubbed his chin. "Keep in mind that all I have seen is what's at the landing zone. The rest of it is secondhand hearsay from other captains. From what I know, you unload, you are taken into housing where you receive most of a day of instruction, after which you are moved up to the front. They don't just throw you in there though, you are merged in and slowly moved to the front as casualties mount. I wish I could say something that would give you hope, but for the past three years it has been all kill or be killed.

    "As I said to Mr. Beutcher and the others, from what I have heard, you blast away at the enemy position until your unit's ammo is spent, and then you charge out for hand-to-hand combat."

    Joni asked, "What about the ships? Aren't they involved in the ground battle?"

    Jack shook his head. "Nope. For some unknown reason, both sides have decided to not use ships down on the surface. If your transport makes it through the fleet in orbit, they let you disembark and go to the front. I know, it doesn't make any sense, but that's what they do. I've heard some nonsense about respecting the battlefield. Somehow, someone determined that it wasn't an honorable thing to attack ground troops with ships, and somehow both sides agreed not to do it. Of course, you see where we are after three years of fighting."

    Joni scowled. "Well that's just ludicrous! I'm not going to be a part of someone's interpretation of a polite war where both sides are just sending in people to the slaughter! If we hit the ground we are going for the win! Who are the generals in charge?"

    Jack winced. "The same ones that have been fighting this war from the beginning. They sit in a command post in the center of one of the originally captured cities. From what I hear, they have it pretty good there. For that matter, I hear the other side has a similar setup."

    Joni balled up her fist. "Well, they better get ready for a change. How far is it from the landing area to the command post?"

    Jack thought as he looked up at the holo-display. "I would guess it's about seventy-five kilometers. I'll pull up the surface maps."

    An image of the planet's surface where the battles were being fought came into view. "This is the front, along these low ridges. The valleys in between, that's where the hand-to-hand happens. When one side claims victory, both send people out to carry off their dead. The loser falls back to the ridge behind them while the winner advances. Back here is the landing area and back here again is the command post."

    Jack swiped at the map, displaying the enemy side. "This is where the enemy lands, and this is their command post, seventy kilometers back in this city. I've sometimes wondered if the generals from both sides don't meet up somewhere each day for dinner and drinks. It wouldn't surprise me if they did. Of course, I say all this without firsthand knowledge."

    Joni stood looking at the map. "Other than no ships fighting in the ground war, what other rules do they have?"

    Jack replied, "None that I have ever heard."

    Joni pointed. "What if we were to set the transports down over here instead?"

    Jack shrugged. "Those won't be your orders."

    Joni puffed up her chest. "As the Supreme Commander of the Adican forces, I will be countermanding the orders of the generals. We won't be playing their game today."

    Jack laughed. "I have to say I like the sound of that. Plop those transports down in their landing zone and come in from behind them or something?"

    I shook my head as I stepped closer to the map. "No. If we are going to do this, we cut off the head of the snake. Assault their command post and demand a complete surrender of their forces."

    Jack again rubbed his chin. "They have air defenses at both the landing area and the command post. I don't think they are extensive—ours certainly aren't—but you would lose the majority of your transports before hitting the ground."

    Joni looked at me. "How many of those small ships do you have?"

    I replied, "The fighters?"

    Joni nodded.

    I pulled up a list. "We have forty-eight still."

    Joni half smiled. "Perfect. We attach one of those fighters to the hull of each transport. When we get past the orbiting fleet we use the weapons on the fighters to take out the air defenses. Should I assume the ground troops guarding the command posts can be overrun?"

    Jack nodded. "They are minimal. At least from what I've heard and seen on our side."

    Joni stepped back for a bigger look at the map. "I think we have a plan."

    I edged close to Joni. "Are you sure you want to do this? There may be consequences for breaking the rules, even if they are unwritten ones."

    Joni slapped me on the back. "Knog, I'm just trying to do what you taught me. Make a plan and take action if you want to get things done. Once that action is underway, make adjustments as necessary. Isn't that what you told me time and time again?"

    I thought for a moment and nodded. "I did. But we are talking about war here, not the inspection of a ship you suspect of smuggling bleurgh. This is millions of lives we are dealing with."

    Joni smiled. "It is millions of lives. Millions on both sides. If we capture their leadership, the fighting on this planet may end in a single day. How many lives would that save?"

    Garrett stepped up. "I think she's right, Knog."

    Jack followed. "I'm with them. This bizzaro war has gone on long enough. This could bring about a quick end."

    Joni looked up at me for approval.

    "I won't stand in your way if that's what you are wondering," I said. "What I think each of you should spend some time on is what you will do as a contingency if things begin to go wrong, and what you do next if things go right. Those two scenarios should be a big part of your plan. Especially given the magnitude of what it is you are about to do. Three quarters of this planet's population still resides here. What of them?"

    Joni held up her hands. "They join the New Alliance as citizens."

    I replied, "And if they say no?"

    Joni shrugged. "I don't know, we offer them transportation to another planet?"

    I frowned. "And if they refuse?"

    Joni scowled. "I don't know. This is war. What choices do they have, and why should they have a choice? They are the losers. Would we have a choice if we lost?"

    I placed my hand on her shoulder. "All I am saying is don't rush into this without contingencies. The more things you plan for, the higher your chance of success. For what it's worth, I like the idea of taking out their leadership. This war sounds like it's being fought for no other reason than for the entertainment and sustainment of the generals on each side. I have to wonder if your uncle knows what's really going on here."

    Joni nodded. "He never gave me any indication that he was into wasting resources, including lives. By conscripting whole colonies he is losing billions in taxes he could be collecting. It could be these generals are playing the system. After all, if they have to move to another planet to attack or defend it, that's got to be a lot of effort they have to put forth. Why try so hard to win if the other side isn't?"

    I smiled. "I'm glad to see you are well, Joni Salton. We have two days more before we get close to Doomlight. Go back to the Adicans and plan out every detail you can think of. I will do the same. I suggest we meet up twice a day to go over ideas. Take your council, fill them in with what you have. Have them split into groups of their own for several hours and then meet back up to consolidate any ideas they came up with. Repeat that process and you will have a respectable set of ideas to bring to our meet-ups."

    Joni nodded. "I can do that. I should get back and get the process started. We don't have much time."

    With that, Joni turned towards the doorway.

    I placed my hand on Garrett's shoulder. "Is she going to flap her arms to get back to her ship?"

    Garrett shook his head. "I guess that means I'm her ride back, aren't I."

    I gestured towards the door. "Spend the time with her. Try to keep her focused when she gets frustrated, because she will. As she gains experience, those feelings of frustration will turn into determination. See to it that she feels supported and she will excel at planning this out. Use your experience to help her define what it is she is trying to accomplish with any idea. That support will be critical to the process, and she will be grateful for it."

    Garrett smiled, pointed and nodded. "You wouldn't be trying to play matchmaker, would you?"

    I shook my head and offered my usual deadpan expression. "We have a war to fight, Garrett. What happens personally between you and Miss Salton is your own business."

    Garrett, winked as he turned towards the doorway. "I've got my eye on you, Beutcher. I have a good idea of what makes you tick."

    I smiled. "Just looking out for everyone's best interests."

    I turned to find Jack Carson staring at me. "So those two are an item?"

    I replied, "They are young and they are caught up in something much bigger than they have ever had to deal with. If they can lean on each other a bit, it will help them each to make better decisions."

    Jack nodded. "Uh huh. And who helps you make better decisions?"

    I again smiled. "Well, that would be you now wouldn't it, Mr. Carson?"

    Jack laughed, "Yeah, I thought it might be something like that."
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    As I turned back, a Talisan Lieutenant was standing in front of me. "Sir, we have achieved at least a minimum level of access into the alien ship's computer system. It activated when that fleet arrived. We have control of the systems that were not damaged. Is there any particular system you would like us to investigate first?"

    Jack Carson jumped from his chair, gesturing to one of his crewmen. "Mr. Packer, take over the nav and follow Mr. Beutcher's orders. Keep us moving towards Doomlight as fast as possible."

    Jack walked past me while looking over his shoulder. "Well, you coming? Anything we can learn from that ship is something we might be able to use against them!"

    I followed.

    As we rounded the corner into the cargo bay, the Lieutenant ordered his men away from the ship.

    Jack said, "Do we know anything about the aliens that fly it? I want to know if it's the same species that flew the ships we used to encounter. These teardrops showed up not long ago and have really turned things against us of late."

    The Lieutenant replied by bringing up a holo-display in the middle of the deck. "We have taken extensive interior measurements of the seating and controls. Our best estimate is a biped being similar in stature to our Emperor, Mr. Beutcher. An analysis of the environmental system shows an atmosphere that is breathable by each of us, with levels that favor the Emperor. The same can be said of the default gravity level, as well as the length of the controls from a standard seating position. They all favor a being similar in physiology to Mr. Beutcher."

    Jack laughed. "Great, so it looks like we are out here fighting Gruntas!"

    I stopped. "Your pun is not an impossibility, Mr. Carson. Our history tells of two Grunta species. Ours, which are gray, and another which were green. A handful of genetic differences kept us as enemies for much of our existence. The stories of the Greens were passed down from generation to generation through the War of Wars. Since the defeat of the Duke in that war, we learned that there were no records of where we had come from, so we settled on Balimus II at the beginning of the Alliance.

    "We assumed the Greens, if they had ever existed, were killed off by the Duke when we were first abducted. Had they been natives of Andromeda, we would have record of them. It's not impossible that they are the invaders attacking Andromeda from another galaxy. If so, that would possibly lead my species back to our beginnings, and the Greens would once again be our mortal enemy."

    Jack squinted one eye. "That would be an interesting outcome if that were the case. I want to say I remember in history classes that there were only three species who couldn't trace their roots from before the Duke's time. I remember now that Gruntas were one of them. I couldn't say who the others were. Wow, I would imagine your people would be excited to know if that were the case. Too bad we probably won't find our way back to the Triangulum anytime soon."

    "We'll find a way, Mr. Carson. We always do. If we have to, we will wait for the portal to open again where we came through."

    I stepped up to the open hatch and climbed into the cockpit. My Lieutenant was right. The seat fit me perfectly and the controls were positioned in a way that made them natural choices for my selection.

    The ship's computer came to life and a simulated voice asked a question that I could not understand. The question repeated every twenty seconds, making it obvious that the computer was waiting for a command.

    I looked back at Jack. "Any idea what it might be asking?"

    Jack shrugged. The computer repeated my question, followed with the same unintelligible question it had asked before. I pressed several buttons only to receive a buzzing sound that clearly indicated I was not performing the actions in a sequence that the alien computer would accept.

    I attempted another question. "Computer, can you understand me?"

    An immediate response came back in the form of my question being repeated as I had said it, followed again by the alien gibberish.

    Jack half smiled. "Until we crack that language, I think we're stuck. Do any of the symbols on-screen make sense?"

    I nodded. "Yeah. As I said before, I think this is the weapons screen. Those would be the missiles and this the laser gun. The environmental screen is likely this one with that being a light that I would assume is in the cockpit. That being cockpit air, the helmet and hose kind of give that away, and this slide indicator I would guess is temperature. This panel, I couldn't guess as to what it is. This would be nav over here, and this is comm."

    Before I could continue the ship's computer repeated my statements, again followed by the same unintelligible alien question.

    I stood and climbed out of the cockpit. "I'm getting out of there before I inadvertently fire one of those missiles. The screen is flashing red, which I would guess to be a malfunction, possibly from the damage the ship took, but it still shows four of those missiles aboard."

    Jack nodded. "That's probably a good idea. Let the engineers figure it out."

    I replied, "When Go has finished with the repairs, I'll send him down to have a crack at it. He's good with systems."

    The Lieutenant gestured towards the holo-display. "We believe we have found a weakness, although we currently have no way of exploiting it. The armor on this ship does a fair job of absorbing an ion bolt from our cannons. We believe a slightly narrower beam would increase the damage by a factor of two."

    Jack asked. "And we can't exploit this why?"

    I raised my hand. "I'll take this one Lieutenant. The blaster tips are manufactured to deliver a specific beam width. We can't modify that in the field. We would have to go back to Orwall and ask them for that modification."

    I turned back towards the door. "Let's see how the repairs are going and then do an analysis on the battle we just fought. I'd like your input on the actions our ships took and what you think we could do better."

    As the hours of repair passed, I spent the time reliving the battle we had fought while watching it on the holo-display. "Here, why were those side assaults not effective?"

    Jack replayed the scene. "See, right here, the teardrops they were targeting made an adjustment. That bolt missed, and the third bolt missed. Hold on. Let me apply a few lines to this. Computer, add a red line marking the exact path of the alien craft. Now, compress that line by half. Wow! Right there! As soon as that ion bolt left our ship, the alien ship's path turned into a spiral instead of a straight line! You can't see that at speed or over the normal time span. Since we require a direct hit for damage, they just increased their odds of survival by probably 75 percent!"

    I replied, "How do we counter that?"

    Jack thought for several seconds before frowning. "We don't. The bolt has already been fired. In the fraction of a second it takes to get there, we have no control. And we can't adjust our aim based on a predictive path because we don't know the instant they go into their spiral. Hmm."

    I looked back at the screen. "For a moment I thought we might be onto something big. Looks like it's just a well thought out maneuver on their part. I'm sure it's programmed in, as no species reacts that fast."

    I pointed to the spiral path. "Could our ships make use of that tactic? Those lasers only travel at light speed. It takes definite time for them to reach their target."

    Jack touched several points on the display before bringing up an image of the Garmon.

    After a handful of swipes, Jack sat back. "Hmm."

    I looked at Jack. "Just say what you are thinking please. I have a hard time interpreting what 'Hmm' means."

    Jack rewound the fight scene, replacing the alien ship with the Garmon and our ship with the alien vessel. "Computer, replay the scene with a laser shot coming from the alien ship at the same point our ship fired the bolt."

    The scene replayed with the laser missing its target.

    Jack nodded. "Nice suggestion, Mr. Beutcher. I think you just increased our chances of avoiding a strike. Computer, analyze the likelihood of a hit in that scene with the spiral path, and then again with a direct path. Display the results as a percentage likelihood when complete."

    Several seconds passed before a result displayed. "Congratulations, Mr. Beutcher. I think you just increased our chance of survivability by 13 percent! That's if we have someone aboard that can take the sensor data and force it into the nav system to make that maneuver happen."

    I replied, "I can have the Talisan engineers look at it. I'm certain they have programmers in their ranks. If not, Garrett has a knack for that sort of thing."

    With the repairs completed, Go returned to the bridge. "We managed to get nine ships back up to speed. Four of them are badly damaged and three have moderate damage. Six of the nine should be able to put up a decent fight when the time comes. The others know they are easy targets."

    I nodded. "Thank you for taking that on. We have the bridge covered now. Go down and see if you can help the Lieutenant with the alien ship. They've made good progress documenting it so far. See what you can add."

    An hour after Go had taken on his new assignment, he called over the comm. "Mr. Beutcher, I think you should come down here. I have something I want you to try."

    When I entered the hold, Go had the holo-display showing in the center of the room. "OK. You sat in the cockpit and it came to life. I sat there and got nothing, same with the Talisans. Maybe it's your size or weight or something, I don't know. The lieutenant told me the ship's computer was attempting to ask you a question and that it repeated everything you said to it?"

    I replied, "Yes."

    Go gestured towards the cockpit. I have a file I'm passing to your arm pad. Sit in the ship, bring up the display, and read out-loud from the images that appear. I think the ship's computer may have been attempting to translate your words. The ship might have the translation capability that we are looking for."

    Jack had followed me from the bridge. "Sounds worth a shot. Besides, we have two days before we get close to Doomlight. I think we can spare a half hour's time between our analysis of the fight and our assault planning."

    I sat and began to read the words on the images as they appeared. The images were from a well known children's story that came with images that the cockpit camera could see. If Gruntas showed embarrassment, I had no doubt I would have glowed bright red. But embarrassment did not hinder our public speaking effort, it was tact that made public speaking difficult. Gruntas said what they meant and meant what they said.

     As I began to read from a second book, the computer blurted out a word: "Fly."

    I stopped. "Did you hear that? I think it said 'Fly.'"

    Go waved his hand in frustration. "Keep going!"

    Jack laughed. "Yes! Keep going! I have to know if spot gets that bone back!"

    Two pages into the new holo-book, the computer uttered another word. "Farm."

    After two hours of reading, the computer had repeated more than a hundred words. Go was confident that we would soon be hearing two words in a single utterance. However, another hour passed with fewer new words recognized.

    I stopped at the end of a book. "It seems like we are getting diminished returns."

    Go turned back to the mid-room holo-display and soon had a list of recognized words displayed. "I have an idea. Repeat the following to the computer. 'Computer, read from the book.'"

    "Computer, read from the book."

    The statement was repeated, followed by the same alien question that had been asked a hundred times before. I shook my head.

    Go scratched his chin for several seconds. "Wait. I have another idea. This time just say 'Computer' and wait for the question response. Then repeat the second part 'read from the book' and make sure you have the first page of the book displayed."

    Jack raised his hand. "How is that going to be any different?"

    Go replied, "The word computer is not yet recognized. It may have gotten confused. Go ahead, Mr. Beutcher. Give it a try."

    I opened the new book to the first page, following up with the two statements as directed. "Computer."

    The indiscernible questioning response followed.

    I continued, "Read from the book."

    After a moment of silence the computer began to read, in a voice that mimicked my own. "It was a dark and stormy night..."

    The computer garbled many of the words as it read, but with each page of the story the more complex words began to fill in. And hour into the session, the computer stopped as it's systems ran a routine check.

    The alien computer made a statement before asking its standard question. "Systems check complete with errors. Warning, Nocur missiles remain armed. Is this operational mode valid?"

    I looked at Go before responding. "No. Disarm missiles."

    The four missiles being displayed as yellow on the weapons screen switched to blue.

    I nodded. "Computer, how many words do you recognize in this language?"

    The computer replied, "Two thousand five hundred eighty-six."

    Go waved excitedly. "Your arm pad has a dictionary. Ask the computer if it has an interface. See if it can connect to your arm pad and upload the dictionary."

    I asked, "Computer, can you sense the connection frequencies of the device on my arm?"

    The computer replied, "I can."

    I asked, "Can you request a connection to that device?"

    The computer replied, "I can."

    I waited several seconds for an indication of the connection. None came.

    Go squirmed in anticipation. "Don't ask it if it can connect. Tell it to connect!"

    Jack laughed.

    "Computer, connect to the device on my arm," I said.

    A warble could be heard as the alien computer requested access to my arm pad. With the press of several holo-buttons, access was granted.

    "Computer, access the Alliance Standard dictionary on my arm device and read its contents."

    A chime could be heard as the computer replied, "Task complete."

    Go jumped up and down in place. "Ask ... no, tell it to analyze the dictionary and apply the findings to its list of recognized words. Oh, and before it starts, ask it for an estimate of time to complete."

    "Computer, give a time to complete an analysis of the dictionary contents for the purpose of speech recognition, and then begin that analysis."

    Several seconds of silence passed before a response was given. "Additional data required. Should the analysis include recognition of word combinations?"

    I replied, "Yes!"

    Several additional seconds passed before the computer replied: "Analysis results should be ready in approximately twenty-seven minutes, twelve seconds."

    Jack slapped his hands together. "Sounds like the perfect time for a chow break!"

    Go was giddy with excitement. "I'm hungry, but I don't know if I could eat anything."

    Jack laughed. "So you're just going to sit here and stare at the cockpit?"

    Go replied, "I could."

    I stepped out of the cockpit, placing my hand around the back of Go's neck. "Come with us. And thanks for the help. I don't think I would have come up with such a simple and elegant solution."

    Go shook his head as we walked. "That computer is doing exactly what I've wanted every computer I've ever had to use: recognize what I'm saying and learn from it so it will know better what I want next time. That behavior is exactly what's been outlawed in the Alliance, all the way back to the founding of AMP!"

    Jack brushed his hand through his hair as we walked. A smart computer comes with a double edged blade. If swung away from you, that blade cuts whatever you were aiming for. When swung back at you, it cuts you. I don't know that I want some artificial box running around that can think and react faster than I can. What happens when it decides you are a burden and not a master?"

    I nodded. "That's been the dilemma ever since the android Duke took control of these galaxies. In some ways it has held back our progress as sentient beings, but in others it has allowed all the species in the five galaxies to live in relative peace for two thousand years. The problems we faced in daily life were simple and relatively easy to overcome. It was up to the individual as to how hard they wanted to work and how much they wanted to achieve.

    "I don't think the problem is as much a problem of what computers can learn as it is what we allow them to learn. There will always be those among us who want to make use of that power without regard for others' rights. In an ideal world, a thinking machine could bring wondrous new advances that could benefit us all.

    "Or, as Jack alludes to, it could wipe us all out. If the species we are fighting out here have learning machines at their disposal, it might make our need to win that much more important. Otherwise, we could be facing an army of androids on the battlefront. Androids who get smarter, faster and more deadly with each new generation."

    Jack smirked. "When we get done with eating, I say we go back and kill that thing!"

    Go protested. "No! You can't do that! We have too much to learn from it!"

    Jack laughed as he slapped Go on the back. "Relax! I'm just pulling your chain, kid. I want to know what that thing knows and what it's capable of just as much as you do. Let's just grab some chow and cool off for a few."

    Go shook his head. "Sorry, Mr. Carson, I can get a little excited at times. I mean, just a year ago I was dying to be a grease monkey in a crappy, backwards sector station where I would be lucky if I lived for more than a year. Now I'm in another galaxy, fighting alien invaders and researching alien technology. What more could a kid ask for?"
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    With our bellies full after lunch, we headed back to the alien ship. Only seconds after our arrival a chime could be heard that we assumed signified task completion.

    I sat in the cockpit. "Computer, does this ship have a name."

    The computer replied, "This ship is named the Anterra, assigned to the Dashek battlegroup under the care of Major Kudd Tekmus, now deceased."

    I asked. "How do you know that the Major is deceased?"

    The computer replied, "Upon seeing that his weapons and propulsion systems were damaged beyond repair, the Major ejected from the cockpit and was vaporized by enemy fire. I must ask, Sir. Should the autobot begin repairing the ship's systems?"

    I shrugged as I looked at the others. "Sure. Yes. Oh, wait. Upon completion of said repairs, I would like each of those systems to be removed from computer access. Both weapons and propulsion should only allow manual control when repairs are finished. Is that a valid command?"

    The computer replied, "Yes, Sir. Weapons and propulsion systems will only allow control by manual access. Estimated repair time is four to six hours. Should I begin?"

    I nodded. "Have at it."

    A square panel, half a meter on each side, opened just behind the cockpit on the fuselage. A six-legged spider-like robot, the autobot, emerged. Four surface panels surrounding the damage on the aft of the vessel opened with a whirring sound. The autobot's gravitized feet tapped as it scampered over the metallic fuselage to the open panels. Go watched in wonder as the small machine, using tools attached to its appendages, began to dismantle systems in the damaged area.

    Five minutes into the repair effort, the computer spoke. "Sir, the autobot is in need of the following items. Are they available?"

    I looked at the list, shaking my head. "No."

    The computer continued. "Very well. Is the following list of raw materials available?"

    I looked at Go for an answer. "Uh, yes, yes, yes, and, I'm not sure. Can it further clarify resource number four!"

    I turned back towards the main cockpit camera. "Computer, can you understand and obey the commands of my engineering officer?"

    The computer replied, "I can."

    Several seconds of silence passed before the computer continued: "Would you like me to follow the commands of your engineer as recognized by your previous conversation?"

    I replied, "I would."

    The computer raised its volume slightly. "Hello?"

    Go stepped closer. "Hello. My name is Go. I'm the engineer. Could you explain further what item four on the resource list is?"

    The computer replied, "I am sensing a communication device on your arm. Would you like me to connect to that device with the list, and a further explanation of item number four?"

    Go nodded. "Yes!"

    After a connection request appeared on his arm pad, the list was transferred.

    Go laughed. "Oh, OK. You need an epoxy resin."

    The computer replied, "Correct. Thank you for the clarification, Go."

    Go turned with a smile to face Jack Carson. "And it's polite too."

    Jack shook his head. "I'm sure that's what you'll be saying when that little spider is ripping your face off when it decides you are no longer of use."

    Go shrugged. "I'll take my chances."

    The computer responded. "Thank you for your confidence, Go."

    Jack threw up his hands. "That's it for me. I'm heading back to the bridge."

    I turned to the Talisan Lieutenant. "Get Go what he needs to repair the ship. And keep an eye on him. I don't want him to get  carried away with whatever the computer asks for. It is an enemy machine."

    The Lieutenant nodded.

    The computer raised its volume as I walked away. "Excuse me, Sir. I didn't get your name?"

    I replied as I continued towards the doorway with Jack Carson. "You can call me Emperor!"

    Once back on the bridge, I sat down in the captain's chair.

    Jack gave me an inquisitive look. "You just keeping it warm for me?"

    I looked around for a moment. "Oh, sorry. Old habit I guess."

    Jack sat as I moved to another chair. "What's bothering you?"

    I set my chin on my fist. "That alien computer, why did it only talk to me initially?"

    Jack replied, "Maybe you resemble the previous pilot. It might be something as simple as a similar voice or the same weight sitting in that cockpit chair. You could always go back down there and ask it."

    I nodded. "I'm not sure I want to know the answer. If that is indeed the Greens who have come to this galaxy in an invasion, we may all be in trouble. Have you seen any of the aliens we have been fighting?"

    "I have," Jack said.

    I switched hands under my chin. "What did they look like?"

    Jack sat back, looking up at the ceiling of the room. "All were bipeds. Most were about the size of the Igari. I only remember seeing an image of one that was my size. The ground troops we have been fighting on the surface of Doomlight are Igari in size. Why do you ask?"

    I sighed, "If that was a Green piloting that ship, and if they are in this galaxy, we will have a difficult time defeating them. When my species was taken away by the Duke, we had been fighting the Greens for nearly a thousand years. They fought with a ferocity very near our own. They had superior numbers, and an aggressive nature. Our scholars believe they would have eventually defeated us."

    Jack laughed. "Ferocity? The Gruntas I've known through the years were always very laid back, even more so than you. I always thought it funny because you have such an intimidating appearance."

    I replied as I stared forward. "Gruntas were one of the final species in the War of Wars. We were not there by mistake. If the Greens are out here … as I said, this war will become difficult."

    Jack shook his head. "This war is already difficult. I would bet we've sent a fifty million people through here for this fight already. And for what, four planets? Not even four, we don't have Doomlight yet."

    "How do we know that there aren't another dozen fights going on at other systems in this galaxy?" I said.

    Jack half laughed. "No, unless the other families are sending people. That guess at fifty million people was based on the number of transports I have ferried down to the planets over the five years I have been out here. Unless you tell me they are conscripting colonists like mad back there, this is the only fight going on."

    I leaned back and crossed my arms. "What I don't understand is where are the other colonists in this galaxy? Why are they not in this fight? Four planets is hardly 20 percent of the galaxy the Organization claimed was being overrun."

    Jack pulled up an image on the holo-display. "You see that? That's a distant image of Andromeda. It's the largest of the six galaxies. I think last I knew there were nearly four thousand colonies there. None of the planets we have been fighting on have had portal gates on them as far as I could tell. Maybe we're just in a remote section. Who knows, maybe the people are sick of the ruling families and are content with letting someone else come in and run things. We are on the bottom end of the need to know list, which places us at the front lines of the fight. I try not to ask too many questions, as the answers I would get might not be ones that would help keep me alive."

    "I'm a planner, Jack." I said. "I do best when I have a full set of data readily available for use in my plans. There are a lot of unanswered questions about this whole situation. I want answers."

    Jack referenced the holo-display as he brought up an image of Doomlight from his arm pad. "You'll get some of those answers as soon as we get there. I just hope those ships we fought were from the planet, which would mean we will have fewer to fight when we arrive."

    Jack flipped the holo-display to a listing of our destroyers, fighters, and transports. "This what we have to work with. Hang on. Let me add Garrett's ship on there."

    A second image was added to the display. "This is where we typically meet up with the enemy fleet. Fighting generally goes on for five to ten minutes before the enemy breaks away."

    I replied, "Is there any way we can draw them out? Maybe some sort of diversion that allows the transports to slip past?"

    Jack shook his head. "We tried that several times. They just sit there, waiting for us to come in."

    I looked over the image before me. "How about this: we park our destroyers just out of range while the transports come in from the opposite side of the planet. Would they wait on the destroyers? Would we be able to get the transports in unnoticed?"

    Jack again shook his head. "No. They have listening posts around this whole place. They will see us. Our only path is the straight-in path."

    I zoomed in on the fictitious alien fleet on the image. "Can we attack using only our destroyers?"

    Jack nodded. "We can. But only if we have superior numbers. We'd need something on the order of two-to-one to be successful. We typically take a big hit with those missiles. Other than that it would be a fair fight."

    I stood.

    Jack asked, "Where are you going?"

    I replied, "I'm going back down to that ship to ask it a few questions. I bet those missiles have smarts built into them that prevent damage from friendly fire. If we can figure out what that is, maybe we can make those missiles useless."

    Jack stood with a smile. "Oh, I have to say I like that idea."

    Go had been busy asking the ship questions. "I believe I have a good understanding of about 30 percent of the systems on this vessel. I asked the computer to change all the displays to English, and I have to say, the systems are set up in a very simple and straightforward manner. We might want to adopt some of the designs they have."

    I stood beside the cockpit. "Anterra, what can you tell me about friendly fire?"

    The computer replied, "Friendly fire is defined as taking damage from weapons which originated from your own fleet."

    I nodded. "And tell me how you prevent friendly fire."

    The computer responded. "By not firing upon your own craft of course."

    I shook my head. "How do you prevent your missiles from striking one of your own craft?"

    Anterra replied, "There are redundant safeguards built into the systems to prevent this. For missiles, first is target recognition by the firing computer. Ships recognized as friendly cannot be targeted. Second, sensors built into the missiles' seeker head. There again lies a target recognition algorithm, along with an encoded signal emission. A recognized target would not be sought, and a target emitting the proper identity codes would be rejected."

    I looked back at Jack with a smile. "I think we might have it! Anterra, how do I access the identity code?"

    The computer replied, "The emitter code cannot be accessed. The code is recognized by a special circuit installed during manufacturing that cannot be removed."

    I asked, "Is there any way to control this code?"

    Anterra replied, "The only way to control the identity code is to turn it on or off."

    I turned to Go. "See if you can find where that identity code is coming from. Maybe we can somehow reproduce it."

    Go nodded as the computer replied, "The identity transmitter is located just in front of the cockpit in the forward environmental systems section. Would you like access to the circuit?"

    I smiled. "Yes, I would!"

    With the access panel open, the autobot was redirected from its repair tasks to remove the identifier circuit. Go immediately got to work in an attempt to see if the circuit could be replicated. I continued to question the ship about its systems and defenses.

    An hour into his efforts, Go said, "I can reproduce everything but this one helix crystal. It's used as a timer of sorts, and without it we can't replicate the signal."

    Jack pointed at the autobot. "Maybe that thing can reproduce it from raw materials. Why don't we ask it."

    I turned back towards the ship. "Anterra, can the autobot reproduce the helix crystal for the identifier transmission circuit?"

    Anterra responded. "Crystal growth requires a temperature and pressure chamber. Growth will require a constant 1,576 degree temperature and 1,100 atmospheres of pressure in a 32 percent argon, 28 percent hydrogen, 26 percent nitrogen, 14 percent oxygen rich chamber. In addition, a series of elements, in vapor form, are disbursed into the chamber at specific times. I am sending a list of elements and their disbursement times to your arm device. A seed of one gram or more of sodium silicate is required to stimulate the initial formation. Crystal growth will take approximately eight hours."

    Go asked, "Can multiple crystals be grown at the same time? Say, one hundred crystals?"

    Anterra replied, "Yes. The argon level will require a boost to 33 percent. This can be done with a reduction in nitrogen."

    I looked at Go. "Tell me we have a chamber."

    Go smiled. "We do. Give me ten hours and I'll see if we can have a hundred of these identity emitters built. Anterra, can you generate identity codes that would be recognized as friendly?"

    The computer replied, "I can. However, generated codes will not be recognized by the ship's identification system. Recognized codes have to be pre-loaded and registered before recognition is possible."

    Jack leaned in. "Do you have a list of already recognized codes?"

    The computer was silent.

    Jack huffed. "Anterra, do you have a list of already recognized codes?"

    The computer replied, "I do."

    Jack waved his hand in frustration. "Well, can those codes be set into the circuits Go is going to construct? And would they be recognized as valid?"

    Anterra responded. "The identity code system will accept the initial code, after which it will attempt to confirm that code with a visual recognition of the transmitting vessel. If the two forms of recognition do not match, the code is rejected."

    With the crystal growth underway, Jack followed me to a conference room where Joni and Garrett were waiting. "Knog, we've determined that our focus should be on what happens on the surface. There's not much we can do to help get us there, so we're looking at what we can do once there. We are working on what we do when the transports land."

    Jack leaned forward on the table. "Have you worked out how you are going to get past the air defenses? We may have something that will help."

    Joni shook her head. "We're focusing purely on the ground game. We're relying on you ship-jockeys to get us there. Last we talked, we would have the fighters go with us to try to take out the ground guns. Has that changed?"

    I replied, "No. But we are working on something that we hope will help. We're attempting to replicate the codes they use for friendly fire identification. We're hoping it gives us a window of defense against the missiles. If it works, we might be able to put you on the surface without having taken a shot. Tell us what you have so far for your assault."

    Joni passed a map image to the holo-display above the table. "We think this is the best place to unload. It's only half a kilometer from there to the building that supposedly hosts the enemy generals. There are guard posts, here, here, here, and here. We should have nearly a million boots on the ground in fifteen minutes. Those guard posts have maybe a dozen guards in each of them. Ours will be quite the overwhelming force. We should be able to stroll right into that command building and call for a surrender."

    I nodded. "And if they don't surrender?"

    Joni sat back. "Well, if they are fighting us, of course we will fight back. If they don't fight, we just take them captive. Once that has happened, we'll move up to their landing area and do the same. Surrender, fight and die, or be captured. After that it is on to the front where the bulk of their troops will be. Same scenario, only we will then have the ground troops that are already there joining us. They won't have anywhere to run."

    I brought up a map showing the supposed positions of our troops on the front. "And what if our generals decide you are breaking the rules and they don't send in the ground troops that are already there?"

    Joni raised her hands. "Why would they do that? This will end the war."

    Jack joined in. "They will do that because this is their game. You are interfering. Heck, it's not out of the question that they join the enemy to fight off the new rule-breaking attackers! All you have to do is look at what's been going on here for the last three years and you'll see that it's not that much of a stretch. Do we have an estimate of the force strength at the front? I think not. It could be a million on each side, or two million, we don't know. We need to be prepared to handle all possibilities."

    Joni sighed. "Look, we can only plan around and fight with what we have and what we know. If one of those scenarios develops, we'll adapt. What else can we do?"

    Go entered the room. "The crystal growth is underway. I placed about five hundred seeds in the chamber. We won't know for a bit how many will take and start to grow. That temperature and pressure is just above the safety limit specs for the chamber. I'm hoping it holds."

    Jack said, "And what if it doesn't?"

    Go offered a solemn response. "If that chamber goes, we lose most of the lab deck. Would the damage spread beyond that? Couldn't say. That chamber is like a bomb right now."

    Our discussions continued for another hour. The chamber held as the crystals began to grow. Joni and Garrett returned to the transport as I walked back to the alien ship with Jack and Go.

    Jack said, "I have to say, having a team of people here and having things to keep me busy is making this trip much better than any I've had yet. We usually have days of anxiety just ahead of a transport run, because there is nothing to plan for. We just charge in and live or die."

    I replied, "That should have told you that something was wrong with the whole process."

    Jack laughed. "Oh, I knew the whole process was whacked. I just didn't have any alternatives. You do as you are ordered out here or they do away with you."

    I smiled. "Well, maybe it's time we changed that!"
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    Of the nearly five hundred seeds placed in the chamber by Go, one hundred twenty-eight grew crystals of the desired size, shape and makeup. The crystals were added to the circuits and attached to transmitters. Each ship in the fleet would have two transmitters. If a transmitter failed to dissuade enemy fire, the second transmitter would be enabled. If that failed, it was business as usual.

    Jack's nav officer gave status. "We are five minutes from weapons range. We should have an indication of the first wave of missiles being launched in just over four minutes. I have indicators from every ship that they are ready for activation, Sir."

    Jack nodded. "Thank you, Mr. Capp. Start the algorithm running for the transmitters."

    Jack turned to look at me. "This either works or we get spanked. They have three more ships than we have destroyers. Getting past those missiles will be critical for our survival."

    I replied, "Let's just hope we tuned that algorithm to enable the transmitters at the right time. That half-second window we are relying on is not very wide."

    Go stood with his fists firmly planted into his sides. "It will work, but I'll bet it only works on this raid. They won't let it happen again."

    I half smiled. "We only need it to work this time."

    Several minutes passed before Jefferson Capp spoke again. "We have missile launch detection. We'll know in about fifteen seconds whether or not this works."

    The countdown was undeniably tense. I looked around the room at the brave faces surrounding me. Against the missiles we were outgunned, but we hoped our ingenuity would turn the enemy advantage into a weakness.

    In the instant before the wave of missiles struck, the majority turned away from our ships. Five of the crystal transmitters, two on destroyers and three on transports, failed.

    I yelled a command over the comm. "Switch to your alternate transmitters for this second wave!"

    Again the Heap led the other ships into the fight. After destroying six missiles on her own, a seventh tore through the cockpit and exited through the cargo hold. The destruction inside the ship was both immense and complete. The Heap, who had served us so well, and her crew, were no more.

    Seven of the ships failed to change to the alternate identity code. All seven took direct hits. Shortly after, we were heavily engaged with the twenty-six enemy teardrop shaped ships.

    Jack yelled. "Turn into those two heading for the transports! Fire when in range!"

    The scene on the bridge was chaotic. I felt helpless as I stood and watched the battle being fought by our brave captains and crewmen. Garrett in the Jess, along with two fighters, protected the command transport that carried Joni and several of the senior Adican staff. The others had been disbursed across other ships in the hope that at least some would survive.

    Our Talisan crews, and the deadly ion cannons our ships carried, were punishing the teardrop attackers. Of the twenty-six attacking ships, a dozen were destroyed in the first two minutes of battle. The holo-display was full of beams and bolts. Ships, highlighted as friend or foe on the display, flashed across the three dimensional view that surrounded the lone green blip, signifying the Garmon.

    Three minutes into the fight, the teardrops broke from battle and returned to their place in orbit.

    Jack pounded his fist. "Yes! Looks like we are bringing in thirty transports! I haven't seen those numbers in a while, especially given the fact that we were ambushed first! Mr. Capp, take us to the designated ground targets! I want those taken out before the transports are in range!"

    The Garmon dropped in just above the city skyline as repeated ion blasts hammered enemy positions on the ground. It was evident from the lack of response that the ground forces were not prepared for an assault. I ordered the Garmon to set down next to Joni's transport. I was going in with her. With only a slight resistance having been met, the remaining transports and their Adican troops were redirected to the main landing area.

    Jack spoke as we hit the ground. "Keep your head down out there, Mr. Beutcher! We're gonna need you back when this is done!"

    I nodded as I left the bridge. "I'll do my best, Jack. You just keep this ship flying in case their command decides to involve their other ships."

    As I stepped out onto the ground of Doomlight I felt the pull of the slightly heavy gravity. I was angry with myself for not having asked what to expect ahead of time so that I might become better acclimated. It was negligent on my part, an omission that had the real possibility of getting people killed.

    "Joni? Garrett? Where are you?" I asked into an open channel on my comm.

    Garrett replied, "I'm in the Jess, hovering above the city with a continuous deep scan running. If those ships come our way, I'll give you notice. Be prepared for a pick-up in front of that command post if that should happen.

    Joni replied, "Check your locator, I should show on there. I am in front of the transport, moving towards the building designated as E55."

    I nodded. "I see you! Keep moving, I'll catch up!"

    My slow trot turned into an all out sprint. Hundreds of Adicans gawked as the two meter tall Grunta blew past their position in a full run, a pace that would make most Humans look like they were stuck in a thick syrup. The Adicans, with their shorter stature, fell quickly behind. I slowed as I caught up to the others.

    Joni jogged. "I'm taking the brigade following me straight into D41. That's the command headquarters building."

    Joni stopped suddenly, taking aim at a civilian who had just come out of a side building. After a moment's hesitation, the civilian returned through the door from which he had come.

    Joni caught up. "I wish they wouldn't do that. I don't think anyone will be expecting us. With that cloudy sky up there, maybe they think those gun emplacements being taken out were thunder or something."

    When we reached D41, the guards came out with their hands raised. We surmised they were part of the local population and probably didn't care to be caught up in the fight. We entered the building with two guards fast asleep at their posts. The Adican soldiers swept through the building like angry ants whose dirt pile had been kicked over. By the time we reached the fifth floor offices, not a single shot had been fired. I followed Joni into a large room where a lunchtime feast was underway. The commanders of the alien army were caught stuffing their faces with a smorgasbord of food. Our alien enemies were not native to Doomlight.

    The enemy commanders, a species known as the Moddle, were rounded up and forced into a corner of the great room they had been feeding in.

    Joni yelled as she aimed her blaster. "Who's in charge here?"

    The room was silent.

    I stepped forward. "I don't think they know what you are saying."

    Joni scowled. "Well, common sense should tell them how they are supposed to surrender!"

    I held up my hand. "Have patience. I would suggest we send the other troops back to the transports and take the landing field. We can handle the command with the brigade you have here."

    Joni opened a comm on her arm pad. "Martum! We have everything secure here! Start phase two!"

    Martum Bargo replied, "Commencing phase two!"

    Through the massive glass windows of the dining hall, a half kilometer away, I could see the first of the reserve transports loaded with Adicans lifting off.

    I opened a comm to the Garmon. "Go? Are you near the Anterra?"

    Go replied, "I'm standing beside it. Why?"

    Can you open a comm device so I can communicate with the ship directly?"

    Go nodded, "I can. What are you wanting?"

    I looked over at our captives. "We need to communicate with these people and that ship may be our only method of doing so right now."

    Joni waved her blaster at them. "They have to have translators. How else would they be maintaining the circus with our command that they have been running here?"

    I replied, "I'm sure they do, but we don't have access to our command post at this moment. Go, do we have comm?"

    A warble came over my arm pad. It was a connection request from the Anterra. "I'm sorry, Emperor. I couldn't help but overhear your conversation. I do have translation abilities that I can assist with."

    I gestured towards the commanders. "Tell them, in your native language, that we are demanding their surrender."

    The computer could be heard voicing the demand in an alien tongue over my comm. The alien commanders stood with blank stares.

    I frowned. "I don't think they understood."

    The Anterra offered a reason. "That is because they do not understand my native language. The Moddle language is very much different than my own."

    I looked at my comm with an angered stare. "Do you speak Moddle?"

    The Anterra replied, "I do."

    With an increasingly angered voice, I continued: "Would you ... no ... just tell them we demand their surrender, in Moddle."

    The Anterra blurted out another string of unintelligible sounds. Seconds later, the commanders of the Moddle army on Doomlight dropped to one knee with their heads bowed.

    Joni shook her head. "OK, I'll take that as a surrender."

    Word came back from the first transports to arrive at the enemy landing area. "This is Bargo. There was no resistance at the landing fields. They are secure."

    I spoke into my comm. "Anterra, tell the Moddle to have their army lay down their weapons and for them to start moving towards the landing fields."

    The Anterra repeated my commands in the Moddle language. The Moddle wearing what appeared to be a heavily decorated uniform stood and began to laugh.

    I asked the Anterra. "Why would he think that order is so funny?"

    The computer voice hesitated for several seconds. "Emperor, I hope you do not mind. In an attempt to answer your question, I conducted a brief survey of the sensor data on your arm pad. I apologize for this intrusion, but I believe I have uncovered the reason for the Moddle commander's reaction. There are no armies at the front. A scan by one of your ships identified no individuals as being in that location."

    Joni grabbed my arm. "Ask it about our troops on the other side of the front."

    I nodded. "If the scan data covered the other side of the designated front, how many individuals were found to be located there?"

    The Anterra replied, "None. Scans indicate zero at the landing area and zero at the alternate command post. The only army that is showing on the scan is the mass of Grumars who are fast approaching this building."

    I leaned my head back. "Anterra, ask the Moddle where their armies are."

    The Anterra asked the question and translated the answer. "According to the Moddle, there are no armies. The planet has two dominant populations that control it, under terms of an agreement reached years ago by both populations, after the invaders had been overrun. Future battles would be fought in massive arenas for the population to enjoy and wager upon. Both invading commands were allowed to live if they in turn provided new fighters for the arenas."

    The Anterra continued as we stood with our jaws dropped. "Emperor, I can provide you with a translation algorithm for your arm device that will translate and rebroadcast your commands in any of the forty-six languages that I understand. It can also translate their words into your native language, allowing you to have direct conversations with the captives who stand before you. Is that a desirable situation?"

    I rolled my eyes. "Yes, please download the algorithm to my arm pad."

    A ding could be heard as Anterra spoke. "Thank you for the polite response, Emperor. The algorithm has been installed and is ready for use."

    Joni shook her head. "I don't know if I like how easy that was."

    I replied, "Let's see if it works."

    I looked directly at the being who appeared to be in command. "Are you the Moddle in charge?"

    The commander replied, "I am. General Dovit Kussa of the Moddle Empire. With whom am I speaking?"

    I glanced at a scowling Joni Salton before answering. "I am Knog Beutcher, Emperor of the Talisans. Why did you laugh when we asked where your armies were?"

    The General gestured towards the food tables. "Come, let us eat while we discuss your new life here on Doomlight."

    I shook my head angrily. "I have no interest in your food. Explain to me what's going on here!"

    The General laughed. "There is no need for hostilities between us, Emperor Beutcher. We are all trapped here, playing to the will of the local population, who are members of a very large empire in this region of the galaxy. It seems your aggressions, as well as our own, brought us both into a fight we cannot win. You and I are left to watch the carnage of our armies as they fight to the death in this planet's arenas. We are not in control, nor can we converse with our empires in an attempt to tell them to stop sending in more troops.

    "Our voices, as well as every identifiable biometric, have been recorded and are being used to send back false combat reports, and to order more troops into battle. The ships you brought down to this planet, have them do a scan of the space surrounding this planet. I believe you will find thousands of those teardrop shaped ships in orbit by now. Your bold move to assault this building will be looked upon with glee. They have not had any such assaults since the first ones of two to three years ago."

    The General walked to the food table and picked up the cooked leg of a dead animal, taking a generous bite from it. "You and I are prisoners here, Emperor. We will be prisoners until our empires decide they aren't sending any more troops. At that time, or perhaps before, I expect to be thrown into one of those arenas."

    Joni lowered her blaster. "Who are these locals? What empire do they belong to? Who are we fighting?"

    Dovit Kussa laughed. "You aren't fighting anyone. You are property of the Grumars. You just don't realize it yet."

    I opened a comm channel to Jack. "Where are you?"

    Jack replied: "The transports weren't seeing any resistance, so I returned to orbit. We're keeping an eye on those teardrop ships."

    I took a deep breath. "Do a deep scan of the surrounding space. If you see anything at all, I want you to break orbit and get as far away from this planet as you can. It may be that we walked, or fought our way into a trap. Scan now and tell me what you see."

    Jack replied, "Coming up now … and ... crap! There are thousands of those teardrops heading this way! And the streets leading to your location are flooded with soldiers!"

    I split the comm channel between Garrett and Jack. "Get out now! Don't come back until you have a fleet that can take out several thousand of those teardrops! If you have to wait for a portal back to the Triangulum to open, then do that! Give the Anterra to Harden Salton and tell him that his niece is being held captive here. And tell him to not bother coming through that portal unless he can muster a fleet of ten thousand  ships or more!"

    Jack nodded as he yelled to his nav officer. "Capp! Get us out of here pronto! Head away from those incomings with everything we've got!"

    Garrett replied, "You and Joni get out to that field in front of the building! I'll be there in under a minute!"

    I glanced out the window at the hordes of  Doomlight fighters converging on our location. "Don't bother, Garrett. You get the Jess to safety. We'll need a rescue if the situation changes. We wouldn't make it out the doors of this place as it stands right now."

    I looked into the comm camera. "Mr. Carson, I wish I could say different, but I believe your family is long dead. There are no armies on this planet except for the natives that reside here. We've been sending our people here for their entertainment. Don't come back until you know you can do so with adequate force. I'm sending what data I have to you now."

    Jack shook his head as he looked into the comm. "We have a couple of those phony transponder codes left. If they fall for it we might just be able to slip out of here. I'll do everything in my power to get back as soon as I---"

    The comm channel went silent with static.

    The General took another bite from his animal leg as he sat in a chair. "Roasted Aldair, Emperor? It's very good. Don't bother with your comm anymore. They have it jammed. Speaking of jam, the brattaberry jam is delicious!"

    As I looked out the windows of the command building, the streets surrounding D41 filled with local Doomlight troops. Joni looked on in dismay.

    I turned to Joni. "Give the command for the Adicans with us to not fire. We wouldn't last ten minutes against that horde.

    The General leaned back with a solemn look. "I'm sorry about your people. If you want to look at the bright side, they will probably allow the people in this room, which includes you, to stay. The remainder of the building will be cleared out and those individuals sent off to the arenas. I hope your friends are good fighters. Ours are decently trained but not very bright. The lower classes have always migrated towards military duty on our worlds."

    Joni sat at the table. "Our people are conscripts."

    The General laughed and then stopped himself. "Oh, you were serious? I'm sorry about that. What society sends their regular citizens off to war?"

    Joni replied, "One that doesn't have a full military."

    I winced and placed my hand on her shoulder. "Perhaps it's better that you not give any more information."

    Joni shook her head. "Sorry. Although, I don't think it really matters. We'll probably be dead by tomorrow."

    The General cut in. "You are the leadership of your people here? Yes?"

    Joni nodded.

    The General smiled. "They will leave you alone. I don't know if they derive pleasure from watching your reactions or if they keep us as bargaining chips for later on, but I'm certain they have their reasons."

    Joni crossed her arms. "How can you sit there and feast while your people are being slaughtered? That doesn't bother you at all?"

    The General stood, walked around the table and leaned close to Joni. "Oleve, Relve! Can we have some music?"

    The two Moddle officers pulled two others to their sides and began to sing loudly.

    Joni turned to the General and scowled. "What is wrong with you?"

    The General leaned in. "What is your name?"

    Joni continued her angry stare. "Joni."

    The General reached out, pulling my arm translator in close. "You both must realize that they are watching and listening to us right now. You mustn't say anything further that can be used against your people. My being joyous and seeming to not care is all an act."

    The General smiled and laughed as he gently slapped Joni on the back. "Inside I am seething with hatred for what it is they are doing. Just once I would like to be in a room with their commanders while holding one of those dull knives they provide us with. They would each die a death of extreme pain. I won't give them the satisfaction of seeing me in anguish over my people!"

    The General again leaned back and laughed. "Eat up! They really do treat us like kings!"

    I picked up a roasted leg of Aldair, taking a bite. "Hmm. You are correct. This is delicious!"

    Joni looked on in shock.

    I leaned in close to Joni. "I believe it is in our best interest to act as the General has suggested. Have something to eat. If you show that you care, they may use that to see if they can break you by making you watch atrocities they conduct against the Adicans. As the General says, don't give them the satisfaction of seeing you in despair."

    Joni offered a half frown. "If they want a test of wills, that's something I can deliver. I just don't know if I can sit idly by while I know they are killing the Adicans."

    The General joined his Moddle comrades in song, and I said, "I know it may be difficult, but you must realize that the Adicans are lost. We cannot effect a change that will spare them. Giving our lives here and now will not bring them to safety. However, there are billions in the Triangulum, and trillions in the New Alliance that we could possibly save. How we do that I can't say, but staying alive is the first step. Those trillions by the way, include both your family and mine. Think of our behavior here as a step towards saving them."

    The Moddle continued their song for several more verses before sitting around the table to feast. I could soon see that their smiles, their joy, was forced. I wondered if we would be able to do the same in the name of our own people. I wondered if Jack, Go, and Garrett, had managed to slip away.
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    Joni looked out the window in dismay as the Adican soldiers walked out of building D41. As instructed, they had been told to offer no resistance.

    Joni turned. "I can't believe this is happening. They are as good as dead now. Why did I let you talk me into giving them up?"

    I replied, "If you had chosen to fight, half would already be dead. The other half would be dead a few minutes from now. Those dead would likely include us. As it is, we live to fight another day. I too have given up my Talisan fighters, although they will be fighting in space against those teardrop ships with orders to flee if they can, or else to self-destruct our ships so our enemies do not capture our technologies. I realize the Grumars have no doubt already captured ships from the Alliance, I just don't want them to have our Talisan ships as well.

    "Any captured Talisans, and the Adicans, will no doubt face the General's people in some future arena battle. At least we have from now until then to try to save them. Certain death would not have been a wise choice."

    Joni sat at the table. "I Know, but that doesn't make it any easier."

    Dovit leaned in on the table. "It won't be any easier tomorrow or the day after if you allow the Grumars to conquer your thoughts. I have had to sit idly by as untold millions of my people have been forced to fight and die, even after being victorious. I've been told the side that wins a battle is given a day or a week or a month to celebrate, depending on how entertained or bloodthirsty the population is. They tend to be more lenient around harvest time, and intolerant during the hotter months."

    Joni replied, "What happens after the celebration?"

    Dovit sat back with an slightly disgruntled look. "The victors are divided into two groups that are forced to fight one another. Again, the victors are rewarded for a short time before another division is set. The battles will run until the last fighter is standing."

    Joni continued, "And the last fighter? What do they do to him or her?"

    Dovit sighed. "They are taken on a journey to many of the different cities where the population gets to meet with them. They are treated as kings up until the next arena games begin. At that time they are forced to watch the outcome of the initial games, then they are then vaporized and the bloodthirsty crowds breathe in their remains."

    Joni frowned, "That's barbaric. So, the bigger question is, how do we get out of here?"

    Dovit offered a long slow blink before turning to his men. "Gentlemen, perhaps we could cheer things up with more entertainment?"

    The Moddle officers once again broke into song.

    Dovit leaned in close to Joni. "Please, I deplore you. Do not outwardly speak of escape or assault. As I said before, our captors are always looking for signs of a fight. If you should offer them one, they will oblige. This building once housed both Human and Moddle captives. Your stubborn Human counterparts would not listen to reason. They have long since vanished into the arena. I understand that you are an emotional species, but you must learn to control those emotions if you want to live."

    Joni replied, "So, what are we supposed to do? Sit here all day and eat?"

    Dovit smiled. "You make plans in your head. You discuss those plans only when you have cover for your actions. As an example, each of us has mapped out and memorized the exact number of steps and turns it takes to reach any point in this building. We can each navigate to wherever we need in complete darkness. Is that useful? We don't know. But if at some future point we find use for it, we will be prepared. I can make a similar statement about the streets and alleyways that surround this building, but only to the degree to which we can see from these windows."

    I nudged into the conversation. "I have a recording of our approach from where we landed, including time stamps. If that would be of use, we can review it."

    Dovit nodded. "We should do that as soon as possible. They will be removing your devices once they get settled. If you have anything on them that you wish to memorize, now would be a good time."

    I leaned in closer. "We could learn to interpret their language. This application I'm using will translate for us."

    Dovit set down a half eaten vegetable. "When the guards come into the room, we watch their every move and listen to their conversations. We believe we know the meaning of about a half dozen words, but it has taken us nearly two years to learn such. If your translator will work on their language as well as it does for ours, we should make immediate use of it. And by immediate, I mean now."

    I replied, "Do you know the location of their cameras?"

    Dovit nodded. "The obvious dome on the ceiling in each corner of every room. We have identified two dead spots in the building that we believe are unwatched. One is a double corner on a hallway with two meters of length that are out of view, and the other a small closet. I suspect that if we spend too much time in either, they will install more cameras. Why do you ask?"

    I gestured towards my arm pad with my eyes. "The arm device has a holo-display. We could view phonetic interpretations of their words and the translated spelling of ours. I ask because that is an effort we could do in silence. How good are you Moddles with memorization?"

    The General smiled. "I have an officer with an eidetic memory. The Doomlighters allow us to have writing materials. Perhaps we spend our time with him walking the hall with your device. He can memorize a display and write it down when he returns. If you show him how to operate the arm pad I will have him begin the process."

    I shook my head. "Unfortunately, either Joni or myself will have to go with him. These arm pads won't work on anyone else. When first connected, they bond with the person wearing it. Only one bond is allowed, after which it becomes useless to anyone else. We will have to take turns walking with him."

    Dovit gestured for his officer. "Mr. Gurn, you will follow these individuals into the blind in the hallway where you will be shown a display. You will need to memorize what you see, before returning here to draw it out on a piece of paper. The display will be of a series of phonetical words, followed by their translations. Is that a task you feel comfortable with?"

    Tobik Gurn nodded. "If we are talking character recognition, it is something I excel at."

    Dovit pointed towards the hallway. "Begin immediately."

    Joni rose from her chair. "I'll go first. I need to walk some before I go crazy."

    As Joni and Tobik left the room, Dovit reached out for his half-eaten vegetable. "If I sound eager or anxious, Emperor, it's because I am. We have exhausted thinking about the tasks which we thought might one day aid in our escape. Your assault and capture gives hope where hope was fleeting. If we can learn their language, perhaps that will be the feat that wins us our freedom. Worst case, we will finally know what it is the guards are saying while they are in here."

    In under a minute Joni and Tobik returned. Tobik sat with pen and paper, sketching out a near perfect replica of what he had seen, keeping the written page obscured from the prying cameras in the room. When complete, the page was quickly flipped over and shoved our way.

    Joni stood. "Let's go, Mr. Gurn. Round two."

    Dovit turned over the paper. Between the two of us we began to study its content.

    "Oh, by the way, my name is Knog. No need to call me Emperor," I said.

    Dovit smiled. "Very well, Knog. I believe this to be shown in the perfect format for us to learn from. We have the word utilizing your characters, the word with our pictographs, and the phonetic spelling for each of the equivalent Grumar words. I look forward to learning your language as well as the Grumar's."

    I nodded. "Yes, when we lose these translators, we're going to have major problems with our own communications. Let's hope they give us enough time to at least get a basic understanding."

    I sat back from the table for a moment, wondering if any of my ships had made it safely away. Had the Grumars managed to capture one or more? Were any technological advantages we currently had being made obsolete? Would future fleets fare far worse in a fight? With our comm channels blocked I had no way of knowing.

    Then there was Garrett. If anyone were able to escape, it would be him. The Jess was fast and capable. Garrett had years of experience at making himself and the Jess unseen. Of course then there was the worst case scenario, Garrett captured or killed along with the Talisans. I wondered how long Joni and I would last as captives of the Grumar. Would they grow tired of us? Would we be moved into the arena to fight with the others?

    The fact that the Moddle leadership had remained alive for so long didn't make sense. Why had the Grumar kept them alive? Were we being used for some other voyeur type of entertainment? Were the Grumar studying our every move to gain knowledge of how best to fight and defeat our species? We were being held captive in a foreign galaxy, on a foreign planet, by a foreign species.

    Then there was the whole story about the fight in Andromeda. Nothing matched up with what we had been told. The planet we had attacked, Doomlight, was not now and had never been a member of the Alliance, new or old. How had the Grumar and the Doomlighters not been brought into the AMP or the new Alliance? The city of our capture on Doomlight was not new, not resettled in recent years by the Doomlighters. This was their planet, their home. Why had Harden Salton seen fit to attack it?

    I received a nudge from Dovit. "You appear to be in deep thought. If either of us or our associates are going to survive, we need to focus on learning these languages."

    I nodded. "I'm sorry, Dovit. I still need time to digest what it is we are involved in. You have had the length of your stay to evaluate and contemplate the meaning of why you are here. I have only been here for a day. I need time to process the information. If I appear to be lost in a fog on occasion, it's because I require time to think things through."

    Joni and Boret returned from the hallway. A second page of words was scribbled out. As Boret rose for another trip, Joni was looking out the window down the street from which we had originally come.

    Joni yelled as she turned and rushed for the doorway. "It's Raptor!"

    I stood in time to see the Rottweiler sprinting in our direction with three Doomlight vehicles in pursuit. Joni met the dog in the building entranceway while the Doomlight guards watched in fascination.

    As I entered the building foyer, the muscle-bound rotty was lying on its back wiggling its nub as Joni clutched his drooling, panting mug. I looked up to see four additional guards standing in the doorway with their weapons drawn. After only a few seconds at the ready, they lowered their weapons when a call came over their comms. Whoever was watching us had called them off.

    I squatted to my knees and slapped my open palms on the floor. Raptor looked in my direction. After a wild gyration, he rose to his paws and burst forward to my location. Joni had tears in her eyes as her best friend had once again found his way to her side.

    I stood to observe the two remaining guards at the doorway as the others walked away. They had no gestures, no emotion, no reaction to the heartwarming reunion taking place before them. I gathered Joni and headed back up to the room we shared with the Moddle.

    As we stepped inside the room, Dovit rose and backed away from the table, along with the other four officers of his once mighty army. Looks of suspicion and fear filled their faces.

    I held up my hand. "So long as you are no threat to us, he will be your friend. Walk over here slowly and wait for his approach. If he leans heavily against your leg, pet him. If he likes you he will submit to you, rolling over on his back. He loves a good belly rub."

    Dovit shook his head. "And if he doesn't like us?"

    I replied, "If you are friendly to us, he will be your best friend. Show hostility towards us or suspicious behavior, and he will be your enemy. However, even if he determines that you are a risk, he will not attack you unless he sees one of us is being directly threatened. Do the Moddle have pets?"

    Dovit offered a pensive nod. "Reptiles. I hope you do not take offense to that."

    I laughed. "While my outward appearance might suggest a close relationship to reptiles of some form, I can assure you I am as different from them as they are from you. No offense taken."

    Dovit took several steps forward and stood at an uneasy wait as Raptor approached. As I had said, the Rottweiler leaned hard into the Moddle general, nearly knocking him off balance until a gentle hand began to massage the fur on the back of his neck. After a slow sit and roll, the dog had his tender belly exposed in anticipation of his favorite pastime, a good belly rub. I soon had to chuckle at the sight of the five Moddles smiling while the dog wiggled its nub in acceptance of their friendship.

    Joni shook her head. There he is, Raptor, bringer of peace, conqueror of worlds."

    I gestured towards the table as I looked at Dovit. "Perhaps it's time we returned our focus to learning their language."

    Dovit rose to join me at the table as Joni, Tobik and Raptor walked back out into the hall. The remaining Moddle officers then broke into song as Dovit and I talked.

    "Here's a word we should give emphasis to: escape," I said.

    Dovit nodded. "And here is another: arena. If we hear that word, our time is likely running short."

    I stopped my study." I wonder if we are going about this the hard way. Perhaps we should first attempt to string words together to form sentences. The context might help with the memorization. The more cues we have for our memories to latch on to, the higher chance we have of recalling what we are attempting to learn."

    Dovit agreed. The next several trips to the hallway brought back words in full sentences. Days on Doomlight averaged twenty-seven hours. We quickly fell into a pattern of sixteen hours for learning and three hours for breaks, with the remaining time for sleep. A rested mind was a much better instrument for learning.

    After three weeks of study, I found myself turning off my translator when in general conversation with Dovit. The Moddle language was simple, albeit less efficient than our AMP standard English. The Grumar language was both elegant and refined. Sentences were brief, conveying a maximum amount of information in a short timespan. In addition, Grumar effortlessly rolled off the tongue, making conversation seemingly more enjoyable.

    Two months into our captivity, I posed a question to Dovit. "So, we go down the stairs to the lobby and we walk towards the door. Do the guards make some sort of gesture that tells you us we cannot go beyond that point?"

    Dovit closed his eyes for a moment while in thought. "I don't recall ever making such a motion. With armed guards standing sentry at the door, I believe the inherent message would be that you cannot pass."

    I stood and signaled for Raptor to come to my side. "Joni, I'm borrowing your dog for a few minutes."

    Joni looked up and laughed. "Yeah, like I have a say in what he decides to do. Sure, go ahead. Just try to stay away from the bend in the hallway. We've been taking a bit of extra time in there, looking for more time with the holo-display up. Anyone who is watching would almost have to get suspicious."

    I walked down the hall outside our community room and then down the stairwell to the first floor. With Raptor at my side, I moved towards the door where the two guards stood. Even though their weapons were in their hands, they made no effort to deter my progress. In what felt like a bold and yet bizarre move, I walked out of the doors and into the courtyard beyond.

    It felt good to have a warm sun shining on my skin. Daytime on Doomlight brought with it warm temperatures. The day I had chosen was cloudless. I looked back at the two guards, who stood at the ready. They made no effort to have me return to the building. I looked up to see a stunned Joni looking down from the fifth floor window of our community room.

    I walked the perimeter of the building as Raptor lurched forward, stopping to sniff at every opportunity. After months in captivity I had taken to wonder why we had not seen other Doomlighters walking about. There had been no birds in the sky or rats scampering across the streets in the shadows. Other than the daily coming and going of the sun and the clouds, the city of our captivity seemed lifeless.

    When I once again reached the doorway, I turned and reentered the building we had designated as D41. When I entered the community room the others were all standing in silence. Raptor returned to his master.

    Joni raised her hands. "They didn't care that you went outside?"

    I shrugged. "Apparently not. Had I known that two months ago I would have been out there exploring the surrounding city. While we still have a need to learn the language of our captors, I believe we should start splitting our time between learning and exploring. If they are allowing us to do this, I think we should take advantage of their generosity."

    Joni snarked, "Yeah, they are benevolent. Maybe they will let us return to our ship and leave."

    I turned to Dovit. "Care to go for a walk?"

    Dovit nodded. "I would like that very much."

    I gestured towards the door. "After you. Joni, we'll be back in probably fifteen minutes. I don't want to push our luck out there, but I would like to know what our boundaries are. If they don't seem to have issue with Dovit and I going out, I would suggest we all begin taking daily walks. If anything, it would be beneficial to maintaining our fitness."

    As we stepped through the outer door and into the sunlight, Dovit stopped, closed his eyes, and turned his face towards the sun. "I wondered if I had forgotten what it would feel like. The tinted windows of that building block much of the natural light. I have often dreamed of being able to once again walk in the sun. Thank you, Knog, for taking the initiative to test the boundaries of our captivity."

    I patted Dovit on the back to once again have him move forward. "I have to wonder if there are cameras and microphones surrounding us out here? Do we need to monitor our speech? Do they have the ability to read lips from a distance? You know, I've been thinking about you having your men constantly sing while we are talking. I have to think the Doomlighters can filter the noise they are not interested in, allowing them to fully understand everything we are saying."

    Dovit nodded. "I have had similar thoughts many times. That is a question we cannot answer, and therefore we have been willing to take the extra step, if only on the slight chance that it will be effective. If you believe it to be more of a hindrance than a help to our learning, I wouldn't have issue with not making use of it going forward."

    I smiled. "I am certain the others would find that agreeable."

    Dovit bobbed his head in the direction of our walk. "How far do we want to take this?"

    I replied, "I say we go to the property line and return. No sense in pushing our luck on the first day of freedom from the confines of the building. Besides, if you look back at the others staring through that window, you would know that each of the others is eager for their moment in the sun."
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    Two days after our excursions outside began, a squad of Doomlight soldiers showed up at our community room door with their weapons raised.

    "Lizard man, remove the device on your arm," one of the guards said in his native language.

    I pointed towards my arm with a questioning expression on my face.

    The guard again gestured. "Remove the device or we will take your arm with it. It has been deemed that you no longer require a translator."

    Raptor growled as Joni pulled on the loose flesh on the back of his neck to keep him settled.

    For a moment I was frozen in thought. Somewhere, someone who had been watching our every move, had determined that we had learned enough to communicate with each other. I had been impressed with my own ability to learn the Moddle language to the degree to which I had, but there was much I had yet to understand. There were many words that did not have a standard English translation. I was having the same difficulty with the Grumar language. The language of the Doomlighters, we hadn't ventured to learn.

    I removed my arm pad and handed it to the closest guard. Joni followed. As quickly as they had come through the door, the Doomlight soldiers departed.

    I turned towards Dovit and spoke in somewhat broken but unmistakable Moddle. "I guess we learn from each other directly now."

    Dovit replied, "I am thrilled that they allowed us to keep those  as long as they did."

    I crossed my arms as I glanced out the windows. "I think it's time we all went for a walk together. Let's see how far they let us go. I want to see the spot where we first landed, and then the landing area itself."

    Joni raised her hand. "Ah, isn't the landing area seventy kilometers away?"

    I nodded. "It is. What I want to know is will they allow us to walk all the way there. I've also been wondering why we haven't seen a single spacecraft; not even suborbital craft have been in the sky. What is their primary mode of transportation? Why is there no one around this building? Only a handful of guards. Has it always been this way?"

    Dovit replied, "For as long as we've been captive here. I just wish we had ventured out sooner."

    Again the guards at the door paid us no mind. Eight minutes of walking found us nosing around the area where we had first landed.

    Joni nodded towards the street going away from us. "The main landing field is this way. I memorized the main streets on my holo-display after you first went for a walk outside. If there is a ship there, I say we jump in it and try to leave."

    I replied, "And where would you have us go?"

    Joni gestured. "We go back to wait for the portal we came through."

    I shook my head. "Why would the Grumar not wait there with us?"

    Dovit stepped forward. "You spoke of a portal? Your people have achieved some sort of dimensional travel?"

    I frowned at Joni for giving out too much information. While the Moddle had shown no animosity towards us, I had to sometimes wonder if they were agents of the Grumar. There were so many things that did not add up. Why had we been allowed to keep our arm pads for so long? Why were we now walking outside of D41 without an escort?

    I wondered if we were just part of a psychological experiment that was being conducted with a goal of understanding the species of the Alliance. One of the first rules of war had always been to know thy enemies. I wondered if the Grumar were doing just that.

    As we walked down the empty streets of the seemingly abandoned city, I recalled the building where I had seen a Doomlight citizen. I turned towards the building as we approached our initial landing field.

    Joni called out. "Where are you going?"

    I replied, "There was a person standing in this doorway when we first arrived. I want to see if they are still there."

    When I reached the building I grabbed the door handle and pulled. The door was locked. I began to walk the perimeter of the building.

    Joni again called out. "Where are you going now?"

    I replied, "I'm looking for another entrance. Go on ahead to the field, I'll be right there."

    I turned the corner that led to the back of the building. There, parked under an overhang, sat a small motorized vehicle. I sat in the somewhat constrictive seat, pushing buttons until a whirring sound indicated an engine start. I pushed a lever forward and the cart began to move. I was gleeful until I rammed into a stack of empty crates while trying to determine how to steer. The lever I had pushed forward also acted as a joystick.

    As the others entered the field where Joni and I had first landed, I came into view driving the cart. Dovit and his officers showed amusement at the sight of my long lanky body and broad shoulders protruding from the cart in almost every direction.

    When I pulled to a stop next to the others, Joni said, "Now that was an unexpected sight!"

    Dovit laughed. "You can be quite the entertaining character, Mr. Beutcher. I might not be so bold as to be seen operating such a device. Especially one that is clearly not of proper size for someone of your stature."

    I replied, "Well, you can all stand there and laugh, or you can climb on for a ride out to the landing area. This might not be a proper vehicle, but it will get us there faster than if we walk. So, climb on."

    As I pushed the lever forward the small cart struggled under the enormous weight of seven passengers and a dog. The Moddles were similar in size to Joni. I was not. The wind buffeted us, muting conversation as we traveled in the open cart.

    Several kilometers into our journey, Joni turned to face Dovit. "So, what's the name of your home world?"

    Dovit smiled as he replied back in a loud voice. "Jurassen. The five of us are all from Baktool City. It's a weapons trade port for the empire, which is how we all got into the Moddle military. None of us knew each other or our families until this assignment. I was in the Moddle army for thirty years before getting this assignment. We are only a modestly expansive empire, adding only a half dozen worlds over the last century.

    "My choice was to go on this mission or forced retirement. I had no combat insignias to go with my rank, and those insignias are a near requirement to be in and among the other retirees, which is where I would be spending the remainder of my life. That is especially true for someone with the rank of a general. I served honorably, but always in homebound postings. How about Joni? How did you come to be here?"

    Joni laughed. "Well, my family is very powerful. I wanted nothing to do with that power. I wanted to find my own way, to be known for being me and not for being one of them. I wound up with Knog, inspecting cargoes. I got caught up in a rebellion with the Adicans, the troops for which I was fighting, while Knog here was attempting to rescue me. I am of course leaving out a lot of that story, but you have the essentials."

    Joni continued, "Were you the first of your people to hit Doomlight?"

    Dovit shook his head. "No. Five generals were lost before me, which is why I was offered the opportunity. The journey here from my planet was six months long at our fastest speed. How long did it take coming through the portal? And how long would it take without it?"

    I gave Joni a stern look, hoping that she would limit the information she gave out. "Our trip was much shorter. The journey through the portal itself is instant, the rest is just as yours would be. Our home planet is much, much, farther away than yours."

    Dovit rubbed his chin. "I know you are trying to be discreet with your information. And that is fully understandable given our current situation. Any question that I ask, please do not feel under any obligation to answer it. I wouldn't think an less of you."

    Joni half laughed. "Don't sweat it. I know you are being judicious with your answers as well. For all we each know, the other side here is all enemy agents, connected up with us to extract information vital to their cause. You don't pump me for details and I won't pump you."

    I gave Joni a nod of approval. The road out to the landing fields was an almost perfectly straight jog. The terrain in and around the city was flat. Other than the seemingly limitless supply of small buildings, there was a noticeable lack of greenery. After a moment of thought, I came to the realization that it had not rained since our arrival.

    I glanced over my shoulder at Dovit. "Does it not rain on this planet?"

    Dovit replied, "This region is arid. It has only rained a handful of times since we have been here, and those rains were torrential, lasting for days on end. If you notice on all these buildings, there is a step or two to get up into the living space. I believe it is because of periodic floods.

    "For as much as a week after, the streets all remained under water. I believe the city sits above a massive underground reservoir, which the rains replenish during those floods. I am really only familiar with what I saw on scans as we first approached the surface during our assault. The remainder of my knowledge of this world is what I have seen through the windows of that building."

    Dovit continued, "I have to ask. Why did you venture to this planet? What was to be gained?"

    Joni sulked, "What we were told was a lie. The Adicans were conscripted, and then lied to so that they would agree to come out here and fight. We were told that invaders were attacking distant parts of our alliance and that if we didn't work to stop them now, they would overrun us all. How about you? Why are the Moddles six months from their home worlds?"

    Dovit frowned. "Our economies run on methane. The supply in and among our territories has begun to shows signs of depletion that have our politicians worried. This star system has three planets with methane atmospheres. Just one of those planets would supply all or our worlds for a thousand years.

    "Our military leaders determined that controlling Doomlight was the required course of action to secure access to the methane worlds. Doomlight was to become our largest military outpost, and a new frontier for expansion. With so much accessible methane so close, the politicians could not resist the temptation of an all-out war to grab this planet. We had no intelligence telling us it was a part of a much larger empire.

    "In another four months we will likely see another armada of Moddle ships attempting to take control. Again, they will be unsuccessful. Word of slight but undeniable progress will be returned home, making it an easy decision to send out more troops and ships when such a valuable commodity as methane  is at stake."

    Joni replied, "So, why the abandoned city?"

    Dovit shrugged. "Perhaps it gives us added incentive to come down to the surface. Our scans, after fighting our way through the handful of teardrop ships, showed little local activity. This is by far the largest city on the planet. Unless of course they have some sort of sensor shielding. Either way, it makes an inviting target."

    "Tell me about your portal," Dovit said.

    As Joni began to speak I touched her arm. "I'm afraid we don't know much about it other than we came through one. The fact that a machine was built that will allow a ship to pass through is a secret hidden from the people. We only learned of it just before coming through."

    Dovit nodded. "I would think a machine of such power would be kept in secret. It truly would be a device of war."

    Dovit shifted in his seat, leaning closer. "Speaking of war, you say you don't know the real reason behind your being here? I should think that would anger your fighters, especially if they are conscripted as you say. Why would one fight when the cause they were given was a complete lie?"

    I replied, "Survival. But fighting for survival would have drawbacks as well. Your troops would only stick their necks out far enough to ensure their own safety. There would be little cause to be heroic other than for the security or survival of your family. Our history books always taught us that heroes win wars, and that every soldier could be a hero. Take away the meaning of what you are fighting for and you take away the heroes."

    Dovit thought for a moment. "How many different species are in your alliance?"

    Before I could react, Joni answered, "More than a thousand."

    Dovit pulled back his head. "A thousand? How is that possible? Our empire has three. From what we know of the Grumar, they have eight, including the Doomlighters. How is it possible that your alliance has more than a thousand?"

    I glanced over my shoulder. The alliance was put together two millennia ago. All species were made to learn a common language. It's that common language that now binds us together. The alliance is quite large; however, we are not aggressive. There has been no talk of expansion since it first came together. If we are not here to defend the alliance, it leaves us to wonder why it really is that we are here."

    Two hours into our journey, Joni pointed towards a sign. "The landing fields should be just ahead. If you head for the tower structure you will be in the center. The tarmacs go out from that point like petals on a flower. If there is a ship sitting out there somewhere, we should be able to see it from that tower."

    Dovit replied, "My word, you aren't really thinking of taking a ship out of here, are you? Why would they allow that?"

    "I think the only reason they let us go this far is because they want us to board a ship and try to fly home. They want to know where our home is."

    Dovit nodded. "We entered this space from a direction other than our worlds. Ships do not return. Status is beamed out in many directions so that our origins remain unknown."

    The landing port was organized as Joni had indicated. After following the surface roads to the center of the complex we pulled to a stop in front of the tower building. The doors into the tower were unlocked. Twelve flights of stairs saw us standing in a modular control tower with 360 degree views. The tarmacs in every direction were empty.

    Joni pointed. "Over there. We need to check out those hangars. If there's a ship here, it's in there."

    After a run back down the stairs and a short drive, we all piled back out of the cart. The first three hangars were empty. The fourth contained a shuttle capable of interstellar flight.

    Joni was beaming over the find. "This is great! If it flies we can get of this planet and find Garrett or Jack!"

    I opened the hatch and stepped up into the craft. It was clean and looked to be in relatively good shape. I stepped into the cockpit and sat down. The controls, although different in form, seemed easily identifiable as to their function. I selected an obvious power button and was surprised when the ship came to life.

    Dovit immediately spoke out. "Ugh. The gravity is set too high! Can it be turned down?"

    I looked for a control that symbolized downward force and was rewards with a dial. After a quick adjustment, I settled on a level that I guessed was about 95 percent standard. It was within a percentage point or two of the gravity of Doomlight. Dovit sat comfortably back in his chair.

    Joni pointed to the display in front of me. "Can you fly this thing?"

    I nodded. "I believe I can. It will take a few minutes to determine which controls are required to taxi out of this hangar. If you wish to help, check the aft cabins and storage for supplies. We won't be going far if we can't feed ourselves. I won't be leaving orbit without rations for at least a few months."

    Joni sighed as she smiled. "That's why I'm glad you are here, Knog. I would have taken her out and rocketed skyward, only figuring out that there were no supplies when I got hungry."

    I replied, "If you can think of anything else we might need before lifting off, please speak up. Depending on the speed of this ship, it will take us probably a week to get back to where the portal opens, and from that point we might be waiting for months."

    I turned to Dovit. "You said your ships show up about every four months?"

    Dovit shook his head. "Every six. The next group won't be here for another four, if they come."

    Joni began to get up to check the storage areas for supplies. "What is it?"

    I replied, "If they were sending ships every six months, that is likely the same schedule we were on. That portal won't be open for another four or five months. If the comm on this ship is functional, we might be able to contact Garrett or Jack, but I wouldn't want to do that until we leave here. And I wouldn't want to leave here until we are headed towards the portal. If this ship flies, we will have a lot of work to do to prepare for space."

    Joni returned to her seat. "That tells me there is no rush to check for supplies."

    I replied, "I have a suggestion. Dovit, you and your men go with Joni. Search the hangars for supplies. As I said before, we will want enough to last us for several months. I'll take this craft out to see if it is travel-worthy. If it's not, there is no sense in us all getting killed while I attempt to learn how to fly it."

    Dovit nodded. "I'm in agreement. The seven of us are the only chance we have of warning off our people to this place. We will search the hangars as you suggest."

    Joni gave an unhappy look. "You aren't planning something special are you?"

    I laughed. "No. But if I do, you should already know that you will be included. Take Raptor with you. If you find supplies, look for foods that he can digest as well."

    Joni shook her head as she smiled. "What, him? He'll eat anything. All you have to do is drop it on the floor."

    As the others returned to the hangar floor I began to look over the hundreds of dials, gauges and knobs before me. I had a sudden desire to have Go sitting by my side. He knew ships. For me, it would be a process of trial and error.
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    I swooped into the hangar, hovering a meter above the floor. I had been gone for three hours, pushing the craft to its atmospheric limits, learning its controls. The time had passed as though it had only been minutes.

    Joni emerged from a hallway inside the massive hangar. I touched down and switched the power off. The hatch opened.

    I looked over my shoulder as Joni came into the cockpit with Raptor at her heels. "Any luck?"

    Joni nodded. "Yeah. There's a storage area down that hall that is loaded with supplies. None of us read Doomlight, so we just started opening boxes. There is easily enough rations to last us for six months if this shuttle can hold it, which I believe it can. And I was able to find a pressure sealed crate that we could use for Raptor if needed."

    Joni plopped down in the chair beside me with a frown on her normally smiling face.

    I said, "What's wrong?"

    Joni squirmed in her chair. "I'm thrilled to be alive, but I don't like how all this is going. They let us use those arm pads, they let us leave the building, and now we have a shuttle to run off in, including supplies. It's all too easy, and I think you know that too. If we are going to make it home, we will need to dump this ship. You know they probably have every tracking device possible crammed into this thing. I doubt if I could break wind in here without them analyzing it."

    I placed my hand on her shoulder. "They are at least giving us the opportunity to run. We may not be able to run far, but we can at least run. We just need to figure out how to turn that to our advantage. If we can make contact with Garrett or Jack we can change ships."

    Joni leaned back in the copilots chair, crossing her arms. If we meet up with Garrett, he won't be able to keep us all on Jess for more than a few days. The Jess is a one person ship, two max."

    "Then we must find Jack as well," I said. "The ship performed perfectly. I took her up to near orbit. All the seals held, the oxygen and fuel levels are at their max. I believe this ship, with supplies, could sustain us for the months we need."

    Joni held up her hands. "I say we pull up and get out of here then. I would rather stay on the run out there for six months than under the microscope here for that length of time."

    I shook my head. "I believe that to be exactly what they want us to do. Instead, I would like to gather what intel I can about this planet. Where are all the people? Why is this city abandoned? If we were to return at some future date, what strength of force would we need to be victorious?"

    Joni scowled. "Now you are starting to sound like my uncle. Instead of getting while the getting's good, you want to nose around. I think that nosing around may be why we are stuck here. I vote that we go as soon as possible."

    I sat back, laying my left arm across my abdomen, propping my right elbow on that arm, and then my chin upon my right fist. "I would think that you of all people would feel it."

    Joni returned a perplexed stare. "Feel what?"

    "Feel an obligation to the remaining citizens of the Alliance. You put your life on the line for the Adicans. Do you not feel the same about all the others? Does your conscience not tell you to do the most you can for them?"

    Joni offered a half scowl. "That is so unlike you."

    I raised my almost non-existent eyebrows. "What is unlike me?"

    Joni continued, "To lay a guilt trip on me like that! You usually have some sound reasoning that convinces me that you are right. I don't like you using a guilt method."

    I nodded slowly. "I would apologize, but that is the sound reasoning I currently have. Things are not right with that which is happening, and I feel it's of utmost importance that we find out why. If I knew it was because of the reasons we suspect, I would be ready to leave as well. However, I am not convinced that reasoning is correct."

    Joni half laughed. "Well, I would prefer that you just give me your gut feeling instead of a gut punch next time. I don't like it when people try to make me feel guilty."

    I smiled as I turned back to the controls. "Duly noted."

    I flipped the power on, sealed the hatch and brought the shuttlecraft to a hover.

    Joni remarked, "What are you doing now?"

    I replied, "I'm taking you for a brief spin. I would like to see the reaction we will get from Dovit. Will he be hurt? Outraged? Suspicious? Or calm? Those are four very different, and very telling reactions. If it's the first or second, he is either a highly trained agent, or he is who he says he is."

    Joni offered a confused look. "And how is that any different from the other two?"

    I smiled, "Hurt or outrage would be the reactions I would expect. If he is suspicious, he likely has another agenda in mind. And if he is calm, he is almost certainly a plant, although not a well trained one. I used to pride myself in having the ability to bring out emotions in those I was investigating. While this one test will be anything but definitive, it could easily sway my immediate feelings, which would in turn possibly sway my actions at some future point."

    As we began to pull out of the hangar, Dovit and the others came running from the hallway.

    "Did you see his face?" I asked.

    Joni nodded. "He looked confused. I don't think that one was on your list."

    I smiled. "That's a good sign, confusion. That says he is leaning towards a hurt or outraged reaction. An angry face would have led to suspicion or calm. I'll do a flyover of building D41 and then return to the hangar. That few minutes will give him time to reason out his response."

    Joni returned a half smile. "I'll give you this. You sure do try to use every tool you have available. I wish I had that kind of patience."

    I shook my head as I slowed the shuttle to make a turn. "That patience can be a blessing or a curse. Sometimes your immediate gut reaction is the best course of action. Delay can often be a costly proposition. Your ability to make snap decisions can be viewed as a tool as well. Here I am, with all this experience, and yet I often find making a rapid decision difficult. We all have our strengths and weaknesses. The wise are the ones who have figured out what they are."

    Even with the inertial dampeners of the craft running, as we slowed Joni made the standard reaction of grasping for the arm of her chair. "Well, if it's any consolation, every snap decision I've seen you make has been spot-on correct. Whether you like it or not, I think snap decision making is in your toolbag. You just need a little self-confidence in that ability so you can pull it out more often."

    As I turned back into the hangar, I smiled. "I will work on that confidence, Joni Salton. Thank you."

    As the shuttle came to a halt, I gestured towards Dovit. "What reaction do you see?"

    Joni replied, "I see a bit of hurt mixed in with some anger."

    I nodded. "That's a good sign. Now we can build upon that reaction with an explanation. If that reaction turns to suspicion, that is a further good sign. If after hearing my excuse he is either calm or angry, my level of trust will return to where it was before."

    "Is this something you took coursework in?"

    I smiled. "Unfortunately no. It's something I have experimented with through the years while investigating. If you can instigate a true reaction from someone it can show you their state of mind. I coined my own term for it, Reactional Analytics."

    Joni winked as the hatch began to open. "Let's see if there is anything to your theory."

    Dovit came into the cockpit with a tepid scowl. "Why did you leave us? I had visions of you zooming off without us!"

    I replied, "I must apologize. I was a little overexcited by your discovery of the supplies and by my discovery of this ship being space-worthy. We went out for a loop over the old building. There was still no sign of anyone around it."

    Dovit sat. "For two years I have dreamed of leaving this planet to return home. As you pulled away, all I could think was that I would be going back to that building. I loathe that building. It has been my prison."

    I powered down the ship. "Even though we have supplies, we have nowhere to go. We can't head for your worlds without the Grumar knowing where we are going, and we can't head for ours until it's time for our portal to open. Unless you have some other method of getting us permanently away from here, we have to wait."

    Dovit nodded. "Agreed, but if it's all the same I would rather stay here than back at the building. I don't know if I can ever go back there."

    I shook my head. "Unfortunately, that may be our best option. They bring us food and give us everything we need to keep going. If we do return there, you will be doing so with the knowledge that we have a way to leave."

    Joni looked out the viewports of the shuttle. "So, what do we do now?"

    I powered the shuttle on. "I say we go explore this planet. Anyone not in agreement with that?"

    The others were silent as the shuttle began to hover. After a slow turn and a short taxi, I turned the shuttle skyward. As we flew up and over the city I could hear Dovit behind me as he began to get choked up.

    I smiled. "Feels good to be free, doesn't it?"

    I set the altitude to a thousand meters and the speed to a modest velocity. "Look out your windows for anything of interest. We'll do a slow sweep around the city perimeter and then head towards the next known city. I want to know if the other cities are active or if they have been abandoned like this one."

    As we circled, the story remained the same. Every building, every street, empty and abandoned. I steered towards the open lands beyond the city.

    Joni pointed down. "That looks like irrigated farmland down there, but it doesn't look active, kind of overgrown if you ask me."

    Twenty minutes into the flight a single tractor could be seen cutting across a field. It was evident that the driver had not wanted to be seen. By the time I circled back for another look the tractor had disappeared into a barn. As we hovered just above the ground in front of the barn, the farmer hurriedly closed the doors.

    Joni was the first to speak. "Correct me if I'm wrong, but he didn't look like a Doomlighter."

    Dovit agreed. "No, he didn't. I have yet to see a being here with his shape and color."

    I set the shuttle on the ground in front of the barn, powered down and popped the hatch. I stepped out onto the dusty earth. The temperature was slightly lower than in the city; the air remained dry.

    I walked over to the barn and knocked. "Hello? We saw you from the air. We would like to talk. Can you come out?"

    Joni shook her head. "He's not going to understand you. Who knows what language he speaks."

    I held up my hand. "I realize that. I'm trying to speak in a calm voice. Something that he will not take as hostile."

    I grabbed the large door and began to push it to the side. As the light from the sun filled the barn, I was left with an unexpected scene. The farmer, his spouse, and three offspring were standing in the middle, the farmer with a farming implement held firmly in his hands and aimed in our direction.

    I raised both hands. "We aren't going to hurt you. We just want to ask a few questions."

    The farmer replied in a language we couldn't understand as he gestured with the implement, his family huddling behind him for safety."

    I pointed to my chest. "Knog."

    I then gestured towards the others. "Joni. Dovit."

    The farmer began to yell as another ship landed just behind us. A dozen Doomlight soldiers exited, passing us with their laser blasters raised. The commander of the squad barked commands at the farmer in his native tongue. The farmer, his wife and children were then herded past us and onto the other ship. It lifted off in a cloud of dust and was soon disappearing over the horizon.

    Joni scowled. "Great. I think we just got them killed."

    I replied, "We have no way of knowing the intentions of the Doomlighters. However, I would say that they did not want us talking to them. It also tells me that they are always only a few minutes away from us."

    I took a minute to look over the farming equipment. It had been well maintained. The barn was no more remarkable than any other barn I had ever seen. The tools were different but recognizable as to their use. The tractor was slightly smaller than any I had come across. A large tank on the back held methane that was used as fuel for an internal combustion engine. Missing were the ion storage unit and the electric wheel motors.

    Joni pointed towards the door. "If we want to find out about these people, we should check out their house. That should give us a better idea of who the natives really are. Maybe they share this planet with the Doomlighters."

    As we walked out of the barn and into the sunlight, another ship zoomed overhead. A bright burst of laser energy shot down into the farmhouse, setting it afire. The structure was completely ablaze within seconds.

    Joni walked towards the shuttle. "Come on. Let's get out of here while we can. They obviously don't want us nosing around here."

    We lifted off in another cloud of dust as the farmhouse continued to burn. I turned the shuttle back towards the nearest known city and pushed the throttle forward. The ship didn't move. I turned back towards where we had come from and the shuttle moved forward. After a quick stop I again turned in the other direction. The ship would not move.

    Joni looked over the controls. "They're blocking us from that direction aren't they?"

    I nodded. "It would seem so."

    Two additional attempts were made before we turned back towards the landing fields. Any attempt at changing course was met with slowed or no progress.

    Joni shook her head. "I guess we know where they want us to go. It's not much of an adventure if they're keeping a leash on us."

    Dovit leaned forward. "Set the ship down here."

    I complied. The shuttlecraft came to rest in a grain field.

    Dovit rose from his chair, opened the hatch and stepped out onto the grassy ground. After a minute's worth of pacing, Dovit sat."

    I looked out the hatchway at the general. "Come on, Dovit. Camping out here isn't going to further our cause."

    Dovit replied, "I just need a few minutes to settle myself. Give me that and we can be on our way."

    The shuttle again emptied. I walked with Joni as Raptor sniffed and poked his way through the half-meter high grass beside us.

    Joni crossed her arms. "It looks like they are growing tired of our nosing around after less than a day."

    I glanced up at the sun that was beginning its trek towards the horizon. "I had the same thought."

    Raptor began to growl as his back stiffened. I turned in his direction just in time to see three of Dovit's officers walking in the grass fifty meters from our location. My eye caught the motion of a two meter long lizard darting at them from a group of stones. I ran towards the Moddles and yelled. The lizard struck while at a full run, knocking all three men to the ground. Before I could reach their location the lizard was on top of them, chomping and slashing away at the screaming men.

    I dove and rolled out, taking the lizard by the throat as it ripped flesh from the officer we called Oleve. I pulled the raging reptile close as it ripped at my battle suit with its sharp claws. Once under my control, I pulled back my right arm, slamming my fist repeatedly into the attacking animal's skull until it caved. As the lizard fell silent I rolled over onto my back. Joni was standing next to me. Raptor sniffed over the dead reptile.

    Joni asked, "Are you OK? That thing came out of nowhere!"

    Joni looked over the three piles of torn flesh that had only moments before been walking, talking, living beings.

    A look of dismay came over her face as the carnage sank in. Dovit, and his remaining officer, Tobik, were soon standing beside us.

    I sat up, checking my arms and torso before I stood. "I'm OK. I think we just got our first look at a local predator. Dovit, I am sorry that I could not move faster. Oleve, Bost, and Relv were good men. I would suggest we care for the dead and board the shuttle, head back to the city. I can handle an attack from one of those, but not more."

    After an hour of digging graves and saying a few words, we turned back towards the shuttle.

    As we walked, Joni said. "I don't think I've ever seen someone run that fast. And you were talking about not being able to make snap decisions. You almost saved their lives."

    I replied, "I just wish I had seen the attacker sooner. No one deserves to die from such a beast. Perhaps if Raptor had gotten there before me."

    Joni shook her head. "Against that thing? It was huge, and fast! I love my dog, but I don't think that would be a good match-up. Let's just get on that ship before any more come rushing at us."

    Twenty minutes later we were touching down in the courtyard in front of building D41. When we walked through the doors, the two guards who had been there before were sitting expressionless at their posts.

    We climbed the stairs and turned the corner into the community room. Dovit stopped in the doorway. "I had hopes of never returning here. Today has been a day filled with emotions, both good and bad. Oleve, Bost, and Relv will never again see their homes or loved ones."

    Joni flipped her hand at the table full of food. "That's fresh. They knew we would be back here. I now have to wonder if that lizard was some kind of test."

    I replied, "Not possible. That site was a random location."

    I turned and stood looking out the window as the sun began to set. The yellow ball of fire turned bright orange and then blood red as its rays filtered through the thick Doomlight atmosphere. The city we occupied was near the equator. I wondered if areas further north or south were temperate as well. On our approach from space I had taken note of the two large oceans that covered much of the planet. It was not unlike my home world of Balimus II.

    Thoughts of home brought with them thoughts of my family. Were my children progressing well in their studies? Was the family farm as productive as it had been? How were the galligs doing? I was certain my wife had it all under strict control. I stroked Raptor's forehead as he stood by my side. The answers to my questions were a galaxy away.
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    The following morning we were all up early.

    "I thought we would go back to the hangar and load up on the supplies. It won't hurt to have the shuttle ready should we decide to leave," I said.

    The others agreed. After a run to the hangar and an hour of stocking, we sat for a break.

    Dovit and Tobik were in mourning.

    Joni looked over the controls in front of her chair. "I think we should try to leave this area again. If they won't let the shuttle travel beyond the city I say we take that cart and go wherever we want."

    Dovit looked up. "Where would we go? We have no weapons to defend ourselves. What if we encounter more of those creatures?"

    I replied, "Arming ourselves is not a bad idea. Those arms would be passive, such a knife or a spear, but they would at least offer us a minimum amount of protection. I noticed cleaning supplies in that storage room. Broom handles make excellent spears."

    Joni nodded. "We had knives back at D41. We never tried to walk past the Doomlight guards with them, but who's to say they wouldn't let us?"

    I smiled. "I think we have a plan."

    After several attempts to leave the outskirts of the landing fields and of the city, we parked the shuttlecraft in the hangar. The four of us, along with Raptor, piled into the mechanized cart we had first used to escape the city. A methane storage facility was found on the landing field properties and the fuel tank topped off.

    Joni pointed towards the area we had previously believed to be the battlefields. Two hours of bouncing around in the small cart found us pulling into a complex that bordered one side of the battlefield valley. We stood on an observation deck at the complex, a view of the valley spread out before us.

    Dovit waved his hand over the field. "This is where the first battles were fought. I witnessed video of a hundred thousand men from each side rushing into the middle. The field was covered with bright flashes from our lasers as well as from your ion blasters. Battle lines stretched for three kilometers as ammunition supplies were exhausted. Whichever side ran out was the first to make the hand-to-hand assault happen. They would race towards the others line and were always met two-thirds of the way there. The fighting would continue until one side or the other had no one left standing."

    Joni placed her hand on Dovit's shoulder. "Were you in one of the battles?"

    Dovit shook his head. "No. By the time my forces reached this planet, the Doomlighters had taken full control. My officers and I were taken from our transports and placed in the building. When it first happened, we were told about the arenas. I now have to wonder if those stories are true. The behavior of the Doomlighters of late has been strange."

    Tobik leaned over a railing as he looked down into the valley. "Sir, if battles took place down in those fields, could we possibly find weapons down there? And perhaps body armor? If Oleve, Bost, and Relv had battle suits, they would perhaps still be alive."

    Dovit slowly nodded. "That is an astute assumption about the fields below, Tobik."

    Dovit turned my way. "Should we venture down there and see?"

    I gestured towards a nearby, wide set of stairs. "Lead the way."

    Fifteen minutes of descent found us two hundred meters below on the valley floor. Another fifteen minutes of walking placed us at what appeared to be the first set of reinforced battle-walls from where the initial fighting would be done.  Pieces of battle-suit were strewn along the ground as we climbed up a set of steps onto the wall. A look over brought the sight of mounds of bones and armor stretching before us. The opposing wall ended the killing field.

    Dovit offered a sad expression. "Tens of millions of both of our peoples have died here. This field is an atrocity to all who are alive and all who have ever lived, or will live. I have always been a very patriotic Moddle, but this is beyond reason. The images I saw must have been from early in the war."

    Joni hopped down from the wall and walked out onto the field. She stooped and then walked again, analyzing the carnage that lay before her. Raptor bounded from pile of bones to pile of bones.

    As Joni came to a particular pile, she stopped. "Hey, Knog, come out here!"

    I followed Dovit and Tobik over the wall.

    Joni pointed. "This pile. It doesn't belong to any Alliance species I know. Dovit, were there other species fighting alongside your people?"

    Dovit squatted and pulled at several of the bones before standing in thought. These do not appear to be from our people. Although, they might be a good fit for that farmer we came across."

    We walked the killing fields for several hours. Thousands upon thousands of the decayed bodies scattered about were of the unknown species. The bodies were easily identified by their short torsos, wide shoulders, and long necks. The only conclusion we could render was that the true people of the planet were heavily involved in the battles that had taken place.

    Tobik yelled. "Hey! Over here! I think I see a weapon!"

    Protruding from underneath a mound of bones was the unmistakable butt of a blaster rifle.  I moved the heavily decayed remains of several soldiers to reveal a blaster that was, other than being dirty and battle worn, in excellent condition.

    I shook off the dirt and followed with a quick inspection. "Tip looks good, but the power cell is empty."

    Dovit looked over the field. "If the stories were true, then very few weapons entered the field with charges. Most power cells would have been depleted. If a charged cell is to be found, I would think it would be near one of the walls."

    I replied, "Well, let's spread out and we'll see what we can find. Look for anything you think we might be able to use. Joni and I will take the far wall, you and Tobik take this one."

    As we walked along the far wall, Joni came to a stop and she stared across the field. "Hmm."

    I replied, "What?"

    Joni gestured to herself and then across the way. "When we came here we were enemies of the Moddle. They are now over on their wall and we are on ours. It's just interesting that we are now on the same side."

    I nodded. "I suspect that if we had met with the Moddle on diplomatic terms, before any fighting was done, there would not have been war between us. Even though five officers was a small sampling of their population, it was a sampling of their military leadership, and from that they seem to be reasonable people."

    Joni continued her search as Raptor darted about. "I suppose. But what if their political leadership is like our political leadership? I can see a war coming about with almost any species who doesn't see eye to eye with my uncle or his cronies. All you have to do is ask yourself why we're here. Because it sure doesn't look like it's to save the empire."

    I jumped down off the wall, pushed aside a pile of debris, and retrieved a blaster pistol. The power cell was one-third full. I aimed the weapon at another pile and pulled the trigger. Dirt, rock, bones and other debris scattered to a loud thud.

    I turned and smiled. "Not as powerful as a rifle, but it will certainly do in a pinch."

    Joni laughed. "Run across that field with it and we can end this war right now!"

    I replied, "I would be careful with that humor. Our friends across the way might not find it funny."

    Joni shook her head. "Don't worry, I wouldn't dare say that to them. I'm sure they are just as suspicious of us as we are of them."

    I nodded. "Unless they have both been trained as superior agents, I would have to believe they are who they say. However, we don't know their thoughts and have no way of knowing if they have an agenda. If this pistol were in their hands, would they shoot us both and try to flee in that ship? I am certain that thought would cross their minds as it has already crossed mine. Not mine for us fleeing of course, just that they would consider taking that action."

    Joni smiled. "I knew what you meant. Hey! Over here! I think we have a rifle! It has charge!"

    As Joni pulled the blaster rifle from a pile of bones, I placed my hand on her arm. "Don't fire it. The blast from this pistol was small enough that it would not have alerted them to our find. They would feel and hear the result of a rifle bolt dissipating. How much of a charge does it contain?"

    Joni turned it on its side to check. "It shows 78 percent. That's practically a full load!"

    We continued our search for another five hours. When the end of the battle-wall was reached, we turned and headed back across the field. Dovit and Tobik had found three functional laser pistols.

    Dovit inspected his latest find. "This one only has enough power for a half dozen shots, but it looks to be in good working order. What did you find?"

    I showed our blaster rifle and pistol. "They both have adequate charges. I think this was a good outing. We now have weapons, and we suspect the true locals fought here as well. The number of dead out here is staggering. I saw a number of species that I didn't know had been conscripted. Some had people whom I considered good friends."

    Joni took aim at a mound of bones with her ion blaster. "It might behoove us to head back to the hangar. We don't have a lot of daylight left out here, and besides, I'm feeling a bit hungry."

    It was a long walk up the stairs and back to the cart. We had no sooner left than the sun began to be low in the sky. Several hours later we pulled into the hangar. The stars overhead were shining bright. We boarded the shuttle, opened a food container and got down to the business of feeding ourselves.

    Dovit finished off a packet of gulluman sticks. "I was thinking that perhaps tomorrow we take this ship up into space. This planet has two moons. We should attempt a visit to one of them to make sure all systems are working properly."

    I replied, "They work. I already took it to the top of the atmosphere. The space beyond that is all the same."

    Dovit sat back in his chair and crossed his legs. "Just the same, we have time to kill. I would like a trip out if only for my own sanity."

    Joni looked up. "It would put me at ease too."

    Tobik nodded.

    I sighed. "Very well. I suppose it wouldn't do harm. If we decide to travel to another city, it might be good for us to map it out from on high first."

    As the sun broke over the horizon I pressed the button to bring the shuttle generators to life. After a short taxi out of the hangar, we rocketed skyward. The ground moved away quickly. Only seconds had passed before the light of the atmosphere turned into the cold dark of space.

    I glanced back at Dovit. "Which moon would you prefer?"

    Dovit pointed to a nav screen. "I say we try the larger of the two. If I recall, I believe it had the remains of a city or an outpost or something on it. I say remains because it had obviously seen war by the time I saw it. I've often wondered why no attempt was made to reopen it. I would think it would be of strategic value to whomever controlled it."

    Joni zoomed in on the moon on her display. "You have to wonder what drives any of the decision making around here. Aside from the obvious reason of them wanting to follow one of us back home, why else would they let us come out here?"

    The conversation continued for the five minutes it took to arrive in orbit around the moon. As we approached the far side, the ruins of what was once an immense complex came into view, and the remains of a great dome, its crumpled edges surrounding the complex.

    Dovit pointed. "There. That looks like a landing port. Take us in for a look."

    The complex had once been divided into three large areas under one dome. The closest section, the one that housed the landing port, was our target.

    Joni panned across the image on her console. "Going out from the port I would say this was power generation and other utilities, and this section looks like housing. Maybe military housing to guard the port. And that looks like a structure for entertainment, something like the arenas that Dovit spoke of."

    Dovit leaned forward as he gazed at the images in front of Joni. "Those spines would be transportation. Trams or trains. This section appears to be warehouses, which you would want near a port."

    I slowed the shuttle over the port and set her down on the only landing pad that was intact. Each of the others had taken multiple heavy cannon hits. From our perspective and distance, it was difficult to determine if those strikes had been from ion or laser. Whichever, the result had been near total destruction. The shuttle came to rest.

    I looked back at the others. "I saw several bio-suits back in the storage area. None will fit me, but the three of you might find accommodation. I won't be joining you without first acquiring a helmet."

    Joni looked up. "What are you saying?"

    I shook my head. "What I'm saying is that I believe it to be a good idea for the three of you to go explore those ruins. It might give us a few more clues as to who the original Doomlighters were. If it was the farmer we saw, there should be further evidence of that out there in those buildings. You each have a weapon. Get a suit, go explore. Raptor and I will wait here."

    Joni nodded. "OK, no need to get in a huff."

    Dovit asked, "What is a huff?"

    Joni laughed. "It just means 'don't get upset, don't get worked up over it, don't let it bother you.'"

    Joni and Dovit continued their conversation as they left the cockpit for the storage lockers. Ten minutes later the three were suited up and standing behind me.

    Joni held up a device. "We found these radios. See if you can pick them up on the comm console."

    Joni powered on her radio and a link was established. "Hello? Can you hear this?"

    I turned and replied, "It appears to work. I can run the airlock from here. You three stand by the hatch and I'll have you out in a sec."

    I stopped Joni as she turned. "That device on your helmet, is it a video link?"

    Joni replied, "It might be. We couldn't figure out how to turn it on."

    I stood and looked over the helmet. "Here. This appears to be a button of sorts."

    An extremely bright light came to life, shining directly into my eyes. I turned quickly away, dark spots on my retinas.

    Joni laughed. "Here. I pressed it again and an indicator came up on your console. Once more and the light is off. Once again after that and the video indicator is off. Looks like you get to follow us around from in here."

    The light on Dovit's helmet flashed on and then off, followed by those of Tobik and Joni. My console showed three video link connections.

    I pointed at the utility belt on the bio-suits. "Try attaching your radio to that holder."

    The image on my console split into three panes. "OK, Joni, talk into your helmet."

    Joni complied and her voice could be heard over the comm speakers for my console, synchronized with her video feed. I gave a thumbs up.

    The cabin and cockpit doors closed, creating an airlock by the  outer hatch. The three explorers were soon on the deck and moving away from the shuttle.

    Dovit pointed. "That looks like a stairwell over there. Let's check this structure before we venture out any farther."

    The stairwell led to a corridor lined with offices. Beyond the offices it opened into a wide elevated walkway with tracks for a tram or train running on the right side. The walk across the walkway took several minutes before the remains of the next building were entered.

    Dovit stopped and poked at a blackened hole in a wall. "I would say combat raged on the ground here. That hole was made by a laser rifle. They have about three times the power output of these pistols. That wall is constructed of eight millimeter steel plating. This hallway is filled with similar pockmarks. It would be my guess that this complex was under siege before being destroyed from above."

    Joni replied, "If they were trying to capture it, why would they then destroy it?"

    Dovit looked down through a meter wide hole in the walkway. "If it was the locals who were under siege, it may have been them who destroyed it. That would be a normal tactic, rather than allowing it to fall to one's enemy."

    An alert came up on my nav display. "I have four ships coming up from the surface. I think you should all get back here immediately!"

    I watched as three jerky video feeds turned and began to run. The ships from the surface were fast approaching as Joni, Dovit, and Tobik sprinted across the deck of the landing port we had elected to set down on. Once safely aboard, I sealed the hatch and prepared to leave. The three ships turned away, moving back in the direction from which they had come.

    Joni removed her helmet. "Why did they do that?"

    I replied, "It would appear they are trying to prompt us to move on from here."

    Dovit set his helmet in his lap as he sat in his chair. "Do we return to the surface or try that other moon?"

    I shook my head. "No. I think we sit right here for a few minutes. If they continue away, the three of you can go back in there. I want to see evidence of who was running this place."

    We watched the nav screen as the three Doomlight ships slipped back through the atmosphere and disappeared around the planet's horizon. Three helmets were soon snapped back into place and three explorers once again set out to investigate the ruins of the battle-scarred complex. Raptor stayed by my side.
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    As the trio entered a warehouse, Joni exclaimed over the video, "Hey! Those look a lot like our helocycles!"

    Five of the hover-bikes were parked behind a heavily damaged, much larger vehicle. After Joni poked and prodded the controls of the bike, it came to life.

    Joni's video spun around towards the others. "If this works like I think it will, I think we can cover a lot more ground."

    The bike whirred as Joni spun it around again. As she depressed a foot pedal, the bike moved forward. After a quick fifty meter run, Joni turned back, pulling to a stop beside Dovit.

    "This blue button activates it. After that you have your throttle and brake here. Then you just steer."

    The three were soon zipping along the elevated skyway, dodging enormous holes that had resulted from a prior fierce battle. The next building on their agenda was the one we had identified as a possible military barracks. After a dismount, the three walked into the remains of the building. The six floors above them were in shambles, while the six below appeared largely unscathed.

    I pressed a button on my console. "It looks like those three ships are coming back. You are too far out to make it back. Just keep doing what you are doing. I think it's nothing more than a bluff."

    Joni replied, "Roger that. Can you see this wall poster I'm looking at?"

    I nodded. "Yes, it would appear our assumption about the farmer being a native was correct."

    Dovit stood staring at the poster image. "Hmm. It looks like the Doomlighters are not the Doomlighters. They are just some species working for the Grumar. I have to wonder if the other cities on this planet are full of the natives or if they were wiped out, as evidenced by the battle that occurred here. I also have to wonder if by some strange twist, the Grumars were successfully able to pit our two armies against one another while they watched on gleefully."

    Joni replied, "It's like some giant Congoli onion. Every time we pull back a layer, a new more toxic layer resides just underneath."

    I nodded. "I believe we're beginning to get a better picture of exactly what's been going on here. As Dovit says, it may be that our two sides were needlessly fighting each other as the Grumar watched."

    I looked over the ship's displays. "If I'm reading the sensors on this ship correctly, there are still power generators running deep below those structures. If there's power, there might be systems connected to it that are still functioning."

    The Grumar ships closed and performed a flyover of our location. As I had suspected, they continued on without any further interaction. As time progressed, I expected to get more of the same."

    Joni entered a room full of bunks. Body parts covered the floors and walls. "Man, it looks like they got caught in here sleeping. No combat suits or weapons. Just dead bodies and what used to be bodies. This assault must have been a nightmare for these poor slobs."

    Dovit swung his laser pistol towards the hall. "Let's continue. There is nothing to be gained from gawking at this carnage."

    Joni snapped back. "Hey, I wasn't gawking! I was just making a statement!"

    Dovit held up his hand. "I am sorry. As a career military man, I  don't like scenes such as this. Give a soldier a chance to fight and die with honor. This was nothing more than senseless murder."

    Joni nodded. "We're in agreement on that."

    I switched Dovit's and Tobik's audio channels to mute. "If you can hear me, raise your hand and tap it on the front of your helmet, and don't speak."

    Joni complied, while Dovit and Tobik walked.

    I continued, "Good. I figured out how to mute their channels should we find a need. I'm switching them back on. Tap the front your helmet again if you understand.

    Joni tapped.

    I spoke to all three. "If you find a stairwell going downward, take it. Sensors are showing one of the active power sources directly below your building."

    Dovit replied, "I just wanted to remind everyone, I have to imagine the Grumar are watching and listening to everything we do. That is their shuttle. These are their comm channels."

    "If you happen across anything that you think is worth keeping from them, don't hesitate to withhold it until such time as we believe our communications are secure."

    The three moved down a stairwell. Six floors down they came to the lowest level. The hallways on the lower floors were pitch black. Helmet lights were turned on. Watching the three video feeds as the lights spun in one direction or the other was chaotic, making my assessments from above difficult.

    Joni stopped as the others continued. She began to tap on the front of her helmet. I muted the others.

    Joni spoke quietly. "Knog? You see the two dead soldiers in front of me?"

    "Yes."

    Joni continued with a soft voice: "Well, they look a lot like you. And when I say a lot, I mean a lot! One is missing the top of his head and the other his lower half. But you put those two together and you have someone that is your size and shape. I'm looking at this guy's face. You seeing this?"

    I pressed the comm button. "I need you to listen carefully. We suspected before that the green Gruntas, a species nearly identical to mine, might be out here. I had to wonder if the legends of the Greens were true. After looking over that captured ship on the Garmon, I believe it to have been piloted by one of the Greens. Walk away from those bodies and draw no more attention them. And that face is a Grunta female, not a male."

    I enabled the audio.

    Joni nodded as she stood. "Hey, Dovit, wait up!"

    After a short jog, Joni's video feed joined the others.

    "I'm reading a power source about seventy-five meters in front of you. It's small but active. Focus your search for that source."

    Dovit turned his head from side to side. "The fighting down here was fierce as well. I have passed by several power distribution points that look as though they were deliberately targeted."

    Dovit turned a corner. "There is a locked door here. I believe the power source may be behind it."

    I replied, "The sensors show it as being right in front of you. Can you get the door open?"

    Dovit nodded as he stood back and pulled the trigger on his pistol. A single sharp green beam continuously emanated from the tip of his pistol. A padlock keeping the door closed fell to the floor. A twist of the knob and a push sent the door flying open. Inside, our prize awaited.

    Joni shook her head. "Bleh. It's powering a small refrigeration unit. Nothing more than a microgenerator. It has methane lines that go into the wall behind it. It must still have a supply."

    Dovit looked around the room. "It appears to be some kind of medical lab. Given the equipment, I would guess it was for testing purposes. Probably for the everyday medical care of the troops up above."

    Joni opened the unit. "Yep. I would have to say he is right. Looks like tissue samples. And a few tubes of blood. If we were a science vessel out here looking for information on this species, this would be a gold mine. I don't see it as very useful for us."

    I scanned the three videos. "Tobik, you are closest. Can the power from that generator unit be used to power anything else in there? Are the computer systems on that counter to your left operational, if they had power?"

    Tobik looked over the generator. "The generator output is hard-wired into the refrigeration unit. I have no way of knowing if they use standard power levels. Let me inspect the systems on the counter."

    Tobik pulled one of the computer systems from its retainer. "No, these look like different power levels. We would need the main power system running to power one of these."

    I replied, "Let's move on to the next building then. I'm seeing another, larger power source, about three hundred meters from your location."

    A door lock was again lased and the door kicked in. The room beyond was a full-size power generator which had at one time powered the entire building. Why it had not been destroyed in the fighting was a mystery. The big generator hummed as the three walked around it.

    Joni moved over to a console. "I've got a computer here! Of course I can't understand a thing it's displaying. Having that arm pad right about now sure would be nice."

    As Joni sat in a chair by the console, Dovit looked over her shoulder. "This display is power output, and this one is methane use. That appears to be some type of temperature monitor. Here, let me sit. I am familiar with power generation. Utilities administration was my assignment for most of my career."

    Joni stood and stepped back as Dovit sat. Tobik moved in over his shoulder to watch. Several minutes later an overhead light came on and the room pressurized.

    Dovit removed his helmet and took a deep breath. "A bit musty, but not bad."

    Joni tapped on the front of her helmet as she moved over behind the humming generator.

    "They are muted," I said.

    Joni replied, "Is there anything you want me to look at or do while they are busy? I think they might be there for a while."

    I backed Joni's video feed up until the image of the dead Greens was in play. "Tell them you are coming back to the ship to get supplies. They will be wanting food before long, and with that room pressurized, you will be able to eat in there. On your way, I want you to stop in the barracks building and recover something from those bodies you found. I want the battle-suits they are wearing. One has the body, the other an intact helmet. If they fit, it will allow me to join you as well."

    Joni nodded. "I can do that."

    I enabled the comms.

    "Hey, Dovit. Since you are probably going to be at that for a while, I thought I would go back to the ship for supplies. We are going to be needing chow before long, and with this pressurized room we can eat here as you work over that computer system."

    Dovit nodded. "I believe that is an excellent idea. Tobik, give her a hand."

    Joni shook her head. "Not necessary. The two of you should keep at that console to see what you can learn. Put your helmet on, depressurize this room, and I'll be back shortly."

    Once the air had been evacuated, Joni left the generator room. Several minutes later she was standing over the dead Greens.

    "This is going to be grizzly." Joni said.

    The Green with the half helmet was the first to be unlocked. "Ugh, it's like dust. When you move it, it starts floating everywhere. I thought their skin would be frozen, but this is complete dehydration, it's just falling away."

    I replied, "No need to be gentle. If it speeds things up, just rip its head off."

    Joni stopped and laughed. "OK, I guess it doesn't really matter, does it."

    With one hard pull the partial helmet came away, along with the remainder of the Green's head. A sealed, zippered seam was opened just under the shoulders, separating the battle-suit into two removable pieces. The shoulders and arms were pulled from the upper section with little effort. The torso and legs however, would not release.

    "Check to see if there are boots that can be removed," I said.

    Joni sighed. "They look seamless. Hang on. Let me pick this upside down and shake it. Maybe it will all just fall out."

    Joni struggled with the large torso. The end result was a suit that still clung to the lower half of the dead Green.

    I laughed. "Just drag it up to your bike and bring it to me. I can remove it here on the shuttle while you return. And don't forget the helmet."

    Fifteen minutes later, the airlock to the shuttle opened. as Joni dropped the torso of the second Green, the smell of  decay wafted through the cabin.

    I spoke. "Don't remove your helmet. You will want to keep those filters running. The smell is quite horrid. They must have been dead for a while before that dome was smashed."

    Joni nodded. "I'll just get the supplies and head back. Much longer and they will probably come looking for me. Oh. And not that I need to know, but why are we doing this in secret?"

    I replied, "I don't believe they should know about the Greens. It might make them think we are agents of the Grumar. Trust is not something we can afford to lose right now. They could easily persuade themselves that it would be wise to jettison us and take the ship off on their own."

    Joni frowned. "They would have to know they wouldn't get very far. And even if they did, the Grumar would be following."

    I dragged the large part of the suit back into the storage area. "Just get the supplies and go. If I can make use of this suit, I will join the three of you."

    Joni departed with enough food and drink to last a full day. I turned my attentions to the battle-suit. I placed the helmet over my head. While comfortable, the smell was overwhelming. I next tried on the shoulder skirt. The fit was good and the helmet easily locked into place. The task of emptying the lower suit was gruesome.

    I picked up the torso section by the feet and shook it wildly. My reward was a cabin full of decayed Green dust. Thankfully the environmental system quickly cleared and purified the air. I laid the suit down, reached in with my hand, and pulled hard on the bones. The spine came free. I reached further. The right hip broke loose and the pelvis of the Green yanked free. It was then that I saw the two seams on the upper legs. Each unzipped with ease, allowing the legs to fall free. The remainder of the skeleton, and dehydrated body tissues, dropped away. The suit was mine.

    As I left the shuttle, Raptor was looking on with a sad face.

    "You just hang on. I'll be back," I said.

    Several minutes later I banged hard on the door to the utility room. I heard a commotion over the radio as the three inside scrambled for cover.

    "Hey, it's just me. Let me in," I said.

    Dovit replied, "But how? How were you able to leave the ship?"

    I replied, "I requisitioned a suit that would fit me. And I have to say, other than the smell, it has an excellent feel."

    Several minutes later, after depressurization, the door opened.

    As I stepped in, Dovit remarked. "Impressive! Those thin metallic lines on the outside help to dissipate the ion bolts from your Alliance weapons. We have the same technology, but our implementation is crude and not near 100 percent effective. This appears to be a part of the fabric. It is not a standard Grumar suit, but it has all the markings. Where did you find it?"

    I gestured towards the console. "Let's get the pressure back up in here and see if we can get anything out of that console. The suit was taken from two dead soldiers."

    Dovit turned. "I don't recall seeing any Grumar of that size. Perhaps they were mercenaries."

    "You've seen the Grumar?" I said.

    Dovit nodded. "When I was first captured. They come from a heavy gravity world, so they are short and stocky. They have ridges going down their backs like you, only their head is wider and their face flatter, with beady eyes and a small mouth. While your appearance is intimidating, theirs is sinister. Their skin tone is slightly darker than the Human's."

    Joni replied, "Humans come in a variety of skin tones. It's one of the things that makes us unique when compared to most other species. I've heard some say it shows our adaptability, while others say it points to an obvious weakness in our genetics. There's probably a bit of truth in both theories."

    Dovit stood silent for a moment. "Yes, well, I could talk for hours about the variety of skull protrusions on my own people, but let's get back to the console."

    Joni returned a slight scowl. Hours were spent looking over the console screens, and then attempting to move further beyond into the networked system that controlled them. Every attempt to move past the basic screens led us to a login screen.

    As I looked over Dovit's shoulder I took note of the dual cameras looking back at us. "Tobik, depressurize the room. I'm going out for a minute. I'll see if I can find something to help us get access."

    I stepped out into the hallway and began to walk. I was looking for a dead local that I could hold up in front of the cameras. Each body I came across was far too decayed to be recognized by the computer system. Most of the bottom floor of the building we occupied had power from the generator. I caught a lucky break after walking into a food storage area and opening a large freezer. Two locals that had been badly injured had made their way inside, only to later die of their wounds. I grabbed a body by its suit collar and made my way back to the generator room.

    I banged on the door. "Hey, it's me."

    Once inside, I stood the frozen body up in front of the cameras. "OK, try to access one of the screens that sends us to that login."

    Dovit touched several buttons on the console and the login screen came up. As I had hoped, an image of the dead local appeared, followed by a listing of his credentials.

    Dovit let out a cry of success. "Yes! Brilliant idea, Emperor! Now, let's see what we can find!"

    After several minutes of jumping between screens, it became apparent the local we had retrieved was one of the kitchen staff. The systems we had gained access to were all food service related: shipment schedules, current inventory, menus for the coming week and recipes. It was hardly the treasure trove of information we had been looking for. After a short trip back to the freezer to recover the second body, we found the same access granted. The two dead locals were probably cooks who'd sought refuge in the freezer only to have it be their final resting place. I grabbed the two bodies and began to drag them towards the door.

    Dovit spun around in his console chair. Where are you taking them?"

    I replied, "I'm putting them back in the freezer. If we ever get any scientists this far out, maybe they will be useful for study."

    Dovit half smiled. "You have an interesting mind, Emperor. Always one eye to the future. That is a good leadership quality."

    I laughed as I dragged the bodies through the open door. "Yeah, it's a quality. I can't say much about leadership though. Look where I got us."

    Dovit stood. "You got us off that planet. The Grumar may be watching our every move, but at least we are being allowed to move. As those Doomlight ships from the surface showed, we do have at least five minutes of freedom to do with as we will."

    I spoke as I continued down the hall. "When I get back we should go exploring. The ship's sensors showed two more power sources deep in this complex. If they have nothing to offer, we can always return to here."

    I laid the two dead cooks back where they had taken their last breaths. As I closed the freezer door, I looked around the room. I imagined it was not dissimilar to a thousand other food storage areas on a thousand other planets. For all the differences the sentient species in the galaxy had, there were always similarities, similarities that would allow most of us to live together peacefully if we so desired.
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    As we explored the ruins of the moon complex, the third power source proved to be another small generator whose output ran a computer system. The system was an environmental control which required the backup power system should the main system fail. The environmental systems that it was to power had been destroyed, but the small generator continued to do its job.

    The fourth generator was located on the basement floor of what had at one time been the administration building for the complex. As we rounded a hallway corner I caught a glimpse of movement at the far end of the hall. I grabbed Joni, pulling her hard back around the corner.

    "Hey! What was that for?" she said.

    I held a finger up in front of my face shield. "Quiet. I saw movement down that hall. Someone else is here."

    Dovit pulled his laser pistol. "What did you see? Was it more than one person?"

    "I can't be certain. All I saw was a shadow."

    Dovit gestured towards my helmet light. "Are you sure it wasn't from your own light? I've had that happen several times to me today."

    I shook my head. "No, this was movement unrelated to my light. The three of you should stay here. I'll go investigate."

    Joni grabbed my arm. "I'm going with."

    I shook my head. "You should remain here. If something were to happen, one of us needs to make it back to tell the Alliance of the happenings out here. If we both go around that corner and we both die, that information dies with us."

    Joni sighed. "OK. That's a poor excuse, but I can accept it. I'll wait."

    I made my way down the hall, clinging to the wall. When I reached the far corner where I'd seen the shadow, I slowly peered around. The hallway beyond was empty. I looked back to the others and waved them forward.

    As I traversed the next hall I checked each door as I went. All were locked. When I reached the next corner and peered around, there was again movement at the other end of the hall. I sprinted, stopping just short of the corner.

    For some reason I turned off my helmet camera and enabled the  external speaker on my helmet. "Who's out there?"

    Silence came back.

    Again I called. "Who's out there? If you are alone, perhaps we can help. Show yourself."

    I took a step back as a figure stepped into the light. It was Garrett!

    I turned off my comm. "Why were you running from us?"

    Garrett shook his head. "I didn't recognize that battle-suit. I didnt know it was you."

    I gestured with my hands. "Is the Jess nearby?"

    Garrett replied, "Yes, about two hundred meters from here. After slipping away from the planet I doubled back and landed here. I've been trying to figure out if this place could be of use to us."

    I turned on my comm to the others. "Wait where you are while I investigate further. I should only be a minute. It might be a false alarm."

    I again disabled my comm.

    "Garrett?" I said. "How long could the Jess sustain five passengers?"

    Garrett was silent a moment. "Mmm. Two months, tops. Are there four of you?"

    "Yes. Joni and I have a Moddle General and one of his officers with us. If we leave this place I think it's important that we take them along. We may find allies where we've had enemies."

    Garrett replied, "OK, well, we need a better way to communicate than this. How do we get you out of those suits?"

    "Do you still have the signal detection gear on the Jess?"

    "Yes."

    "OK, this is what I think we should do. I want to disable anything on this suit that has a connection back to our ship or that emits a signal the Grumar can track."

    Garrett stepped closer to the corner. "The Grumar? That's our enemy?"

    "Yes. Can you get the detection gear from the Jess? We should start on this immediately. Once the Grumar suspect something is wrong here, they'll swarm this place in about five minutes time. Get me one of those signal detectors, I'll wait here."

    Garrett turned away. "Be right back."

    When Garrett returned he ran a scan. "That suit shows a standard comm channel, a video channel, and … wait. There's another locator beacon, it's way off the normal frequencies. Probably used for ship-board tracking or ID. Turn around and I'll see if it can be disabled."

    I turned to face the other way as Garrett stepped closer.

    "There's a device on the back of your helmet. Hold still."

    My head jerked forward as an unanticipated blow struck the back of my neck.

    I rocked forward. "What the..."

    Garrett laughed. "Sorry, I had to use the butt of my blaster rifle. It's no longer functional. Here's the scanner. I would be as discreet as I could be with its use. If they have cameras set up on that ship, you don't want them to see that you are using it."

    After heading back to the others I enabled my camera and comm.

    I came around a corner to the others. "We need to get back to the ship."

    Joni gave me a confused look. "Well, what was it? What did you see?"

    "I was just chasing shadows, as Dovit suggested."

    Dovit gestured forward. What about the power source?"

    "We can check it later. I think we should go back to the ship and allow our suits and oxygen supplies to recharge. We don't know if we might get caught out here for a while."

    Joni pressed. "You are acting a bit strange. Why is your helmet light off?"

    I reached up, flipping it on. "Sorry. I turned it off to let my eyes adjust to the darkness. Nothing of interest was there."

    Once on the ship the others took a break to eat. I walked around with the scanning device tucked neatly in the palm of my hand. Logging every camera and listening device was no easy task. As suspected, the shuttle was flooded with cameras, microphones, and any number of other signal gathering devices. There would be no way to disable the prying eyes of the Grumar without alerting them to the fact that we knew they were watching.

    I stopped in front of the others. "When we are done here, I think we should transport our supplies down to the generator room and then lock ourselves in there for a couple months. I don't like the exposure of this ship."

    Dovit looked up. "How is down there going to be any different?"

    I replied, "I can't say. But I think we need to be off of this ship for a while. At least down there they are probably only watching us on our helmet cameras. Perhaps we can figure out how to disable them."

    Dovit shook his head. "You take these cameras offline and the Grumar are going to come in here to either turn them back on or take us back. I say let them watch."

    Joni stood. "I tell you what … Knog and I will take half the supplies down to the generator room while you two remain here with the other half. I want another crack at that computer system down there. You two can go explore that fourth power source while we work on breaking into that computer. That way we have both places to fall back on should something happen. If the time comes for us to leave, we'll carry the supplies back up and head out."

    I interjected, "On your way to the power source, stop and check every room for anything of interest."

    Dovit thought for a moment. "That is a reasonable suggestion.  We will assist with the supplies and then explore as we make our way to the other power source."

    As we carried several boxes out of the ship and into a stairwell, Joni spoke. "What are—"

    I shook my head, and gestured that she should remain silent.

    When the last box of our half of the supplies was placed in the generator room, Dovit and Tobik left to explore. I sealed the door and pressurized the room, removing my helmet when the chime sounded on the console that the pressurization task was complete. I gestured for Joni to remove her helmet. When she set it on a countertop, I turned it to face away from us. I used my fingers to spell out a message in the air.

    Garrett is here.

    Joni stepped back in disbelief before crafting a message of her own.

    Where?

    I pointed towards where I had seen the shadow.

    We need to move all of the supplies off that shuttle and onto the Jess.

    Joni offered a perplexed expression.

    Why?

    I again spelled out:

    That's the only way we can leave this place without the Grumar knowing.

    Joni looked around the room, locating a pen and a set of paper reports to draw upon.

    How are we going to manage moving these supplies without them knowing? We can't leave this room without our helmets.

    I took the pen.

    We don't have to move the supplies. Garrett will. What we have to do is get the other half off that shuttle so he can pick them up. The moment the Grumar suspect something is up, we'll only have about five minutes before they are swarming this place. If we can get all of the supplies on the Jess, we can leave and disappear before they know we're gone. It will be cramped on that small ship, but at least we will have the supplies to last us for what should be long enough to get us back through the portal.

    Joni retrieved the pen.

    And how do we get Dovit and Tobik on board with this?

    I replied to Joni's scribble.

    We don't. They can't know anything until the moment comes for us to leave. We give them ten seconds to make their decision. If they can't decide, we'll have to leave them.

    Joni winced at the thought.

    OK, I'm in. Just tell me what you need and when you need it.

    I gestured for her to sit next to her helmet. "Let's see if we can make any progress on this computer system."

    When Joni sat, I took the pen and wrote out my plan for Garrett.

    "I'm heading out to explore for a bit while you do that. Put your helmet back on and let me out of here."

    Joni nodded. "Sure thing. Just knock on the door when you want back in."

    As I moved down the hallway towards where I had seen Garrett, I turned a corner just in time to see Dovit and Tobik as they headed for the fourth power source. As soon as they passed the corner where I had met Garrett, I stopped following and began to look around. I disabled my camera and comm.

    Several minutes passed before Garrett let himself be known. "Don't turn around. I'm right behind you."

    I flipped to my external speaker. "This is our plan. We have a room with a generator and air supply that we have offloaded half of our supplies into. We want you to carry them from there to your ship. When you are done, I'll contact you for the other half. I scanned that shuttle we are flying, there are far too many bugs for us to try to remove. We're all going to have to leave here on the Jess.

    "The space on her is very limited," Garrett replied. "We'll have to get creative. Our biggest issue might be the oxygen generator, keeping up with a supply for five, not with our food supplies. In the meantime, I have tracking devices for both you and Joni that will let me know where you are. Place this piece of tape up under your arm, on the outside of that suit. I should be able to safely track you without you spewing a signal for everyone to see."

    I raised my arm. "Put it there for me. I'll add the other to Joni's suit. Follow me back to the room where our supplies are being kept. Once we leave, start moving them to the Jess. Take a route that is other than the way I take you, we don't want to run into the others. If all goes well, we will convince them to leave with us."

    Garrett replied, "And if they don't agree to leave?"

    I shook my head. "Then we leave them here. They will still have the shuttle to take them back to the planet, although, I believe they would prefer to go with us."

    Shortly after my conversation with Garrett, I knocked on the door to the generator room. "Hey, it's me."

    When Joni answered, I directed her to turn around and to raise her arm. The tracking tape was applied.

    I gestured towards the door. "Let's go explore for a bit."

    Joni nodded as she reached to close the door.

    I held up my hand. "Leave it open. In case Dovit and Tobik return."

    Joni replied, "OK, where are we headed?"

    I pointed in the direction of the fourth power source. "Let's pay Dovit and Tobik a visit. See what they found."

    After a short walk we came to a door in the middle of a hallway. The fourth power source was located just beyond.

    As Joni reached for the knob, I grabbed her arm. "Hold on."

    I spoke over the comm. "Dovit? Tobik? Are you there?"

    The comm channel remained silent.

    "Look at this wall. Those pock marks are from someone taking shots from behind that door," I said.

    I looked up and down the hall and pointed. "See that camera down there? I'm guessing there is someone on the other side of that door, who knows their way around the still-functioning systems of this complex. I would bet they are watching us right now. I think we need to go back to the shuttle. If we don't meet up with Dovit and Tobik, they are probably behind that door."

    When we arrived at the shuttle, the two Moddles were nowhere to be found.

    I sat in the pilot's chair and looked over the displays. "Well, if the Moddles were taken, the Grumar don't seem to care."

    Joni replied, "Let's go ahead and move the other supplies down to the generator room for Garrett. I don't like leaving them here on the shuttle."

    I spun around in the chair. "Agreed, but let's wait for an hour or so. Give Dovit and Tobik a chance to return. If they don't, we'll move the supplies. After that, we'll go back to check that room."

    Joni nodded. The hour passed quietly. The time was needed to allow Garrett a chance to move and store the first half of the supplies. Before we began our second supply drop I set up the nav console on the shuttle so that I would be alerted when and if any Grumar ships approached. If the alarm sounded, it would be our five minute warning to make haste for the Jess. I had hopes that Dovit and Tobik were alive. With our supplies secure, we would make an attempt at finding them.

    Not long after, I set down the final box, containing an uncomfortable Raptor, just outside the generator room. I remained outside the room as I feared giving the watching Grumar an image of our missing supplies. I had to assume that Garrett had completed or was near completion of his task and that he would recognize the new boxes needed transport as well.

    Joni tapped me on the shoulder. "What now?"

    I replied, "Now, we go explore the area in and around that fourth power source. If we end up in a fight we are going to want to know the territory. We look for a spot where we can defend ourselves, or where we can take refuge."

    The next half hour was spent walking the halls and inspecting the rooms in and around the fourth power source. After discussing several fallback options, it was time to make a move on the door. I positioned Joni on one side as I took the other. I reached out and knocked. The sound of a foot stomping came from within. I turned the knob and pushed the door open.

    "Dovit? Tobik? You in there?" I said.

    Again the only sound was that of a boot stomping on the ground. I poked my head out to have a look and pulled it back quickly.

    Joni pointed with her blaster rifle. "Well? Are they in there?"

    I replied, "They are sitting in the center of the floor. The power in that room looks to be like our generator room. I suspect this whole floor has power, even if the lighting is off."

    Before Joni had a chance to respond I stepped fully into the doorway.

    When no response came from within, Joni slapped me on the back. "That wasn't a smart move! What if they had been waiting for you?"

    I shook my head as I entered the room, looking around to verify there was no one else there. Dovit continued to slam his foot on the floor. His helmet was on, but tape covered his mouth.

    I pulled Joni from the doorway. "Untie them."

    As Joni got to work I poked my head out into the hallway, pulling it back as a bright burst of light and the unmistakable hiss of a laser weapon being fired filled the hallway with light. I held my blaster just outside of the door and squeezed off two bolts.

    Dovit grabbed me by the shoulder, pulling me in and shutting the door behind me. After sitting at a console and pressing several buttons, air began to rush into the room. Just before the safe alarm chimed, Dovit removed his helmet and pulled the tape from his mouth.

    Dovit rushed over to check the lock on the door. "There's at least a half dozen of them. They're locals. I have to guess they have been up here since this place was destroyed, living off the supplies that remained. That has probably been three years."

    Joni winced. "Three years? I would go nuts trapped here that long."

    Dovit replied, "I can assure you they are quite sane. I believe they mean to steal the shuttle in an attempt to return to the planet's surface.

    Joni shook her head. "That's a suicide run. The Grumar would be all over that ship before it hits the atmosphere."

    Dovit grabbed my arm. "We can't let them take the shuttle!"

    I nodded. "Put your helmet back on. If we lose pressure you and Tobik are dead. What weapons do they have?"

    Tobik snapped his helmet in place. They have laser rifles, and our pistols."

    Joni moved over beside the door, attempting to turn the knob. "What's the plan? The door is locked from the outside."

    I paced the  room in thought. We were trapped in a hostile room, on a hostile moon, in a hostile galaxy. Our ship was bugged, our almost every move watched. We needed a plan. A plan that would take us to Garrett and the Jess. But we also  needed our supplies. Without them, we would starve before the portal gate was once again opened.
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    Commotion could be heard just outside of the door.

    I said, "I don't like the sound of that! I think they dropped something out there. Could be explosives. We need to get out of this room!"

    Joni looked at a far wall. "Take cover! This may throw off some shrapnel!"

    We moved behind a counter. Joni took aim at the wall and fired a single bolt. The wall rumbled and sparked, but held firm.

    I took aim. "Everyone, switch from your comms to external speakers. Joni, keep pulling that trigger. The steel will give way."

    Joni and I fired repeatedly. The wall rattled and hummed, sparks flew. After a dozen shots the red-hot wall shattered, spewing out superheated pieces of steel. As the wall failed, the pressure escaping the room pushed the blast outward.

    I stood and yelled over my external speaker. "Joni, you first! Secure that room. Dovit, you and Tobik follow!"

    As we moved into the second room I rushed to the back, opening a door leading to a back hallway. "Through here!"

    Only seconds after I pulled the door shut, a concussion rocked the hallways as the a bomb left by the locals detonated. A partial imprint of the door that had previously enclosed the room we had occupied was clearly visible in the bowed out wall of the back hall. We had escaped the trap.

    I yelled. "Follow me!"

    We raced down several halls before emerging from the building. "Dovit, Tobik, you need weapons. I came across several while exploring. Find a couple that work and we'll head for the shuttle."

    Joni gestured with her head. "What about the other stuff?"

    "We check the shuttle first. If it's all good, we head for the other."

    Dovit spoke as he ran. "What other stuff? Are you talking the supplies? If we need to, we can return to the planet for more. That storage area in that hangar was over half full."

    As we entered a room that had seen a previous firefight, Dovit stopped and shuddered. "What the ... there must be a hundred dead in here!"

    I yelled as I began turning over bodies. "Just find yourselves some weapons. I remember seeing at least one in here."

    Joni spoke. "Got it! Laser pistol. Half a charge remaining!"

    Tobik continued. "Here! This one is still in the holster! Full charge!"

    I looked at Dovit. "Let's get back to that shuttle and see what they are planning. That ship is a commercial shuttle. I closed the door last we were on there, but I didn't set any kind of lock. If they figure that out, and if at least one of them knows how to fly it, it may already be lifting off by the time we get there."

    Dovit shook his head. "Would be just my luck. We get off that planet only to get stranded on this moon. I knew we shouldn't have come here."

    I replied as we ran: "We can't leave in that shuttle without the Grumar following. We needed another way out. The exploration of this complex was imperative. Without alternate transportation we can't escape them."

    As we came up the stairwell the locals were moving in on the shuttle.

    I shouted. "Hey! Step back!"

    The laser pulses began to fly.

    As we moved back down the stairs, I looked at Dovit. "Take Tobik, circle around to that other stairwell. Don't kill them. I want to see if they will talk with us.

    Dovit shook his head. "Forget the negotiations! That is our shuttle! We can't let them have it!"

    Dovit turned and sprinted down the stairs with Tobik following after. When the laser blasts stopped I poked my head out of the stairwell.

    Joni inched closer. "What's happening?"

    I replied, "That shuttle wasn't one of theirs. They are probably trying to figure out how to open the hatch."

    Joni shook her head. "How dense can they be? It's the only handle right there on the hatch!"

    I again shouted. "We can help you!"

    Joni tapped on my back. "Ah, what makes you think they understand you?"

    I replied, "I hoped they might have interacted with our forces back when all this started. Looks like they didn't."

    Joni leaned against a wall. "Why aren't we just leaving?"

    I turned towards her. "Don't speak of that. For the moment you will just have to trust that I have good reason. I just hope we can talk them down before Dovit makes a mess of this."

    Twenty seconds later, Dovit and Tobik emerged from the other stairwell with their laser pistols firing. Two of the locals fell immediately. I stepped up out of the stairwell and raced towards them in a full sprint. The four remaining locals ran for cover as they fired back at Dovit and Tobik. My advance went unnoticed.

    A third and a fourth local fell as they ran for the cover of a short wall. Dovit and Tobik were excellent shots. The fifth local  dove over the short wall, out of the line of sight of the Moddles.  As the sixth reached the wall, a well placed laser pulse entered his back, exiting out of his chest. I arrived at the short wall, diving over onto the remaining local before he could react.

    I wrapped my arms around him, immobilizing his weapon before pulling it from his terrified hand. It was then that I realized it was a woman. Slender of build but fast on her feet. A knife, after being removed from her boot, sliced across the back of my Green battle-suit with little effect. The local was quickly disarmed.

    I held her to the ground. "Do you understand my language?"

    Her returned gaze was a mix of terror, confusion, and anger. I had a sudden respect for the woman as she struggled to free herself.

    Dovit was soon standing over me. "Stand back and I'll finish her!"

    I replied with an angry tone. "Put down that weapon. We need information and she is going to give it to us!"

    Joni stood behind them and gestured with her blaster rifle. "Anybody who shoots anybody gets shot. So back off!"

    Dovit and Tobik stepped back. I picked up the still struggling woman and began to walk towards the stairwell.

    Dovit raised his hands. "Where are you going?"

    I replied, "Just follow me. All three of you. I'll explain what I'm doing when I get there!"

    Dovit protested. "We're checking out the shuttle for damage."

    I stopped and turned. "Unless you want to make enemies of us, you will follow me. They never made it aboard."

    Dovit hesitated, then turned our way. "What is so urgent?"

    "I'll show you when we get there."

    When we reached the storage room I had to turn towards Joni and smile.

    Dovit hurried to the door, pushing it open before I could dissuade him. "The supplies are gone!"

    I pursed my lips. "Follow me and I'll take you to them."

    As we walked, Dovit became increasingly agitated. "We are supposed to be partners in this!"

    "Just keep moving."

    Dovit stopped. "Look, you practically allowed the locals to take that shuttle. I demand to know what's going on!"

    Garrett stepped around the corner with his blaster raised. "You have ten seconds to decide if you want to get off of this rock or stay here with the Grumar. That count starts now!"

    I hurried past Garrett with Joni following. Dovit stood in indecision for several seconds before shaking his head. "You Alliance people are not instilling me with a lot of trust in this relationship."

    I yelled back as I ran. "Garrett! Out front! Lead the way! Dovit, if you want to live, and if you want our forces to join yours, you will follow my every command until we are safely away from here! I'm calling the shots! This is not a democracy!"

    The alert from the shuttle's nav system rang in my ear. "The Grumar are on the way! We have about five minutes to get out of here!"

    The final run to the Jess took nearly a minute. When we arrived a number of the supply boxes were sitting on the ground just outside the ship.

    I hurried through the gravity wall and up the rampway, setting  the local woman on the deck. "Joni! Watch her! Dovit! Tobik! Start shoving those boxes up the ramp! Garrett, get this thing powered up and ready to run!"

    Raptor stepped up and leaned against the woman. As the supply boxes came up the rampway I shoved them forward. "Keep them coming! I don't care if we have nowhere to stand. We have to have those supplies!"

    Garrett called back. "We'll be ready to fly in about fifteen seconds! Just say the word!"

    When the last of the boxes was aboard, there was standing room only.

    "Get us out of here!" I yelled.

    Garrett reached for the throttle and then pulled back. "Too late. They are here. Five ships. Another six just left the surface."

    I replied, "Too late? We have to run!"

    Garrett shook his head. "Hold on. I'm letting them settle at that port. We're tucked in pretty good here. As soon as they start to unload we move. Oh, and the three of you need to shed those bio-suits. They are bugged. Just toss them down the ramp onto the ground. And you better make it fast!"

    Four of the five ships landed. Soldiers piled out and began to head our way. The moment the last bio-suit went through the gravity wall, Garrett pulled the ramp closed and lifted off. Several seconds later the Jess came screaming out of a tunnel, moving rapidly up and away from the complex ruins.

    Garrett yelled. "Find something to grab on to! If we take a few hits it could get real bumpy in here!"

    I looked over at the local we had taken captive. She was looking with suspicion at the Rottweiler that had his head sitting on her leg. As she looked my way, her eye locked on my face and she began screaming and thrashing about. At the same moment, a laser bolt from the ship on our tail struck the heavy armor plating on the back of the Jess. The heat of the laser transferred directly to the rest of the hull as a physical impact, slamming all who were not belted down towards a side wall.

    Garrett looked over his shoulder. "We're good! But we can only take a couple more hits like that!"

    Joni and Dovit subdued the local as she yelled and screamed at the Grunta in the battle-suit. For a moment the chaos came to an end as she stared through me with a look of hatred.

    Garrett spun the Jess around. "I can't shake this guy! Gonna have to kill him!"

    As we raced back towards the enemy ship, Garrett fired the Jess's ion cannon repeatedly. As we drew within two kilometers of the enemy fighter, a bright blue explosion told of its fate.

    Garrett again yelled as the Jess accelerated towards the moon. "The other four are lifting off! Deep scans show the surrounding space as clear!"

    Joni shouted, "Why are you heading towards them?"

    Garrett began firing ion bolts in an attempt to scatter the enemy. "If we can get past them we can use the gravity of that moon to slingshot us out of here. Otherwise they are going to be on our tail whichever way we head."

    The Jess ducked, jutted to a side and spiraled as the lasers from the four Grumar ships flashed past us.

    Garrett glanced at the nav screen. "We have another dozen ships heading this way from the surface. It looks like the teardrops!"

    Gruntas were not ones to get nervous, but with the laser fire, the crowded cabin, the alien captive, and the approaching ships, I could feel my heart racing in my chest.

    Two laser bolts clipped our wings, throwing the Jess into a spin as we rapidly closed on the moon. I could see the others beginning to get queasy as the images of outside swirled past the viewports in front of Garrett. The captive struggled, Raptor barked, and the laser lights flashed across the viewports. In what I would later consider as one of the most impressive feats of flying I had ever seen, Garrett righted the ship and brought her down to the deck, only a few hundred meters off the moon's surface.

    Garrett remarked. "Oh, yeah! We are in the sweet spot! Just another second!"

    As the Jess broke away from the moon she rapidly passed light speed.

    Garrett set the autopilot for the next closest star system and stood with a grin. "Ladies and gentlemen, we are free! Out front! Pulling away!"

    The enemy ships soon faded from our scans. We now had the whole of space in which to hide. And months to kill before attempting a trip back through the wormhole portal to the Triangulum.
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    As we sped safely away, Garrett turned his attention to the captive being held down by Joni and Dovit. After several taps on his arm pad, the translation app started. Moments later he began to speak to the woman in her native tongue.

    "Hey. First let me tell you who we are. Those ships back there that are chasing us, they are our enemy. They are your enemy as well, which kind of makes you your friend. Now, if we let go of you, will you behave long enough for us to talk?"

    The woman snarled as she looked up at me. "You are the enemy! I have seen that savage face before! And these two! They were the first to attack my planet!"

    Garrett looked back with a snicker. What? Him? He's probably the least savage among us."

    I removed my helmet. "Look at my skin. The others, they were green. I am gray. The Greens are my mortal enemy as well."

    The woman began to settle. "Who are you people and why did you kill my friends if you are not the enemy?"

    Dovit crossed his arms. "You were trying to steal our ship! He tried to talk to you but your people fired on us!"

    I held up my hand. "No need to be combative. What is your name?"

    The woman replied, "Karrissa."

    I continued, "That planet down there. Were you a native of that planet?"

    Karrissa nodded as she pointed at Dovit. "I was, until they showed up! They just showed up one day with a small armada, demanding our surrender. We fought back!"

    I looked at Dovit. "Is this true? Were your people the first to arrive here?"

    Dovit squirmed uncomfortably. "I can't say. That was not the story we were told. We were told that our ambassador was attacked and savagely killed. War was declared shortly after."

    Karrissa shook her head. "We attacked your fleet in defense! Two transport shuttles carrying men, women, and children to this moon were attacked and destroyed by your fleet without any provocation! Fifteen hundred of our citizens perished! And your ambassador had the audacity to demand our surrender!"

    Dovit frowned. "I can't believe that. We were told differently."

    I again held up my hand in an attempt to lower the level of tension. "The planet below, we call it Doomlight. Is that your name for it?"

    Karrissa nodded. "It is. We have seventeen thousand years of recorded history there. It is our world."

    She looked angrily at Dovit. "And we will not give it up so long as even one of us lives!"

    Dovit moved over to sit in the copilot's chair. "The rumors are true then. I believe you. I believe her. Our politicians and military leaders forced this war upon them. Those three methane planets were the prize."

    Karrissa spat. "If you wanted to mine methane we would have happily allowed it. We have it in abundance down on our planet as well as in this system. We wouldn't have even asked for anything in return. We do not own those planets, only Doomlight."

    I squatted in front of her. "When did the Grumar arrive?"

    Karrissa pointed at Garrett and Joni. They were the next to show. They at first promised help and they delivered. The Moddle had landed troops on the surface. They were winning. When the Alliance came along, the balance shifted in our favor. We were winning. That's when they stabbed us in the back!"

    Joni pulled her head back as her eyes widened. "We did what?"

    Karrissa continued. "With the victories we were experiencing, we let your people in close. You were walking side by side with us when the coup happened. Over the course of two bloody days, you killed or imprisoned our entire leadership. You claimed they were conspiring with the enemy and the people needed to be protected. Once you took control, the fighting intensified."

    Karrissa pointed towards me. "That's when your green people showed up. As if we needed more aliens fighting to take control of us. The Greens were savage and brutal. They slaughtered tens of thousands of fighters from both of your camps in the first week alone. They too promised us our freedom back. After it was apparent that they would easily accomplish their goals, they turned on us as well.

    "That moon base was our central command when the wars all started. The Moddles took control of it first. The Alliance second. When the Grumar came they killed everyone, destroying the dome and most of the buildings underneath. My friends and I managed to stay hidden, and survived the bombardment and ground assault. We've been living on the food supplies that remained. They last a long time in the cold, oxygen free, dead of space.

    "Anything that has happened since that time, I couldn't say."

    Dovit spoke. "That explains what happened when I arrived. The Grumar had already taken full control. We were told, by others who we believed were our own people, to land the troops for a fight in that great valley. As soon as we landed we were taken captive by the Grumar."

    I shook my head.

    Joni asked, "What are you thinking?"

    I replied, "What I'm thinking is that we still don't know anything about the Grumar or the Greens. We know they are in control, but we don't know anything else. The rest of the cities on that planet, they might all be empty. Our troops and Dovit's troops, they may have been taken off the planet for all we know. Other than those killed down there on the battlefield, the rest might still be alive for all we know."

    Garrett sighed. "Tell me you're not thinking what I think you're thinking."

    I looked up. "If we are to advise the New Alliance on what to expect out here, we have to know what the Grumar are up to."

    Garrett reached over and set the Jess to stop. "OK, first, there is no way I can operate this ship with five other people and these boxes all jammed in here if we are heading back. I need room. I need to be able to think and to operate this ship quietly. Voices, walking, inadvertently banging something around or even tearing open one of those supply boxes, sends vibrations through this hull. Those vibrations can be detected if the right equipment is used. And I have to assume you are talking about trying to grab a Grumar for interrogation purposes?"

    I nodded. "We have to know. We cannot plan a sufficient response if we don't know what we are up against."

    I took a deep breath. "We need to find Jack and the Garmon. Take us to where the portal opens. Jack will be waiting somewhere near there."

    Garrett rubbed his chin. "You are assuming that Jack made it out of there."

    "I am. If we are to learn what the Grumar are up to, we will need Jack."

    Karrissa spoke: "OK. I told you who I was. I know who these two are, and I have a general idea of where they are from, a system about halfway between here and the nighttime feature we call the Barnlight nebula."

    Dovit sat up. "You know of our home world's location?"

    Karrissa smiled a crass smile. "Your people squeal just like everyone else if the right pain is applied."

    Dovit's expression turned to one of worry. "Only a few knew the location of our worlds. They must have gotten to one of those."

    Dovit grabbed my arm. "We must go there instead of through your portal! My people have to be warned!"

    Joni patted Dovit on the shoulder. "You said yourself it would take six months to get there. If she knew about your home world three years ago, the Grumar knew about it too. It's very likely they have already gone there. And if so, your people know."

    Dovit leaned back. "This is horrible."

    Karrissa replied sarcastically, "Welcome to my world. You attacked us, now it's coming back to haunt you. How does it feel to think of your planet being destroyed and your people all dead or enslaved?"

    I raised my hand. "OK, one thing I think we can agree upon is that everyone on this ship is on the same side for the moment. The real enemy is the Grumar and whatever it is they are up to. Dovit, your worlds may still be intact. And Karrissa, your people may still be in the other cities on that planet. We did see at least one family being taken away from a farm not far from the city we were kept in.

    "And just so we are all of the same mind, we are heading to the portal where we hope to find Jack. Once that is done, Garrett and I will return in the Jess with a mission of grabbing a Grumar for interrogation. After that, we go back through to let the Alliance know what's really happening out here."

    Dovit looked angrily in my direction. "And what of Tobik and I? What of our people?"

    I raised both hands. "Please, let me finish. After giving the news to the Alliance, I will be coming back through the portal. Karrissa, we will attempt to find your people first. Dovit, we will then travel to your worlds so that you can be returned to your people. After that, I will remain out here. I have to know more about the Greens. How many are there? Are they a threat? Do my people need to prepare to once again fight our most feared enemy?"

    Garrett shook his head. "Sounds like you are planning on saving the universe. I'm guessing you are going to need some help."

    Joni chided in. "Yeah, we can't let him take that on all by himself. You can count me in as well."

    The ride back to the portal was long. I used the time to quiz Karrissa about the Doomlighters and Dovit about the Moddles. Dovit was free with his information. Troops, ship types, the politics of his empire's leadership. His lack of a family. He had grown up in government care as an orphan. His life had been dedicated to his work, which is where his only friends existed. He had never taken a wife.

    Tobik was the opposite. He had a large extended family and many friends. He had only achieved the rank of Commander after passing up several opportunities that would have brought promotions with them. His focus was on his family, the military had come second.

    Karrissa was young, only out of her primary education when the Moddles first arrived. The Doomlighters had achieved space travel, but they had only had their first visit to a nearby star system the year before the wars began. They did not have a fleet of warships with which to defend themselves. The Moddles had easily taken control of their space.

    Shortly after our arrival at the portal area, Garrett received a comm call from Jack. "Tell me the others are still alive!"

    Garrett replied, "They are here, though we are crammed in here, so, I'd appreciate it if you could take them off my hands!"

    Jack laughed. "We'll be there in a few minutes."

    As the Garmon pulled alongside, Garrett piloted the Jess through her gravity wall and into the main docking bay. When the rampway dropped, Jack Carson was standing there with a smile.

    Joni was the first down the ramp, with Raptor by her side. "Hello, Miss Salton."

    Joni replied, "We are very glad to see you, Mr. Carson. Did any of the other ships manage to escape?"

    Jack nodded. "Three. They are waiting at another location not far from here. The Adican called Jontik was among them. He has been extremely helpful at keeping order and calm. I'm sorry to say that probably only twenty thousand of the Adicans escaped. I don't know how they got that transport safely out of there, but they did."

    Dovit and Tobik escorted Karrissa down the ramp. "I see you picked up some strays as well. Welcome to the Garmon."

    Dovit and Tobik nodded as Karrissa looked around.

    I replied, "This is Dovit and Tobik. They are our guests until this is all straightened out. Consider them the ambassadors from the Moddle Empire. They are who we were originally fighting."

    Jack's demeanor changed to one of disgust. "I lost a lot of good friends to these people. Why are they here?"

    I placed my hand on Jack's shoulder. "They are here to make peace. Neither of these two ever pulled a trigger on a weapon aimed at anyone we know. They came late to the war and were made immediately captive by the Grumar. This young lady is a native Doomlighter. Take these three and see that they are fed, given a change of clothes, and given quarters."

    Jack held out his hand. "OK, let's have the weapons. You won't be needing them here."

    Dovit withdrew. "I would prefer to keep mine if you don't mind."

    Jack shook his head and gestured for the weapons. "I do mind. This is my ship, and as Captain I make the rules. Look around you. Do you see anyone else carrying weapons?"

    Dovit reluctantly held out his laser pistol. Tobik followed.

    Jack smiled. "Sergeant Holmes! Get these three fed and settled in quarters. They are ambassadors. Please treat them as such."

    The sergeant saluted, escorting the others.

    Dovit spoke. "Why is a sergeant on a ship?"

    The Sergeant laughed as they turned to walk away. "I think you'll find our military style here is run a bit on the loose side. We aren't really official, so things can be a bit messy on the protocol front."

    I looked at Jack. "Can you get us some help with moving some of those supplies off of the Jess. Garrett and I have to go back out."

    Joni stepped in. "I'm going too."

    I shook my head. "Sorry, two on that ship is already a crowd. We may end up with more than one Grumar if we are successful. You might spend the time with the Adicans. Fill them in on what has happened. They will want to be a part of any future effort to find and rescue their people."

    Joni sighed. "Agreed. But the two of you better make your grab and get back here. I don't want to have to wonder if you're alive or not any longer than I have to."

    I smiled. "I am glad you care. It's a trait that separates you from the likes of your uncle."

    Joni frowned. "He cares. I think he just gets bad advice and is a little too prone to accept it. When we get back, maybe we can all talk some sense into him."

    I took an hour to fill Jack in on our adventure. When the talk was over I walked back aboard the Jess, where Garrett was waiting.

    "Are we all set?" I asked.

    Garrett replied, "Supplies will last the two of us six months. Depending on how many passengers we pick up, that number drops accordingly. If you are ready, we can head out."

    I nodded. "Make it so, Mr. Rourke."

    The Jess was soon out of the docking bay and speeding away from the Garmon. The journey back to the Doomlight system passed quickly. Garrett maneuvered the Jess to come in from behind the methane covered planet nearest our target. Deep scans were run continuously. Garrett leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.

    I looked over the scan data. "I hope we are able to pull this off without a long delay."

    Garrett replied, "You know I have my eyes closed. That means I'm resting."

    I laughed. "You can rest when the mission is complete."

    Garrett shook his head. "Now you're sounding like the Saltons. They don't care about you personally, only that you get the job done."

    I half smiled. "Well, the job has to get done."

    Garrett leaned forward and began to look over the results. "Wait a minute. How long has that been there?"

    I replied, "What?"

    Garrett scowled. "That. Can't you see that blob?"

    I looked over the display image with a bit of confusion. "Hmm. I thought that was a reflection. How long has it been there?"

    Garrett scrolled back through the data. "Twenty-six minutes ago. And from the looks of it, that thing is huge! Probably five or six kilometers across! Here, let me refocus the sensors."

    Thirty seconds later we had an image of a Grumar battlecruiser.

    Garrett continued. "Those are ion cannons, only much bigger than ours. And there looks to be at least a dozen of them on this side alone. All of those secondary guns are the size of our biggest cannons. And look at the density readings. The armor on that thing is at least five meters thick. We could beat on that with the cannon here on the Jess all day and hardly make a scratch."

    Two additional blips flashed on the screen. "It looks like they have company."

    Garrett scratched the side of his head, ruffling his thick hair. "They have three of those monsters right here. No wonder they easily overran the Moddles and our troops when they showed up. Just one of those ships could take over an Alliance planet. We have nothing to match that firepower or shielding."

    "Just one more thing to report," I said. "Do you think you could get us in closer?"

    Garrett whipped his head around to face me. "Why did I know you were going to say that?"

    "Well? Can you?"

    Garrett sighed and nodded. "So much for my resting. What if I set us down on that moon in the same spot I was in before?"

    I replied, "Would you still have sensor access from down that tunnel?"

    Garrett shook his head. "No. But I could put us right at the end of it. Unless someone was to fly directly over us they wouldn't see us. Our issue with that moon will be the fact that it rotates. We'll only get a good look at those ships for about six hours out of sixteen. Being down in that hole will probably limit that view to two hours."

    I nodded. "Two hours of data from that distance is going to be a lot of data."

    Garrett punched in a path to the moon. "I'll say. Especially when the moon is passing over their position. That may take us within a hundred thousand kilometers. If they have windows, we'll be looking in them."

    Garrett laughed as he thought about that statement. "I guess that's going to make you a peeping Grunta."

    I looked up. "Was that supposed to be funny?"

    Garrett shook his head. "We really need to get you a humor implant. Yes, that was funny. Peeping Grunta!"

    Garrett continued to chuckle. Several hours passed before the Jess was safely in position on the Doomlight moon. Our first close-up look at the mammoth ships revealed rectangular superstructures five and a half kilometers long by a half kilometer tall and a kilometer deep. The outer hulls were a deep gray in color and covered by protruding towers, gun turrets, docking bays, and a multitude of antennae. Small shuttles and larger transports were in constant service going to and from the planet. I had to guess the Adicans were being taken away.

    With the arrival of the ships, patrol activity in the system had picked up as well. Our previous observation point on the edge of the nearest methane planet was checked several times in the hours since we had left. Our immediate mission had changed. Gathering intel on the massive ships was now our priority.
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    Three days of observation passed while parked on the Doomlight moon. With each rotation, a two hour window of viewing placed the great ships square in our view. The data gave us complete three dimensional models of the exterior of each ship, as well as the many small ships that serviced them. It was a trove of data that any military commander would have given a right arm for.

    As the fourth window of viewing opened, our moon received a visitor. A large shuttle landed on the abandoned port not far from our location. We stood in the stairwell of an adjacent ruin, gazing at them through an observation scope.

    Garrett said, "They are unloading a lot of material over there. The translation app says that big box is a habitat. I have to think they are setting up camp. If they start nosing around, we are going to have to scoot."

    I zoomed in on two of the workers as they stacked boxes. "This might be our best opportunity to grab a Grumar."

    Garrett replied, "I don't know. How much knowledge are we going to be able to squeeze out of a common worker?"

    I turned my focus to the individual barking out commands. "Well then, we grab the boss. He would have to at least be informed at a level above the laborers. He could certainly tell us what their plans are for this moon."

    Garrett turned back to look at the massive ships. "I sure would like to get someone off of one of those big boats. An officer of some rank would be about the best we could hope for."

    I lowered my scope. "And just how are we going to do that?"

    Garrett looked down at the shuttle and smiled. "That boss is a Green. I have an idea."

    I raised the scope. "Tell me you aren't thinking what I think you're thinking."

    Garrett smiled. "I'm just saying, if we were to grab that guy and green you up, you might be able to walk around on one of those ships."

    Again I lowered the scope. "Your idea is ludicrous. First, those workers would recognize that I wasn't their boss."

    Garrett shook his head. "I don't know about that. Look at them. Not a one ever looks up at him. And frankly, as a non-Grunta, I really have a hard time telling one of you from another."

    I tilted my head. "I think I might be a little offended by that remark."

    Garrett laughed. "Well, I don't think it's unique to Gruntas. I have trouble with a lot of species. I'm sure Human traits don't stand out with you as much as they do with us either. Just think, though. You get on one of those ships, grab an officer, steal a shuttle. What a monumental intel grab that would be."

    I raised the scope and once again began to observe the workers. "You are living in an insane world if you think I am going on one of those ships. There are too many things that would have to go exactly right for that to work. First, I would have to not get caught."

    Garrett began observing again. "That's a minor detail, just one of a handful we would have to work out."

    "Not happening," I replied. "Though I do like the thought of snatching a Green. My people would absolutely explode if I brought home a Green. Imagine eleven million Gruntas standing with their jaws dropped. The legend of the Greens confirmed. That would be monumental."

    Garrett half smiled. "I guess grabbing a Green wouldn't be a total loss. I would still want to grab a couple of those Grumar. Even workers have some knowledge."

    I looked over the Green Grunta as he stood on the loading ramp of the shuttle. "Our problem will be with how we grab him. He won't go easily. I don't know how much you've seen of my actions, and I don't like to divulge this, but compared to Humans we are insanely fast."

    Garrett lowered his scope. "I've seen you react, and yeah, it's impressive, but I wouldn't call it insane."

    I gently set down the viewing scope and held out my hand. "Give me your scope."

    Garrett smirked as he handed it over. I gently set it on the stairwell beside the other instrument.

    "Now, prepare yourself to react," I said.

    Garrett tensed up. "OK, but I gotta say that if I can see it coming—"

    In an instant I had Garrett Rourke pinned against a far wall. He couldn't move. The expression on his face spoke of intense pain. I released my hold. Garrett slumped to the floor.

    After several heavy breaths and a stretching of his shoulders, Garrett acknowledged the move. "OK, you're right, that was insanely fast. That was wild animal fast. The way you lumber around everywhere, I didn't think you had it in you. I knew you were faster than me, just nothing like that."

    I replied, "Please do not tell anyone of those abilities. It is something we guard closely."

    Garrett worked his shoulder. "Now I know how your kids took down the Governor's mercs. Those fools never stood a chance."

    I nodded as I handed Garrett his scope. "We are proud of our children."

    Garrett pulled the scope up to his eye with newfound respect. "So, that Green, are they as fast?"

    I zoomed in on the Green as he waved his arms. "The legends say they are only slightly slower than us, but of equal strength. I suppose it doesn't hurt to tell you now, but our women are the warriors of our species. My wife can do to me what I just did to you."

    Garrett lowered his scope. "Are the Green women the same?"

    "No. Their women are the much fairer gender. Their men treat them more like slaves than partners."

    Garrett again observed. "So, how do we grab him?"

    "How many workers are there?"

    Garrett counted. "I've seen seven. I would have to guess that there is a pilot on there as well."

    I lowered my scope. "Aside from killing him, which does us no good, there is one sure way to disable him."

    "What's that?"

    I shook my head. "Why do I feel like I'm giving away all of my secrets today?"

    Garrett reached over and slapped me on the back. "Sometimes you just have to put trust and faith in those around you. Tell me what you've got."

    I hesitated for several seconds. "It's not that I don't trust you, Garrett Rourke. It's that I don't trust those who would capture and torture you. You would reveal my secrets if sufficiently pressured."

    Garrett pulled back. "Would you stop with all your lamenting and just get on with it! Tell me what we can do to disable that Green."

    "It's Grunta physiology," I said. "We have a large bundle of nerves in the center of our armpits. Our shoulders can take a severe beating because of it. Up under the arm, it takes only moderate pressure to disable us with pain. Something as simple as jamming your thumb up in there would do it. You want to incapacitate a Grunta for five minutes or so, you target that nerve bundle."

    Garrett nodded. "OK. Now, how do we get up under his arm when he's wearing a battle-suit?"

    I raised my arm. "What do you see?"

    Garrett poked. "I see an extra reinforced plate is what I see. That'll to be difficult to penetrate."

    I moved back down the stairs. "Come with me."

    I walked to the barracks building where we had first come across the two dead Greens. "There. We have the upper half of that battle-suit to practice on. Let's figure out how to get through that plate. We do that and we have subdued our Green."

    After an hour of experimenting it was determined that an ion bolt from Garrett's pistol, set at the lowest power setting, would blow the reinforced plate off the suit. With luck, the concussion would also immobilize the Green. With none, I would have to apply pressure manually. Our new problem would be getting the Green separated from his workers.

    We returned to our observation point on the stairwell. "It looks as though they have completed their unloading. I believe they are beginning to assemble whatever that structure is."

    Garrett peered through his scope. "Interesting, it looks like some sort of inflatable building. If my guess is right, they would be able to fit that entire shuttle in there when they are done. I have to wonder if they are preparing to rebuild this outpost. It would give them a place to dock those big ships without having to mess around with the atmosphere."

    I replied, "What would be the need? Why would you not just take those ships down to the surface. They would certainly be capable of doing that."

    Garrett nodded. "I would agree. But trying to get one of those behemoths out of that gravitational pull and away from that atmosphere might be viewed as a vulnerability. Fighting in space is all about being able to maneuver. Down on that planet their size would work against them."

    Garrett continued several seconds later. "Ah, here we go. They are setting up a platform with a table next to the shuttle. If the others are assembling that structure, that will give us about a hundred meters of separation. If we can knock him behind that platform, we can have at him. The others won't see a thing."

    I shook my head. "If I come from around the other side of that shuttle, he will see me and react before I reach him. I can't come over the top. I would be too exposed to the workers."

    Garrett smiled. "Sounds like you need a distraction. Could you take him down from around the other side if I had his attention?"

    "I suppose I could. That distance would only require two to three seconds. Are you sure you would want to be a potential target for that length of time?"

    Garrett smirked. "I don't have to draw fire, just his attention. I think I can handle that."

    With our plan firmed up, we waited for an opportunity to present itself. Garrett moved to a location that would allow him to approach the Green from behind. I positioned myself for a sprint to the opposite side of the shuttle, followed by a dash around the end for a confrontation with our target.

    Garrett signaled that he was ready to go. "When I step out from behind this wall, that's your cue to start your sprint. When you hear me yell, that's when I should have his attention."

    I replied, "Just make sure he is turned in your direction. If he draws on me I will have to kill him."

    In a nervous move, Garrett cleared his throat. "OK, I'm going out. The workers are all on the other side of the materials. Looks like they are engrossed in what they are doing."

    I stopped beside the shuttle. "I'm in position. You say when."

    Garrett set his blaster to minimum. "Got it. When you hear 'go,' come running. If he doesn't turn, I'll yell 'stop.'"

    I walked to within twenty meters of the platform that held the Green and turned up the volume on my external speaker.

    "Hey!" I yelled out, preparing for a reaction.

    The Green didn't move.

    I said, "What's happening?"

    Garrett replied in a frantic voice. "He didn't turn!"

    Garrett again yelled out. "Hey you!"

    Again the Green did not react.

    "What are you doing? We are exposed!" I said.

    Garrett replied: "Get ready. Don't wait for me to say 'go.' Just come when you hear or feel the rumble."

    "What are you doing?" I said with an angered voice.

    Garrett laughed apprehensively. "Here goes!"

    I felt the ground rumble. I sprinted around the tail end of the shuttle, pushing hard with every muscle I had. When I reached the back of the ramp, the platform came into view. It had collapsed.

    Garrett yelled over the comm. "The Green is down! Grab the pilot!"

    As I brought myself to a stop, Garrett was standing over the Green Grunta. A pole from the collapsed platform was jammed up under his arm, sticking out through his shoulder. The Green was out cold.

    Garrett pointed at the shuttle ramp. "Go! Grab the pilot. I got this!"

    I turned and raced up the ramp just in time to catch the pilot as he was coming out to see what had happened.

    I raised my blaster. "Turn off your comm or I'll kill you right here!"

    The Grumar pilot nodded, flipping a switch on the side of his helmet.

    "Come with me," I said.

    The pilot followed.

    The workers, at the distance they were, had not taken notice of the raid. I hustled the pilot back to a stairwell as Garrett dragged the Green behind him. We were soon out of sight, and within minutes, the two captives were aboard the Jess.

    I gestured with my blaster. "Take that suit off and give it to me."

    The pilot complied.

    I took the pilot's gear and tossed it down the ramp. "That's all we can do for now. I need to get us out of here before any alarms go up."

    I removed the Green's helmet and set it to the side.

    I turned to Garrett and nodded. "I've got these two. I don't see much blood with the Green, which is a good sign. How did you manage to get that pole up under his arm?"

    Garrett laughed. "I yelled at him twice! He wouldn't turn around, so I figured I could get his attention by shooting that platform! What are the odds that a support pole would go exactly where we wanted it to? I mean, the odds of that are incalculable."

    I replied, "I'll take all the luck we can get and not complain. Now, just get us out of here!"

    I looked at the naked pilot. "You have a name?"

    The pilot nodded. "Gasua Mont."

    The Jess lifted off the Doomlight moon and was quickly away before any alarm sounded.

    Garrett turned around after setting several waypoints on the nav computer. "I've got nothing following us and we are pulling away fast. I can't believe that worked!"

    Garrett looked at the Grumar pilot. "Can I guess that those are your private parts you are covering with your hands?"

    The pilot slowly nodded.

    Garrett snarked. "Well, good, if you want to keep them, you'll cooperate fully. Understand?"

    Again, a slow nod came in response.

    I rolled the Green up on his side. "Give me a hand with restraining his arms. We'll move him into your bunk once that's done. We can remove his suit, except for the shoulder piece. That's pinned on him right now. You, Gasua, give us a hand at moving this guy. I'll give you some clothes when we're done. I'd rather not have to look at you and I'm sure you don't want to be looked at either."

    Several minutes passed before we emerged from Garrett's cabin. The Green had been sufficiently restrained, with the majority of his armor removed. Garrett forfeited a set of clothes to the pilot.

    I had Gasua sit on the floor just behind the cockpit, his hands restrained behind him.

    Garrett grinned as he looked down at the pilot. "Gasua, have you ever been tortured?"

    I gave him a disturbed look.

    Garrett smirked. "What? It's just a simple question."

    Gasua volunteered an answer. "No. I have not ... been tortured."

    Garrett smiled. "Good. So, we are going to ask questions, you are going to answer those questions. And I want you to keep in mind: that rampway behind you, I can lower it at any time. Have you ever been spaced, Gasua?"

    The nervous pilot shook his head. "I don't know what I can tell you that is of value. I'm just a shuttle pilot. I keep to my own business."

    Garrett nodded. "OK, well, we all try to do that. You can't help but know some things; you need that to perform your job. Plus everyone is a little curious—you hear things, you talk to your friends, you see bits of charts or plans that you then piece together in your mind. But that's OK, we all do it. You, Gasua, are now going to tell us what you know. And that Green in there, he will be talking next."

    Gasua shook his head. "The Grotus will not answer your questions, but I will."

    Garrett looked over at me. "Interesting. So, you, a Grumar, answer to the Grotus?"

    Gasua nodded as he gazed intently at me. "Why would we not? The Grotus are our gods."

    Garrett rolled his eyes. "Great. Looks like we have a species that will do anything for their overlords."

    Garrett turned back to the pilot. "If the Grotus are your gods, why is one of them lying back there under our compete control? And why are you answering our questions?"

    Gasua gestured towards me. "Because another is here in front of me. I will do as commanded."

    Garrett let out a modest laugh.

    I turned to face Garrett. "What? You thought that was funny?"

    Garrett shook his head. "No. Just ironic. I think what Mr. Mont is saying is that he will truthfully answer whatever question we ask. Why don't I begin. Mr. Mont. How many planets are in the Grotus empire?"

    Gasua replied: "The Grand Duration, if we count the two Moddle worlds that have recently been captured, numbers seventy-nine."

    I continued, "The soldiers that have been coming to this planet, where are they now?"

    Gasua took a breath. "The Moddle soldiers have been taken to the Bilotha worlds to fight. There are seven worlds there. I do not have knowledge of how the war goes, other than that we are making progress. The Alliance soldiers are fighting on the Moddle worlds. Their origins have yet to be located, however. When they are, they too will become subjects of the Grotus."

    "And the Grumar, how do they fit in the Grand Duration?" I asked.

    Gasua replied, "We are the keepers of the worlds. We are the chosen race. The Grotus selected us to rebuild the captured worlds to their vision. All who oppose are sent off to fight for the Duration."

    Garrett raised his hand. "What about the Doomlighters?"

    Gasua nodded. "The Doomlighters resisted, but many would not fight. They were terminated."

    Garrett leaned back. "That is not going to be good news for the one we captured. Gasua, the moon, what were the work crews constructing?"

    Gasua replied, "The building was to be the first of many. The moon base was to be reconstructed so that the planet below could be repopulated by citizens of the Duration."

    I cut in. "Let's go back to the Doomlighters. So, they were eliminated? Are you saying that all of them were eliminated?"

    Gasua nodded. "Yes. Those who would fight, fought and died, those who would not were exterminated."

    "I have a question for you," Garrett said. "How many Grotus are there?"

    Gasua replied, "There are over fourteen million now. When they first came to us more than three hundred years ago, their number was just under fifty thousand."

    Garrett continued, "So, these fifty thousand, you just accepted them as gods?"

    Gasua shook his head. "No. There was a great battle. The fifty thousand defeated an army of nearly two billion. The Illumination, as the war has come to be called, lasted for nearly fifteen years. The Grotus are fierce warriors, we could not match their strength or skill on the battlefield. Their weapons were superior, their tactics and strategies superior, they were superior, and now we serve them and we prosper."

    Garrett crossed his arms. "Before the Grotus came, was the Grumar empire prosperous, were you an aggressive species?"

    Gasua replied, "We were prosperous, yes. We had an empire of twenty-six worlds. It was not formed through aggression, but through trade. Our military did well against the pirates who would prey on our trade routes, but no hostile empires threatened us. The Grotus have since shown us the way. The Duration is strong and growing. Other empires fear, because they do not understand the enlightenment that the Grotus bring to us. Though it does not matter. Eventually they all understand."

    Garrett half laughed. "Except the Doomlighters, they apparently just didn't get it."

    Gasua nodded. "That was an unfortunate outcome for them. All they had to do was accept that which is ordained by the Grotus and they would have lived and prospered."

    I leaned in. "What are the star coordinates of the Duration worlds? Do you have them memorized? What region of space do they occupy?"

    Gasua answered the question in fine detail. The capital world was Mayanis. Only Grotus were allowed. The Grumar took orders for goods which were delivered to an orbiting station before the Grotus transported them to the surface.

    Our questioning of the Grumar pilot continued for hours. He was completely open with his answers, offering whatever assistance he could to the god who sat before him. It was his duty, he was bound to do so.

    The Grotus remained unconscious. We began to fear that his injury was more severe than it appeared. There was little sign of blood and no other sign of injury.

    With the hours of the standard day coming to an end, I gave Garrett the first shot at taking the rest he had attempted several days before. As he slept, I watched over our prisoners.
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    Upon arrival back at the portal gate area, Gasua was transferred to a holding cell while the Green was taken to a medical lab. I stood watch as the ship's surgeon removed the Green's remaining body armor, followed by the platform pole. The Green's arm was permanently damaged, but he would live. As our captive began to come to, I left the room.

    Garrett was standing outside. "You got out of there in a hurry. What gives?"

    "I do not want the Green to know that the Grays live. They would turn all of their energies towards our elimination. I need to return to warn our people of their existence. We must prepare."

    Garrett glanced around the corner into the room. "He's groggy but awake. You are really taking this Green thing seriously, aren't you?"

    I nodded. "Our knowledge is limited to an oral history of our beginnings. One that was passed down from each generation to the next. All of the accounts of the Greens speak of the atrocities they committed against our people. We could have lived peacefully with them but they had nothing but raw hatred for us. It's better that they not know of our existence."

    Garrett winced as a commotion erupted in the medical recovery room. "Whoa. I'd say he is fully awake now, and he is not happy. I thought those restraints you insisted on were a little overkill. Now I'm not so sure they are adequate."

    "They will hold."

    Once the Green settled down, Garrett pulled his head back. "Are we ready to start with our questions?"

    I shook my head. "You may try, but I have to believe the Green will answer no questions."

    Garrett half laughed. "That coming from the creator of Reactionary Psychology or whatever it was."

    I thought for a moment. "Are you suggesting we might derive the answers to our questions by having the green react to our suggestions?"

    Garrett smiled. "Sure, if that works. You feed me your suggestions over the comm and I will try for a good reaction. Should we get started now?"

    I nodded. "It would be best. The longer he sits there, the better mentally prepared he will be for your questions."

    Garrett glanced back around the corner. "Are there any truth drugs we can administer? Anything that will make him groggy and talkative?"

    I shook my head. "No. My people do not get loose tongues when under the influence of those types of  substances. If we feel out of sorts, we no longer talk. The same goes for torture."

    Garrett half smiled as he continued to watch the Green. "Remind me to never be your enemy. I don't think I would like it. If you're ready, we can get started."

    I nodded. "I'll be in the adjacent room watching on a holo-display. I'll feed you questions or statements that should elicit reactions. Feel free to add any of your own if you believe it will help. Our goal is getting information. We want to know all we can about the Greens and their interactions with the Alliance. What relationship do they have with us? Why are our people being sent off to fight the Moddles?"

    Garrett winked before turning away. I moved to the viewing room and sat with Joni in front of a large holo-display.

    Garrett walked up to the Green. "Good. I see you're finally awake. I thought you were a goner."

    The Green scowled. "We do not die easily, Human."

    I turned to Joni, who had joined me. "He is aware of Humans. He must have knowledge of their interactions with the Grumar."

    I typed out a few more suggestions for Garrett to use.

    Garrett nodded. "OK, well, since I have already killed a half dozen of your kind with my bare hands, I would have to differ about your dying easily. But proving who is the stronger species here today is not what we are after. There really is no comparison. What I would like to know is what you were building on that moon?"

    The Green let out a low growl. "You have not killed a half dozen Grotus. Even with one arm, I would rip your limbs from your body and beat you with them!"

    Garrett stepped forward, poking his thumb up under the Green's good arm. The Green winced in pain.

    Garrett smiled. "I know all of your weaknesses, which, despite your stature, make you very easy to subdue. I wouldn't equate that with some great species. In fact, I would bet the Grumar would be fascinated by that little fact."

    I crossed my arms. "I'm not comfortable with him speaking about our vulnerability."

    Joni replied, "Relax, it's just you, me, and him. No one else is watching or listening, just as you requested."

    Garrett continued: "Back to that moon base. Why are you planning to rebuild it? Oh, and one other question, why would a supposed god be sent up there to be a common supervisor? You must be on the bottom of the Grotus hierarchy. Are you slower or dumber than the others?"

    The Green again growled. "I will enjoy tearing out your heart, Human. No Grotus is superior to any other. We all perform the tasks that we are given."

    Garrett raised his hand. "Ah! So, someone is giving you orders. Forgive me, but that sounds a lot like a hierarchy to me. Someone with more authority must be telling you what to do. But go ahead and believe that you are all equal. I'm sure your people could get a lot done when voting with a committee of fourteen million Grotus."

    Garrett walked around the gurney holding the Green. "Speaking of the fourteen million, I find it interesting that you would make some deal with the Moddle to send troops to Bilotha rather than fight there yourselves. I mean, aren't you supposed to be the great warriors? You are here as a supervisor. Doesn't that make the Grotus more like administrators than fighters?"

    Garrett raised his hand to his chin. "Huh. Maybe that's why I was able to kill your brethren so easily, you've grown soft."

    The Green writhed in anger. "Cut me loose and I will show you soft. I will show you the softness of your skull when I smash it in with my fist. Why should we risk our own lives when we have others we can put at risk? The Moddle are mere tools for us to wield to meet our ends."

    Garrett raised his eyebrows. "Ah, so I see, you are sending others to fight for you out of fear! If you are the wonder warriors that you say, wouldn't the expansion of the empire go faster with Grotus doing the fighting? Aren't you just wasting time?"

    The Green seethed as Garrett continued to circle the gurney. "We fight only when necessary. Why should I foul my nostrils with the stench of another species when I can send five Humans to do it for me? That is not fear, that is intelligence."

    Garrett leaned in. "If you Grotus are so intelligent, why are you here, strapped to that gurney? Kind of makes you look foolish."

    Joni shook her head. "Man, that guy is going to explode if he's not careful. He is really working him over. I'm actually enjoying this!"

    The Green gritted his teeth. "It is you Humans who are weak of mind. You send your own people to fight for our expansion. Who are the fools in that scenario?"

    Garrett nodded. "I don't follow. We have already secured three worlds. We will be populating those worlds, along with Doomlight, soon. Once we are established, it is the Duration or whatever you are calling it, that will cease to endure. The Human empire spans galaxies. Your, what is it, seventy-nine colonies? Your seventy-nine colonies are no more than a single sector in our empire. It is you who are weakening our enemies for us, which will allow us to expand more rapidly. The troops we are sending through for you to use are just a ruse. They are nothing more than criminals, colonists who didn't pay their taxes, conscripts if you will. When the mighty armies of our empire arrive, the Grand Duration will be little more than the Grand Annihilation."

    I remarked. "Wow. He did that one all on his own. I think Garrett missed his calling. He would have been a great interrogator for the security forces."

    The Green jerked at the bindings that held him down. "You no more control entire galaxies than I have a long tail! Our technology, our weapons, and our armor is superior to the feeble ships you send to our sector. We do not fear Humans. We loathe Humans and the species you send to fight. They are weak and ill-trained for combat.

    "The Moddle were pushing back the Doomlighters when you showed up. You managed to turn that fight around. Then the two of you turned on each other. We dealt with the remainder of the Doomlight population as both of your pathetic armies fought against one another. Now you are each fighting for us on other worlds. You are fighting the Moddle on their home worlds while the Moddle fight a totally separate war for us, while believing they are fighting on your home worlds."

    Garrett nodded his head. "Yes, we are fully aware of what you believe you are doing. When finished, we will control the Moddle worlds, and the Bolitha worlds will have been sufficiently weakened for an easy takeover by our main battle force. I have to say, we take great pleasure in the ease with which you Grotus are manipulated."

    Garrett stopped and turned. "One thing I find fascinating is that we know the location of your worlds, and yet, you have no idea of the location of ours. Don't you find it troubling that we just show up from seemingly nowhere?"

    The Green's scowl turned to a grin. "It is only a matter of time. We have interrogated a number of your people who all tell the same lies of traveling between galaxies, a feat that is not physically possible."

    Garrett threw up his hands. "And yet we are here!"

    The Green growled.

    Garrett lowered his arms. "You seem to be greatly bothered by my confidence. I have to call into question whether or not the Grotus would be worthy of joining our empire. Given what I know, I believe you could be productive citizens, but there are others who believe your species to be beneath the status we offer our citizenship. They feel you are not much beyond common barnyard animals who are to be milked or ground up as protein meal for other, tastier meat-bearing herd animals. You know, boraks will eat just about anything."

    The Green raged and yelled. "Humans are the inferior species! It is you who will be food for animals! I will personally see to it that you are ground into feed for galligs! Our weapons are ten times that of your latest battlecruisers! Our armor will absorb and deny damage from your weak ion cannons! Our warriors will march through the streets of your cities, destroying all in their path! You will bow to the power and might of the Grand Duration and the Grotus!"

    Garrett paused as he fiddled with his arm pad, bringing up an image of one of the great ships we had observed at Doomlight. "Now hold on. Ten times the power? You aren't talking about these ships having ten times the power, are you? If so, well yes, if you are comparing them to the meager fleets we have been sending your way. They are not close in power to the main battle fleet of the Alliance."

    Garrett laughed. "I can't tell you any specifics, but suffice it to say our ships are far superior to the garbage scows you call your best. Unless you have something to offer besides these ore haulers you call battlecruisers, I suggest you rethink your position!"

    The Green quieted at the notion that the Grotus fleet was inferior. The Greens were a proud species. They would not be bested, they would not be made fools of.

    Garrett turned off the display and offered his best angry face. "We have a thousand spies on each of your worlds! We know the movement of your ships before you know the movement of your ships! The Alliance will be coming to your worlds soon enough. There are even traitors among your own species! We will come, the Grumar will cower in fear and the Grotus will wash our feet before you are all slaughtered and your hides tanned to make boots and belts for the commoners of our citizenry! Great warriors. Pffft!"

    With that, Garrett turned and left the room. The Green was left to brood over the lies he had been told.

    Garrett entered the monitoring room. "Wow. That was intense! I thought he was going to burn a hole through me with his eyes!"

    Joni replied, "I hope you never need to interrogate me! I thought he might burst into flames right there while you were poking him!"

    I nodded. "I can't say I would have fared well in that exchange. He gave up much more information than I thought possible. The lies you told about the Alliance were particularly helpful."

    Garrett sat. "Yeah, it went well. Only problem is it confirms what we were thinking when we saw those battlecruisers. We don't have anything that would stand up to even one of those ships. We'll have to quiz Gasua about how many they might have. Right now we are pretty much defenseless."

    I shook my head. "That is not true. Right now we have the space between galaxies to keep us safe. Unless we open the door, they cannot come through and are of little threat."

    Garrett crossed his arms. "And what of the other portal gates here in Andromeda? If they conquer this place, they would control those gates, one of which opens to the Triangulum."

    I nodded. "While it may be true that they could take those portals, the ones which connect to the other galaxies can only be opened if both ends are willing to do so. Our gate to Andromeda is shut down. No one goes out or comes through."

    Joni added, "And who says they couldn't figure out how to manipulate a gate like my uncle? That is a single gate they used to get us here. If we can do it, so can someone else."

    Garrett looked up at the holo-display of the Green. "Anything else you want to know from him? The longer we let him sit there the sooner he is going to wise up and stop talking."

    Joni gestured towards the display. "See if you can get him to reveal how many of those big ships they have. And try to get out of him if there is an actual hierarchy. If there is, that might give us a targeting order should an opportunity arise."

    I nodded. "Both good points to know. I suspect they are like every other species out there in that either a small group is in charge, or an individual. See if they have the concept of a king. My people once had a royal family. And see if there are any other species on their other home worlds besides the Grumar. They are egomaniacs. They would require subjects to rule over. If there are a number of different species, perhaps one day we would be able to pit one against another.

    "As far as the power and technology they possess goes, I believe there is an AMP history lesson, from the early Humans, that speaks to this: 'Never give in—never, never, never, never, in nothing great or small, large or petty, never give in except to convictions of honour and good sense. Never yield to force, never yield to the apparently overwhelming might of the enemy.'"

    Garrett smiled. "For pitting one species against another: 'A house divided against itself cannot stand.' That's also from an old Human history lesson. So, what we want to know is what species they have as subjects? Do they have a king? And how many of those big ships do they have? I'll go back in and work him over for a bit. Hey, let me borrow Raptor for a few minutes. Just having him sniffing around might be a good distraction."

    Joni held out her hand. "If he can help, then make use of him. I'm sure he would love to sniff around someone new anyway."

    Garrett left the room with Raptor at his heel.

    I walked with Joni to the bridge. "I think we are getting a good picture of the situation. The Moddles are expansionists, but small. The Grotus, they are very powerful and would easily defeat any defense we could muster. Now, as for your uncle, unless he is attempting to expand the Alliance, I can't figure out why he is here. These planets were never part of the AMP or the New Alliance. Is there a corner of the Andromeda galaxy that was never settled by the AMP?"

    Joni half laughed. "Yeah, if we're even in the Andromeda."

    I stopped and grabbed her arm. "What you just said, is that possible? Are we fighting a war in a galaxy other than Andromeda?"

    We hurried to the bridge. "Jack! Do we have any images of the Andromeda galaxy aboard this ship? I know we don't have the star maps as they weren't available to us. If we have an image, we might be able to at least verify our location by the surrounding galaxy's shape!"

    Jack replied, "I have the small image I showed before. Not much detail there though."

    Jack opened a comm channel to entire crew. "Listen up. We need an image of the Andromeda galaxy if anyone has one. Search your personal storage and any devices you brought with you. If you find an image, send it to the bridge as soon as possible!"

    Jack searched his personal gear. "I don't have anything but that one. Will knowing our location tell us anything we should know? Are there destinations out here we can head for if the portal doesn't open?"

    I walked over to the nav station. "Do a 360 degree scan and shrink the image of all the stars in this galaxy down to fit on the main screen."

    The nav officer complied. Fifteen seconds later we had a side view of the galaxy we were trapped in.

    I continued, "Flip it down so we have a perspective as if from the top."

    The image spun down.

    I pointed. "There! That is a lenticular galaxy! We are not in the Andromeda! Harden Salton has us out here looking to acquire new territory!"

    Joni slowly shook her head. "I can't believe it! He wouldn't do that! That can't be right!"

    Joni began to tear up.

    I walked over and put my arm around her shoulder. "Hey, for all we know, he doesn't know himself. That might all be coming from his advisors."

    Joni shook her head as she sighed. "No, I have to believe he knows what's going on. What better way to get rid of your enemies than to send them off to fight a war in another galaxy. I think it fits perfectly with what he's become. You know, my grandfather built up this family. He was very pro-AMP and the people respected him for that. When he passed, his fortune, power, and control went to my uncle. I think he had his advisors whispering in his ear even before my grandfather's death. It was only eighteen months afterward that the New Alliance was formed. My grandfather would not have allowed that to happen."

    I squeezed Joni and relaxed. "There are no greater corruptors than power and greed. Those who are weak in principle are easily swayed into doing things they would never think of if they didn't have the means. Your grandfather obviously had the principles that your uncle lacks."

    There it was. The reasons for the war revealed. The truth was ugly, the terms harsh. How could we return to face Harden Salton knowing that it was he who had put us there. It was his scheme, his plan all along. And what of the Grumar and the Grotus? What did he really know about them? Were they allies of Harden Salton? Were they playing him for a fool?

    As I walked back towards the interrogation room, I had to wonder about the alliance that I had pledged my allegiance to. Would we be better off as separate colonies, only bound together by trade or the need to survive? I had to believe that together was better than apart. I had to believe that sometime in the future, the old ways could once again become the new. I sat in the monitor room and watched as Garrett worked to irritate and frustrate our Grotus captive. My mind however, was wandering elsewhere.
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    Garrett walked into the monitor room with a grin. "Got it! One hundred thirty-two of those battlecruisers, sixteen species under their subjugation, and the leader of the Grotus is their King, Spamuel the Beheader! Raptor here was actually a big help. Whenever the Green began to jerk around wildly, he would stand up on the end of the gurney, put his head right down in the Green's crotch, and start growling. It actually made me a bit nervous!"

    Garrett's grin began to fade. "What's wrong? What did I miss?"

    I looked up. "We aren't in the Andromeda galaxy. Harden Salton and his cronies have been lying to everyone."

    Garrett sat down. "That can't be right. Where are we then?"

    I replied, "We are in some lenticular galaxy, fighting a war of expansion. We are not defending the Alliance, we are trying to expand it. Who knows if there is even any problem in Andromeda. Probably not. What we do know is that Harden Salton has been sending all his enemies out here with the dual purpose of killing them off and expanding his empire. All this time I thought we were fighting the good fight, the fight for all of our citizenry. Come to find out that we are only pawns in some corrupt game of empire building. The New Alliance is a sham."

    Garrett sat silent for a moment. "Wow. That's a lot to take in. That changes the game completely. We can't go back through that portal knowing what we know. He would have us put to death before we left the vicinity of that gate. No wonder he hasn't allowed any of the ships, other than those transports, to come back through. I'm sure he has those pilots under strict guard so they can't talk to anyone if they know something, which they probably don't."

    Jack came over the comm. "You two! You'd better get up here to the bridge! It looks like we've got company! And you best run!"

    We arrived on the bridge deck to see a holo-display with a red pinpoint circled in yellow in the center.

    "You sure you weren't followed? They must have tagged you or something."

    Garrett shook his head. "There's no way. I did continuous sweeps of the Jess right up until the time we left."

    Jack pointed. "If you have detection gear on that ship I suggest you go back and check it again. I'm moving us at an angle away from their approach, but I don't know yet which one of us is faster. I sent the other ships directly away from them. If they adjust course in the next ten minutes or so to follow us, we will know it's us that's emitting."

    I followed Garrett as he raced for the Jess. Once aboard he powered up his sensors and began to scan. Three minutes later a single pulse was captured.

    Garrett pecked away at his holo-display in an attempt to refine the signal search. "We need at least two more of those to get a fix. We are definitely marked. Now we have to find it."

    I turned and walked into the cabin, emerging a few seconds later carrying the Green's helmet. "Is it this?"

    Garrett looked at the helmet. "No, we smashed the emitter on that. Remember that whack to your head?"

    I turned the helmet around. "This is the Green's helmet."

    Garrett looked down at the still intact ID emitter. "I thought you threw that out?"

    I shook my head. We were in a hurry. I set it to the side and then carried it into your cabin when we lifted off. I didn't think to throw it down the ramp."

    Garrett grabbed the helmet, placing it face down on the floor with his boot inside to hold it still, then smashed the butt of a blaster rifle hard into the emitter. Shattered bits of circuit told of its destruction.

    Garrett slapped the blaster back into its mount on the back of the pilot's chair and sat down. "Jack. I think we found it. Adjust course again and tell me if they are still following. I'll keep scanning for signals here until we know we're clear."

    "This is just not turning out to be my day," I said.

    Garrett chuckled. "It was an easy mistake. I should have followed up with my signal sweeps. I think we both got caught up in our success and got sloppy."

    I nodded. "Your attempt at spreading the blame is appreciated, but not necessary. The blame lies with me and no one else. I accept it. Let's move forward."

    Jack came over the comm. "Looks like they adjusted course to follow us just before your last message. I set our course off by another three degrees. We should know in about fifteen minutes if they adjust again."

    Garrett replied, "Thanks, Jack. Let us know when you know. I'll continue watching from here."

    I sat in the copilot's chair. "Bring up the Garmon's sensors. Tell me if they are closing distance or not."

    Garrett brought up the sensor display. "It looks like they have a very slight speed advantage over this ship. Too bad we're not in the Jess. It has enough juice to pull away by about an equal amount."

    I replied, "We are in the Jess."

    Garrett shook his head. "I know we are sitting in the Jess, but the Jess is sitting in the Garmon. We can't go any faster than the Garmon, no matter how much we want to."

    "Bring up the sensor screen that shows that helmet signal," I said.

    The display showed in front of us. "You captured that signal. Can you replicate it?"

    Garrett nodded. "I can send it. But what good does that do us? They'll just keep following us."

    I smacked Garrett on his back. "Exactly! Get the signal set up to broadcast at the same frequency it was before and start it going."

    Garrett gave me a confused look. "Why do we want them to follow us?"

    I smiled. "Because we are taking the Jess out. The Garmon will be free to circle back to the other ship. If we are faster than those Grotus ships, we can lead them away. When we've reached a safe distance, we turn that signal off and double back. Now, just get me set up and I'll do the dirty work."

    Garrett laughed. "Yeah, like I'm gonna let you steal all the glory. Look, if you really have to go, then we both go. I know how to fly this ship and I know how to hide this ship. Make yourself comfortable in that chair because I'm driving."

    I sat back. "Jack, we're going to be taking the Jess out to lead  them away. Double back to the other ships and take up a waiting position on the opposite side of the portal opening from where you were. That should put sufficient space between you and them if they double back."

    Jack replied, "OK, so that cuts us down to two people getting captured or killed. If we lost them already, why don't we just keep on the current heading?"

    Garrett followed. "If we lose them right now, they are going to start fishing around where they last got a signal. That will put them in the vicinity of the portal opening. We can't let that happen. Knog and I are going to lead them away in the Jess. We'll match their speed for a week or two and then we'll turn off the signal and quietly slip away. It would take them six months of searching to even get remotely close to this area. We've got the time, and we've got the speed."

    Jack smiled. "Got it. They are all yours. I'll set the gravity wall for your exit. And don't take any chances. That portal should be opening not too long after you get back, if they stick to their previous schedules."

    Garrett gave the nod. The Jess lifted off the deck and slid out through the gravity wall into free space. The Grotus ID signal was activated and our direction changed. The Garmon moved quickly away from us.

    Joni came over the comm. "Don't be taking any chances out there. We need you both back here when that gate opens. If we take this information through to my uncle, this might be the last time a portal opens into this galaxy. So bring yourselves back here as soon as you can."

    Go entered the conversation. "I did a once over of the Jess before you launched. She's in good shape. I have to say I wish I could go as well."

    I replied, "We'll be back in a few weeks, Go. Then it's on to home."

    I continued, "That's our plan, Joni. However, we need to lead those ships as far away from the portal area as we can. Just one of those behemoths going through could wreck a hundred colonies before we could come up with something to defeat it. We can't allow them to go near the portal."

    Garrett jumped into the conversation. "Hey, you don't have to worry about us, Joni. The Jess is faster than those ships. We'll take them away from here and then dump them. They will spend months looking where we're not. Now, we need to cut the comms or we risk them knowing there is more than one ship. Keep yourselves safe and we'll be back in a few weeks or so."

    Joni nodded and smiled as the comm closed. Fifteen minutes later, a small course correction by the Grotus ship confirmed they were following. We matched their speed and sat back for the long ride.

    After a packaged meal, Garrett leaned back in his chair, picking at his teeth. "You know, I always wondered what it would be like to travel to Andromeda or any of the other galaxies. All the different species and subcultures. I would have loved to have been an anthropologist."

    I replied, "While I'm grateful for the opportunities I've had, I believe I would have been content being a farmer."

    Garrett laughed. "You? A farmer? I don't think so. You are one of those people who has to get involved in things that are much bigger than farming. I think you are right where you should be, in the middle of a big adventure, trying to save the Alliance and everyone in it."

    I frowned. "I can assure you that for all of my adult life, up until Joni Salton came along, I was about as far from adventurous as one could be. I like order. I take care of the business at hand. I require a stable unchanging world to be content."

    Garrett again laughed. "Well, that may have been the public you, but all this we are doing out here, this is right up your alley. You go where it's not wise and you do it for the right reasons. Just look at what happened to the Omega sector after you swept through there. Millions of lives have been changed for the better. You have a wife and children, and yet you sacrificed possibly never seeing them again in order to come through to rescue Joni. No, you are not the stoic, common citizen that you make yourself out to be. You are the hero of worlds, the rescuer of damsels in distress, the Emperor of the Talisan!"

    I half smiled. "Are you trying to give me a big head?"

    Garrett smirked. "If you haven't noticed, you already have a big head—you Gruntas have about the biggest heads I've seen. No, all I'm trying to do is say that the things I have seen you accomplish have been fantastic, over and above what could be expected of anyone. You have to face the facts, Knog Beutcher, you are one unique individual out of trillions of copies."

    I sighed. "None of this would have been possible without your assistance. Without you, I would still be a slave on Telfor, if even still alive. It is you who have saved my life repeatedly. You are the hero in this great game."

    Garrett shook his head. "And humble to boot. No, at best I might be the hero's haphazard sidekick. I'm not the grand planner, I'm the follower."

    A week into our run, I glanced at the nav screen. "Garrett, is that ship closer to us than it was yesterday?"

    Garrett looked. "Hmm. They've somehow closed the distance between us by 20 percent. Why didn't my monitor alarm go off? Crap. I never initiated it."

    I checked the distance. "They remain at a safe distance, but I would think we want to push them back out to the max our sensors can handle, just as they were before. We need that distance if we want room to slip away when we shut down that signal."

    Garrett nodded. "OK, I'm pushing the throttle to full. We should have our distance back in a day."

    After an hour at our new speed, Garrett checked the nav display. "I think we have a problem."

    Garrett began frantically pushing holo-buttons and swiping at screens. "Speed indicator shows we are running at max, and sensor data confirms that."

    Garrett leaned back in his chair. "I hate to say this, but I think their ships are faster than ours. They are still gaining on us!"

    "How long before they catch us?"

    Garrett swiped at several screens while running a set of calculations. "Two days. Two and a half, tops. We need a plan."

    I looked over the nav display. "Head for this star system. This ship is good at hiding. Perhaps we can find a rock to hide behind."

    Garrett nodded. "We can be there in about four hours. I hope there are lots of planets in that system. We already underestimated the speed of that ship, there's no reason they wouldn't have better sensors than us as well. I shut off the ID signal before I made that turn. In about ten minutes we'll know if they are tracking us on their normal sensors."

    Tension hung in the air as we waited for confirmation of our fears. When the data arrived on the display, it was confirmed. The Grotus ship was still following.

    Garrett continued to work over his screens. "There is no way they have us on visual sensors. We must be putting off something else they can detect. I'll keep looking, but at the moment I don't have a clue as to what that would be."

    I replied, "We aren't leaking anything are we? Any ion emissions or carbon from the environmental system?"

    Garrett shook his head. "No. I'm not picking up anything unusual. The sensors on this ship are set up to detect just about everything and they aren't showing anything."

    I looked towards the back of the ship. "What about the engine? Could we be leaking anything from there?"

    Garrett looked back and took a deep breath. "No. It's a gravity drive. There are no emissions. The gravity waves that come out of that thing are almost imperceptible at only a kilometer away. At their distance, the sensors would have to be insanely sensitive. Any signature or pattern left behind would be so buried in the noise of the cosmos that it would never be seen."

    Garrett continued to scan and evaluate the data the Jess's sensors returned. He was baffled. He could not comprehend how it was the Grotus ship was still following us. The planets of the star system we had targeted were soon within visual range.

    I said, "Three planets. One looks to actually be in the life zone. I say we drop in there."

    Garrett nodded. "That first planet is hot and flat. The third is a gas giant, so I think we are stuck with the second anyway. It has volcanoes, mountains and oceans. All of which should offer opportunities for us to hide."

    I leaned back and crossed my arms. "What's our plan B? If they find us, what options do we have?"

    Garrett half smiled. "Given the firepower of that thing, I think running is our only option. At least down in the atmosphere of that planet we should have an advantage. The size of that ship will make it difficult for them to maneuver like we can. We'll have to run and hug terrain until an opportunity to do something else comes up."

    The planet was a blue marble as we approached. Scans revealed that more than 85 percent of the surface was covered with water. The average temperature was moderate and the atmosphere sufficiently oxygenated. While ideal for colonization, it offered fewer places to hide than was desired. We selected the largest of the four small continents as our potential refuge.

    Garrett scanned the visual display. "How about this peak and the ridge running away from it? We might find a good ledge or two to tuck ourselves under down there. It also offers us several directions to run that are somewhat protected by terrain."

    I nodded. "Find us a spot. And make it quick in case we need to move. That ship has continued to increase its speed. It looks like we have less than a day before they get here."

    Garrett pulled back from his monitor. "Whoa! The sensors are pulling in all kinds of signals from that planet. There is life down there, and it looks to at least be advanced to the point of having satellites in orbit. I hope we aren't bringing death to what was a peaceful place."

    I replied, "We don't have much of a choice. Put us down along that ridge. If the inhabitants don't see us, hopefully the Grotus will ignore them."

    We raced down through the atmosphere of the beautiful blue-green planet.

    As we approached our destination, I said, "Garrett, we have to pick another location. That ridge is populated all down through where we are heading. If we could hide in among the people that might offer extra cover, but it would be more likely that they would give us away as they came out to see who we are. Head for the continent to the left. It looks volcanic, which might make it less populated."

    Garrett shook his head. "If these people haven't had visitors from elsewhere, they are about to get a big shock."

    My conscience soon began to get the best of me as I reached and grabbed Garrett by the shoulder. Take us out of here. Head for the gas giant. We can't put these people in danger just because we need to hide."

    Garrett winced. "OK, but we aren't going to be hard to find if they come looking for us there. We can't go much into that atmosphere before the pressure crushes us. As a solid object, we are going to stand out on any deep scans."

    I half smiled. "Well, either way we will have accomplished our mission of leading the Grotus away from the others. Put us on the other side of the gas giant. We'll make do with what we have."

    The Grotus ship followed our initial flight path, stopping in orbit to scan the surface of the populated planet for our whereabouts. Whatever tracking mechanism they had used was not valid within the confines of a planet's atmosphere.

    Garrett zoomed in on the visual view. "Looks like they're just sitting there. Hold on. Whoa. They just launched about a hundred of those teardrop fighter craft."

    Small explosions could be seen. "The people on that planet just attacked, or defended themselves, whatever you want to call it. I'm counting tens, no hundreds of atmospheric craft coming up from the surface. Missiles are flying everywhere! It looks like a slaughter ... wait! Two of those teardrops just exploded! It looks like they have some kind of kinetic weapons, which those teardrops should be able to outmaneuver. There goes another! That battlecruiser is moving lower!"

    I was on the edge of my chair. "Is it enough of a distraction that we could make a run for it?"

    Garrett shook his head as he watched in fascination. "At this range they would easily detect our movement. And running wouldn't do these people any good now anyway. They have engaged and the Grotus will be back here just as soon as they catch up to us, which won't take them long."

    Garrett clapped his hands together. "Yes! Three more teardrops gone! Those little fighters are putting up a stiff defense considering their primitive level of technology. I have more than nine hundred fighters in the air and I see two groups converging from those other continents. Looks like different fighters from each.

    Garrett pointed at his display. "This one has four hundred eighty and this one has over six hundred. That battlecruiser should be entering the fray any second now. Yes! Three more teardrops down! But they are butchering those little fighters. Man, I wish we could be in there helping. I feel like a coward just sitting here and watching them fighting our battle for us."

    I replied, "The Grotus would have come this way eventually. Or the Moddle, or even the Alliance. There are no safe havens anymore. Space travel brings both the good and the bad."

    Garrett winced. "Battlecruiser is firing with all batteries. That is not looking good for the locals. The sky around that ship will be empty in about five minutes. Those other fighters won't reach that area for hours."

    I placed my hand on the arm of my chair and squeezed. "Take us in there. Maybe we can draw them off long enough to raise a decent defense. I can't just sit here and watch any longer."

    Garrett smiled and nodded. "That's the Knog I have come to know and respect. They are in atmosphere, so it should give us a chance to run for a couple hours. I say we see how close we can take them to that sun."

    I nodded. "Make it happen, Mr. Rourke. It's our time to sacrifice."

    Seconds after leaving the gas giant, Garrett pushed the throttle to full. "I'll take us screaming by there like our ass is on fire! They won't be able to refuse a chase!"

    I continued to observe the battle as the battlecruiser molested the contingent of small fighter craft. It was hardly a fair fight.

    Garrett rocked back in his chair to a bright flash. "Whoa! What the ... that was a fission explosion! From the looks of it, that battlecruiser just took a wallop!"

    A second and then a third bright flash filled our visual sensor display.

    Garrett clapped his hands and yelled. "No way! They just took out that ship! It's heading for the surface in flames! That did not just happen!"

    I pointed at the nav display. "We aren't out of danger yet. Five of those teardrop ships are heading right for us!"

    Garrett banked the Jess into a hard left turn.

    "Where are you going?" I asked.

    Garrett replied, "I'm going to take them into the atmosphere of the gas planet. If they follow, we'll get to see who has the better built ship. We will make it a little less than halfway ourselves. Hopefully, that will be enough."

    The teardrops pursued the Jess into the swirling gaseous vortexes of the giant planet. Garrett complained of the sluggish response of the Jess. I watched with trepidation as the pressure reading on our hull continued to rise.

    Garrett took us lower. "We are at 80 percent rated now."

    "How does our cannon match up to their lasers?"

    Garrett shook his head. "One on one I think we would probably win. Maybe even against two. That's based on what we saw of them before when they raided our convoy. Against five … I don't think we stand a chance."

    I pulled up a display of the Jess's ion cannon. "How would their lasers fair in this thick atmosphere as compared to our cannon?"

    Garrett tilted his head. "I suppose we should gain advantage from that. The atmosphere will have little effect on an ion bolt. It should severely retard a laser pulse the thicker it gets. Are you thinking we should turn and fight?"

    I nodded. "Bring them in as deep as you can. Then take it to them."

    Garrett smiled. "I like the way you think!"

    "Tell me that again when this is over and I'll thank you for your kind words."

    We pushed the Jess deeper, pegging the hull pressure gauge at 93 percent before turning back on the Grotus fighters.

    Garrett looked over at my worried face and slapped me on the back. "Don't worry about it. It's only life!"

    The first teardrop passed us by. Our shots were misses. As we approached the second ship, a laser bolt impacted our starboard side. The heat of the blast damaged several external sensors but the hull held. Garrett's return shot was dead center. The hull of the enemy ship collapsed.

    The third fighter came directly at us. A quick maneuver by Garrett moved us to the side as it passed us by. Another heavy laser blast impacted our hull. As we flew and turned back, the Jess's hull began to moan.

    I said, "They only engaged us with three fighters."

    Garrett nodded as he pulled the ship hard right. "That would be their second mistake."

    I replied, "What was their first?"

    Garrett flipped the controller hard to the left. "Their first mistake was coming in here to fight us. All they had to do was wait us out. We can't stay in here forever."

    The two teardrop fighters approached head on.

    Garrett pushed the nose of the Jess down and then pulled up and yelled, "Come and get it, boys!"

    The hull pressure readout shot to 104 percent of rated as Garrett fired repeated ion bolts. A laser pulse impacted the center of my view portal. Smoke began to fill the cabin.

    The first of the ion bolts scored a perfect hit, and the second teardrop crumpled and fell towards the planet's center. A partial hit on the third ship sent it momentarily spiraling out of control. Before it could recover, the hull gave in to the immense pressure.

    Garrett yelled, "Ha! Take that scumbag! You don't bring a toy like that into a fight with the Jess!"

    The environmental system was struggling to clear the air.

    Garrett looked over at me as the smoke continued to pour from around the view portal. "You might want to put on your helmet. I don't know how much more the filters can take before they begin to clog."

    Garrett snapped his helmet in place.

    As we rose up through the thick atmosphere, the remaining two fighters came in to engage. We traded blows with the first ship to pass. Our port side took a nasty hit; the teardrop trailed away a line of smoke. The second fighter missed. Garrett did not. A bright flash passed by and Garrett turned the Jess back for the other ship. As the teardrop fighter attempted to run, we closed on its position.

    Garrett began to shake his head. "I don't know what I was thinking."

    I replied, "Can you clarify that remark?"

    Garrett sighed as he pulled the trigger, bringing the last Grotus fighter to a fiery end. "The Jess can outrun those fighters. We didn't even have to fight. When that battlecruiser went down we could have just kept going."

    I nodded. "Well, consider it paying our dues for bringing them here in the first place. We survived, and those fighters won't be harassing that planet."

    The ride back to the others was long and quiet. The smoke coming from around the viewport had fizzled out. The Jess had taken some hard hits but had come out in one piece. I smiled when our small fleet showed up on the sensors.

    We landed in the docking bay of the Garmon and exited down the ramp. Go went to work on assessing the damage we had taken from our brief but hard won fight. Raptor was  the first to greet me, with a big slobbering mouth and wiggly nub.

    Joni stood with a smile. "Glad to see you both made it!"

    I replied, "We made a few bad assumptions, but things somehow turned in our favor. Garrett did an excellent job of keeping us alive. I couldn't ask for a better sidekick."

    Garrett stopped and threw up his arms. "Hey! Just because I said I was more like a sidekick than a hero doesn't mean I should be called a sidekick!"

    Joni walked over and planted a kiss on his cheek. "Personally, I like sidekicks."

    Garrett returned a half smile. "Well. Whatever."

    Our estimate for the portal to open was still weeks away. The time was spent grilling our captives for more information. The Green refused to give us his name. After an extended session of decryption, Garrett was able to pull his name from the ID signal we had captured coming from his helmet. When the Green heard his name called out by Garrett, it was a shock. Garrett continued to spin his lies about the power of the Alliance and about what we knew about the Grand Duration, all of which had come from the Grumar, Gasau Mont.

    On the day the portal once again opened, we were all smiles.

    I looked over at Jack Carson. "Captain, take us home!"

    Even though many troubles still faced us, we would be facing them in our own galaxy. I scratched Raptor's neck as he laid quietly in my lap.

    


    ~~~~~
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    The portal back to the Triangulum galaxy had opened. Our handful of ships raced through to the other side. Only upon our arrival did we see the long line of transports and destroyers that was heading through in the opposite direction. Hails from our comm were ignored.

    I stood on the bridge of the Garmon. "We can't just let them all go! That is certain death!"

    Jack replied, "Well, we have another two and a half minutes and that portal will be closed for another four to six months."

    Garrett said, "We'll just have to open it again ourselves then."

    Jack pointed to the nav screen. "Those five destroyers sitting over there by the portal structure say that's not going to happen."

    I shook my head. "We have to go back through to warn them. They have to be turned around. That is a much bigger force going through there, but it won't be enough once they meet up with those battlecruisers."

    Garrett sighed. "I'll go back. I'll take the Jess."

    Joni protested. "If you go, I'm going."

    Jack held up his hand. "Listen up. Whoever goes through is going to have to catch up with those ships. You three need to fight this war from this side. I'll take the Garmon and I'll head after them. I have a trained crew, I have supplies, I am, believe it or not, a trained officer in the Alliance fleet. I can't save my own people, but I can save whoever just went through.

    "Now, the four of you have less that two minutes to get your asses on the Jess and to get out of my hold. Scram! Scoot! You keep anyone else from coming through and I'll have those ships waiting there whenever the portal reopens. No arguments! Move it!"

    Jack was right. He was the best option for convincing the others to not leave the portal area.

    I grabbed Garrett and Joni by their arms and nodded at Go. "Joni, get Raptor and get on the Jess, set her up for a quick exit. Go, Garrett, come with me. We need to bring the Green and the Grumar with us!"

    We raced down two decks and into the holding room where the Green was strapped to a wall. I grabbed him by his good arm, removed his restraints, and jerked him to his feet, practically dragging him out of the room and into the hall. Go and Garrett emerged from a second holding room with the Grumar. As I hurried the Green down two more flights of stairs and out to the Jess, I did my best to not let him see the Grumar coming from behind. Once up the ramp I forced the Green back into Garrett's cabin, strapping him again to the bed to keep him immobilized. I shut the door just as Go and Garrett boarded with the Grumar.

    Joni closed the ramp and the Jess lifted to hover just above the deck.

    Jack came over the comm. "You're gonna have to leave out hot! That portal is about to close and I've gotta go!"

    Joni acknowledged, "We're on our way! Head on through!"

    We exited the gravity wall with only a few kilometers to spare. The Garmon proceeded through with the portal closing only moments later.

    Garrett remarked. "That had to be close to a thousand transports going through. And an equal number of destroyers. Where did they get all those ships?"

    I replied, "They must have other shipyards. What I want to know is what colony they conscripted to send through. That has to be between ten and twenty million people on those transports. That's no small colony!"

    Joni looked back over her shoulder. "Unless you want us to be taken into custody we need to move! Those destroyers are heading this way! Point me in a direction!"

    I pointed away from the oncoming destroyers as I hailed the Talisan ships in our group. "Turn yourselves in to the destroyers which are approaching. Do not fight them. If they release you, return to Dallex."

    Garrett referenced the handful of transports with Adicans that had escaped with us. "What about them?"

    I shook my head. "We can't help them here. We have to get Joni to her uncle. That's the only way we can help them or anyone else."

    Garrett nodded. "OK, so, we drop her at the palace for a cup of tea with the king? I don't think he would be interested in seeing me, seeing as how I'm a wanted man."

    Joni replied, "No, you take me there, or at least get me close and I can make it the rest of the way. I'll convince him to pardon both of you and to release the Adicans. I have to believe he will be thrilled to know what we know. We even have two prisoners for his people to interrogate. They will corroborate our stories."

    I turned to face her. "I'll be going to see him with you. Aside from me losing you before, he likes me, and I believe he will listen to my reason."

    Garrett chided. "Yeah, well, you can go to see him, but I'm not going near that place until Joni tells me with 100 percent surety that it's safe to do so. Besides, if things go wrong you'll want to have someone on the outside."

    I nodded. "It's decided then. Set a course for Alpha Prime."

    Go held up his hand in an attempt to be noticed. "OK then, I guess I'll hang out with Garrett."

    Garrett pointed to the comm display. "Those destroyers have been hailing us non-stop. Anything you want to say before we move out of range? Unless they've made improvements over the last set of destroyers, the Jess is faster, we will be off their sensors in a couple hours, even if they follow."

    I gestured with my hand. "Just keep going. They will grill the others about us, the Adicans don't really know who we are and the Talisans just think I'm their emperor. They have been told to not speak my name. Hopefully we make it to Alpha before word gets back to SS241. I'm sure we can count on Layda to delay things for us."

    The trip to Alpha Prime took three weeks. The Grumar sat quietly with us in the cockpit while the Green was safely confined in Garrett's cabin. Quarters were cramped, but livable. We approached Alpha by piggybacking on the freighter.

    Garrett continued a conversation with Layda. "... yes, credentials for Knog and Joni under other names. They need to be able to move through security for just long enough to get down to the planet's surface."

    Layda replied, "I can make that happen. What names do they want."

    Garrett smirked as he typed in a response.

    I attempted to see what he was typing to no avail. "What are doing?"

    Garrett looked up with a smile. "I'm getting you and Joni your credentials."

    Layda responded a few seconds later. "OK, identity tokens are coming your way. I'll personally keep filtering requests for the Emperor's identity on this end. They won't get a straight answer as to who he is for at least a few more days."

    I replied, "We appreciate all you are doing for us. Hopefully, in another day, none of this secrecy will be needed."

    Layda smiled. "You freed an entire sector. I'll do whatever is asked of me. Let me know if you need anything else."

    Joni looked over the Grotus battle-suit I was wearing. "Walking around in that might be a problem."

    I replied, "Unless you can find a shop that sells Grunta sized clothing, this will have to do."

    Garrett laughed. "I don't think anyone is going to bother you two. They'll be to distracted by your identities!"

    Joni asked. "What did you do?"

    Garrett pulled up the holo-display over his arm pad. Two names appeared along with identity tokens.

    I growled. "You gave me the name of Whip Cream!"

    Joni scowled. "Daisy Poppins? Really?"

    Garrett laughed. "Oh, come on. Those are funny. And bizarre enough that they won't be questioned! Things have been so tense lately that I though a little levity might loosen the two of you up before you hop off this freighter. Which should be happening in the next few minutes. It looks like they've been cleared to dock. I transferred a modest amount of credits to each of your stores. You should be able to buy passage down to the surface without issue."

    Joni let out a sigh. "Daisy? That's worse than Jetta! The whole of the Adican command has been calling me Jetta since they grabbed me during the rebellion. Knog stuck me with that."

    I replied, "And you stuck me with Bogg. Although I will have to say that it would be much preferred over Whip. I am not a vengeful person, but I can promise retribution for that one at some future point."

    Garrett threw up his hands with another smirk. "Hey, I'm just trying to protect the both of you. You're important to me!"

    The freighter soon came to a stop.

    Garrett lowered the ramp as he brought up an image of the freighter. "Use your gravity boots. It'll be about a half kilometer walk, but you should be able to gain access into that bay where these loading tunnels are connected. Just hop down and walk through there like you belong. Nobody will even notice you."

    Go raised his hand as he gestured towards Garrett. "I'll just hang out here with him."

    The walk along the exterior of the freighter passed quickly. We hopped down into the docking bay to a flurry of cargo hauling activity. The workers nearby only glanced our way before returning to their tasks.

    We walked quickly to the doorway and out into a hall that led to the main terminal area of space port Alpha-26.

    A security guard stepped in front of us as we entered the hall, gesturing with his hand. "Let's see some identification."

    I pulled up my holo-display. "Whip Cream?"

    The guard shook his head. "I guess your big enough that the other kids didn't torture you about that."

    I leaned in with a scowl. "Torture me about what?"

    The guard froze. "Uh, nothing. Just trying to... oh, never mind. Mam, may I see your credentials?"

    Joni held up her display. "Daisy... oh, sorry. You two have a nice day."

    The guard quickly turned and walked into the docking bay.

    Joni frowned as we continued to walk.

    I asked, "What's wrong."

    Joni replied, "Daisy Poppins. It worked. The guy was too embarrassed to question us further. I'm almost disappointed."

    We made our way to the main terminal and purchased a shuttle pass to the surface. We were looked at curiously by both the ticket agent and the guard at the shuttle gate. Both moved us along without issue.

    The shuttle landed on the surface in the capital city. I remembered my previous ride in the pearl white limo when receiving an award and a star. So much had transpired since that time that my memory of it seemed like something I had seen in a video, something that had happened to someone else. A transport was hired and we were soon on our way to Salton city.

    Joni scanned several screens on her holo-display. "When we get to the gates I'll send for my father. We'll be safe with him until we can see my uncle."

    I nodded. "You are of good character Joni Salton. You stood by the Adicans even though you had no duty to do so."

    Joni laughed. "Yeah, well, if I'm of good character then you are of great character. You have a family with eighteen little Gruntas to feed and you put your life on the line repeatedly just to save me! I'm not deserving of that effort! I haven't done anything with my life yet, other than try to help the Adicans, and you risked it all to come after me before you even knew I was helping them. No, the two of us don't even compare. I may be Joni Salton, which is only a name, but I'm no Whip Cream!"

    I shook my head as the transport pulled into the station. Joni hailed her father on the comm.

    "Joni! What the... where are you!" Joseph Salton said in an excited voice.

    Joni replied, "I'm at the main gate. I have Knog Beutcher here, he rescued me. Come and get us, we have a lot to discuss."

    Joseph Salton nodded. "I'll be right there."

    Fifteen minutes later a pearl white transport showed up. The driver got out, opened the door and gestured for us to climb in. Joseph Salton was not there.

    Joni frowned. "I would have thought my own father would have come out to see me."

    The driver spoke before closing the door. "Your father will be meeting you at the palace my lady."

    Several minutes later the transport stopped and we stepped out onto the white tile of the main entrance. I again took in the look and feel of the majestic white marble and stone. The lush green plants spread throughout the compound were covered with flora. Joseph Salton was not there waiting to greet us. Four large Human males of the family's personal guard stood waiting.

    "Please follow me," one of the guards instructed.

    Joni commented in a low voice. "I don't know that I like the way this is going."

    We were escorted into a grand room where Joseph Salton was waiting. He opened is arms as Joni ran to him.

    "We all thought you were dead!" Joseph Salton said through teary eyes. "How is it you have come back to us?"

    Joni's two cousins stood nearby, with scowls on their faces. They were not so thrilled to see their rebellious cousin.

    "I was caught up in the rebellion on Adicus. I was injured, they took me in and took care of me. When they were forced into conscription, I felt it was partly my fault because it was my family that was doing it. I went with them through the portal."

    Joseph held her at arms length. "Wait, you went through the portal? To the wars?"

    Joni nodded. "I did. Knog came through and rescued me."

    Joseph stepped over and held out his hand in what seemed like a reluctant gesture. "I can't thank you enough for bringing our Joni home to us. I will speak to my brother about your exile."

    I shook his hand. "That would be appreciated, Sir."

    Joseph Salton took his daughter by the shoulder and walked over to an ornate couch. "Sit down. What happened to you? Where were you injured?"

    Joni replied, "I mostly just got knocked out. Had some scrapes and a broken rib. Nothing major. About the portal and the wars going on, we have a lot of information that we are bringing back. We even have a couple prisoners from the species we are fighting."

    Joseph nodded. "Those would be the Moddle. They are ruthless butchers and we will be rid of them soon enough."

    Joni shook her head. "No, I'm talking about the Grotus and the Grumar."

    Joseph Salton looked on with wide eyes. "You took a Grotus captive?"

    Joni replied, "Yeah, him and the Grumar have been spilling their guts to us. We have a good idea of what's going on out there."

    Harden Salton stepped in behind her. "And just what is it that you think is going on out there?"

    Joni jumped up, moving around the couch to greet her uncle. Her hug was not returned.

    Harden Salton looked at me. "You. I thank you for the return of my niece, but you have been stirring up malcontent and that is going to stop. Your exile is revoked, however, your debt to the New Alliance remains to be fulfilled."

    The four personal guards that had accompanied us drew their blaster pistols. "You, come with us!"

    Joni protested. "Wait! You haven't heard what it is we have to say! That portal is not taking the conscripts to fight in the Andromeda galaxy. They are jumping to some other galaxy outside of the Alliance! And the Grotus and the Grumar are just using you to do their bidding! We are sending our citizens to fight their wars!"

    Harden Salton gave an evil grin. "The Grotus are merely managing our war for us, my dear. The Moddle are standing in the way of our opening a hundred new colonies out there. That entire galaxy is full of small, backwards empires, just waiting to be absorbed. With the Grotus running our campaigns, we have the military experience and equipment that we lack here. It would have taken us thirty years to crush the Moddle. With the Grotus running things, we can accomplish that feat in three."

    Harden Salton looked at me and continued, "Oh, and your little empire out in Omega. That will be dismantled in the coming weeks. Governor Marcos kept things peaceful there, I was sad to hear of his demise. No matter, I will have a new Governor in place shortly. And thank you for organizing the mines for us, those resources were sorely needed."

    I spoke as the guards took hold of my arms. "You are playing into their hands, Mr. Salton. The Grotus are aggressive and will not be managed by any other species. They will win your wars, and then turn and crush you as well."

    Harden replied, "The Greens, as you call them, I've been told they look a lot like Gruntas, only they are warriors and not farmers."

    I shook my head. "They are a sister species. There are only a few minor genetic differences between us. One of those differences is their aggressive behavior. As I said, they will not be ruled or commanded by others. They are dominators and not allies. Mark my words, when you least expect it, they will turn on you."

    Harden Salton waved his hand with chagrin. "We have the Grotus under control. One thing that puzzles me though, you Grunta were one of the species in the War of Wars, soundly defeated by us Humans, but a warrior species, and yet you choose to be farmers. Why is that?"

    I replied, "Unlike the Grotus, we prefer to build and create rather than destroy. With the Grotus, the only thing you will build is your own defeat. I have warned you."

    Harden Salton scowled. "You had best worry about your own demise. Your new debt to the empire, for all of the trouble you have caused, will be one of conscription. You will be sent through that portal where you will soon join your brethren in battle."

    I replied, "I will not fight alongside the Grotus. They wouldn't allow me to live. They have been our hated enemy since before the AMP. I will be dead the moment I am seen."

    Harden Salton laughed. "Oh, I don't think you have to worry about the Grotus killing you. You and the other Gruntas will be too busy fighting the Moddle!"

    I turned quickly to face my new nemesis.

    Harden Salton smiled. "Yes, those transports you passed were carrying Gruntas! Your entire planet... men, women, children... even the elderly insisted on all going together. The handful of Gruntas that lived off-world voluntarily returned for it as well. It seems that there were all sorts of secretive meetings and goings on by your people that we never knew about. It is still unclear, but it almost seemed as though they were preparing for war, which is fortuitous for both of us I suppose.

    My eyes burned with hatred over what I had just been told. "I will return here one day. And on that day I will avenge the death of every Grunta that was made to pass through that portal!"

    Harden Salton again waved his hand. "Take him away. I'm tiring of his presence."

    


    ~~~~~
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