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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 were heading through. 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 only have about two and a half minutes to decide something. 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 offered an unhappy look. "I'll go back. I'll take the Jess."

    Joni protested. "If you go, I'm going."

    Jack held up his hand. "Hold on. Whoever goes through will have to catch up with those ships. You three need to fight this war from this side of the portal. 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 that was that just went through.

    "Now, the four of you have less that two minutes to get your asses on the Jess and to get off my ship. Scram! Scoot! You keep anyone else from coming through that gate 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 us 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 bench against a wall. I grabbed him by his good arm and jerked him to his feet, dragging him from the room and into the hall. Go and Garrett emerged from behind us 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, shutting the door behind me. I again strapped him to the bed, keeping him immobilized. Go and Garrett boarded with the Grumar.

    Joni closed the ramp, and the Jess lifted, hovering just above the deck.

    Jack came over the comm. "You're gonna have to take off 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 of space 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 could they have gotten 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 grabbed our shoulders. "Unless you want us to be taken into custody we need to move! Those destroyers are heading this way!"

    I hailed the Talisan ships in our group. "Turn yourselves over to the ships that are approaching. Don't fight them. If they release you, return to Dallex."

    Garrett referenced the handful of transports with Adicans that had escaped. "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'll be interested in seeing you or me, seeing as how we're wanted men."

    Joni replied, "No, just 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 seeing him with you. Aside from me losing you before, he likes me and I believe he will listen to my reason."

    Garrett chided. "Likes you? He exiled you! 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 run? Unless they've made improvements over the last set of destroyers, the Jess is faster. We will be out of their sensor range 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 think I'm their emperor. They have been told to not speak my name. Hopefully, we make it to Alpha before word of the Talisans gets back from 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 a freighter.

    Garrett continued a conversation with Layda. "... yes, credentials for Knog and Joni under other names. They need to be able to move freely 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 full name 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, the secrecy will no longer be needed."

    Layda smiled. "You two 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 will bother you two. They'll be too 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. I thought 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 number 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 the 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 pointed towards Garrett. "I'll just hang out here with him."

    The walk along the exterior of the freighter passed quickly. We jumped 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, gesturing with his hand. "Let's see some identification."

    I pulled up my holo-display.

    The guard looked. "Whip Cream?"

    The guard shook his head. "I guess you're 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. Ma'am, 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. 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 modestly laughed. "Yeah, well, if I'm of good character, 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... you're alive! Where are you?" Joseph Salton said excitedly.

    Joni replied, "I'm at the main gate. I have Knog Beutcher here with me, 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 come out to see me."

    The driver said before closing the door, "Your father will be meeting you at the palace, my lady."

    Several minutes later the transport stopped. We stepped out onto the white tile of the main palace entrance. I again took in the look and feel of the majestic white marble and stone and the lush green plants which were covered with flora. Joseph Salton was not there waiting to greet us, four large Human males of the family's personal guard, were.

    "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 cared for 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 war?"

    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've brought 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, he 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 the couch. "And just what is it that 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 will 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.

    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 the Alliance! And the Grotus and the Grumar are just using you to do their bidding! We are sending our citizens to fight their war!"

    Harden Salton returned a sly 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, backward empires, just waiting to be absorbed. With the Grotus running our campaigns, we have obtained the military experience and equipment we lacked. It would have taken us thirty years to crush the Moddle on our own. With the Grotus running things, we can accomplish that feat in three."

    I held firm. "And what happens after you have your hundred colonies?"

    Harden Salton smiled. "When our goals there have been achieved, we will bring back an army and fleet so large that no one here will oppose us. The Alliance will be fully reunited under my rule. That can only be accomplished by someone with vision. Without me, the Alliance will continue to fragment. There are colonies rebelling in all six galaxies as we speak. I intend to bring it all back together. Only then will laws apply equally to all."

    I shook my head. "All except for you and your cronies."

    Harden Salton scowled 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."

    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 crush you as well."

    Harden smiled. "The Greens as you call them, I've been told they look a lot like Gruntas, only they are warriors and not farmers."

    I replied, "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. And when they come they will come harder and faster than you can imagine."

    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. You were 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 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 long 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 my full body to face my new nemesis with a red angered face.

    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. The decision was made after my spies uncovered that a series secretive meetings, and what appears to have been training for learning to fight, had been going on there for years. 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 a new hatred for Harden Salton 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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    I was escorted from the room, as directed, under guard of the four Humans. I walked the grand halls with a blaster jammed into my back, continuously shoved along as the Human guards joked about the farmer heading off to war. When we reached the entrance, a white limo pulled up. I was shoved into the back.

    As the limo pulled away, one of the guards said, "I heard they loaded up all of you reptiles in cages and sent you off to fight. I hope you don't embarrass our side."

    The others laughed.

    I replied with a calm voice, "Are you intimidated by my appearance?"

    The guard shook his head. "Had I not known what I know, I might be. Your people didn't even put up a fight. They just rolled over. If that was me and my family, I would show no mercy. But I guess there has to be someone who's the weaker species, right?"

    I nodded. It was taking every ounce of restraint I had to not end the guard's life with a balled-fist to his face. Human skulls were thin compared to Grunta. I had no doubt I could take down all four guards before they had a chance to react, but where was I to go from there? I was stuck in a hostile car, on a hostile planet, in a galaxy run by thugs.

    I looked over at the guard. "Do you have children?"

    The guard smirked. "Two."

    I continued. "Would you fight to the death in another galaxy to protect your children here?"

    The guard didn't like my new line of questions. "I think it would be best if you just kept your mouth shut."

    As the guard waved his blaster pistol, a dark shadow fell over the limo. The driver stomped the brakes, causing the small gravity drive aboard to bring the limo to a quick halt.

    One of the guards yelled out to the driver: "What's going on? Why have we stopped?"

    The driver pointed quietly at the nose of the Jess and its large ion blaster tip aimed at his windshield.

    I jumped across the seats, snatching the ion blasters from the Humans. I reached back with my right foot, kicking the blaster of the guard beside me, breaking his arm in the process. As the other adjacent guard attempted to react, I came back to my seat, striking him hard in the forehead with my elbow. I then lunged once again across the small open space, striking each of the other two guards in the gut as they pulled their hands up toward their faces.

    With an outstretched hand I reached for the door handle and was soon rolling out of the limo. The ramp of the Jess had been lowered. I ran forward, swinging myself around and onto the ramp as it began to close. Before I could react, Raptor ran past, jumped down from the ramp, and sprinted back toward the building we had come from.

    I walked forward into the cabin. "Raptor ran out!"

    Garrett frowned as he looked at Go. "I thought you had him secure?"

    Go shook his head as he frowned. "He jerked out of my hand and was gone before I could grab him."

    Garrett looked out of the view-screen at the running dog as we lifted away. "He'll be OK. Harden likes him. He'll be returned to Joni."

    Go turned to face me. "Welcome back!"

    Garrett smirked as we continued skyward. "Welcome home, Mr. Cream!"

    I replied, "How did you know where I was?"

    Garrett pointed. "You still have my tracking device up under your arm. I listened to that whole conversation between Joni and her father before Harden came in. What an ass."

    I looked toward the floor. "You should have let them take me. At least I'd have been returned to my people. They need to know of the Greens."

    Garrett shook his head. "You really think they would send you through? I don't. I think that was just a ploy to get you out of the room peacefully. As soon as those guards had you off that compound it would have been all over for you."

    I powered up the control console in front of my chair. "Weren't you worried about ground defenses before coming down here?"

    Garrett smiled. "That's the beauty of the Alliance right now. There aren't any ground defenses anywhere. But I bet there will be after this. Besides, who needs ground defenses when you have a dozen destroyers sitting up in orbit and another half dozen on the ground. None of which are ready for any action. I actually feel a little bad about what's going to happen to their captains for the lack of preparation. I'm sure they will be heading through with the next portal opening."

    "How did you know I would get out of that limo?" I said.

    Garrett replied, "That was the one thing I wasn't certain of. If you had gotten into a brawl back there and I had to go in and get you, we would have been dodging ion bolts right about now. As I expected, you got out of there in a hurry."

    I leaned back in my chair. "Slow Humans. The distraction of your ship gave me ample time to act."

    I opened a comm channel to SS241. "We need to contact everyone in Omega. Harden knows about them and what we've been doing."

    Garrett replied, "I heard."

    Layda answered. "Knog? How did it go? Did they listen to what you had to say?"

    I shook my head. "No, and they know about you and the Omega sector. Have an engineer go and shut down the portal gate coming into SS241 immediately. You'll have Alliance forces streaming through it if you don't. I would suggest you take what you can and clear all of your people out of there right now. Without the portal they will have a security contingent coming in from the next sector, probably in the next few days. Get out and take your people to Effica, and don't tell anyone where you are going until after you have passed comm range. Have Jallis do the same, as they will be working their way over to him as well.

    "Oh, and go into the museum room where Marcos kept his treasures. Box up the AMP artifacts and bring them to Effica with you. There are some extremely important items in there that we may need."

    Layda sighed. "Aren't you the bringer of good news. I'll call in a few favors from freighter captains I know. We'll probably be moving close to a thousand people out of here. It will take at least half a day to coordinate that. I'll move the credits available that exceed what the tax logs say we have. It will take them some time to trace any of that down and we will have moved it elsewhere by then."

    I looked into the camera. "How many credits are we talking? We will have to buy food and supplies to last for a good while. Feeding a thousand people will be expensive."

    Layda smiled. "At the moment we have about one hundred fifty million in excess. That number is growing by close to a million a day now."

    Garrett remarked, "What? How much?"

    I cut in. "Transfer what you have. And see if you can divert incoming funds from some of those mines to the banks on Dallex. We can divert those funds again when we reach Effica. Call in a few favors from some of the governors you trust and make it worth their while. If we work this right, we might be able to keep a credit stream flowing as we are trying to figure things out. I know you have a lot to do, so get after it. We'll be in touch again as we are able."

    The comm went silent as I switched to a new channel. "Commander Rika, I have new orders for you. I need you to take every armed ship in our fleet and every soldier with a blaster and head to Effica. Do not reveal to anyone where you are going until you are out of comm range with Dallex. When you arrive, you will be under the command of Layda Tullis. You are to keep her and her people secure from capture by the Alliance until you hear differently from me."

    The commander replied, "I will follow your commands, my Emperor."

    I turned to Garrett. "I don't think I'll ever get used to that."

    I switched channels again. "Commissioner Bolis, construct a team of your top scientists and engineers and secure whatever computer and lab equipment you can move in the next two days. Commander Rika will be moving out with a fleet. I want you to have your teams and equipment ready for when he moves out.

    "This is a top priority, and it must be done discreetly. The fewer who know that you are going somewhere the better. If you must, spread around a story of a mission to a newly discovered planet on the edge of the Omega sector. Don't offer any further explanation. It's critical that you move as much as you can. You will be heading to Effica, and we will need to build and maintain an infrastructure that will support, let's say fifty thousand people. You have your orders, Commissioner. Please carry them out with haste."

    Garrett nodded. "Sounds like you are building a colony there."

    I half smiled in response as I opened a new comm channel to the commissioner of agriculture. If we were going to be living on Effica, we would need food for the long term. The commissioner's instructions were along the same lines as those  given the commissioner of technology. Several more comm calls were placed before we moved out of comm range of Alpha Prime.

    A run back to the portal gate was our first course of business. We would have to make use of the Jess's stealth capability to get close enough to the gate to see what we would be up against. Three days later we were parked just inside our maximum visual range.

    Garrett winced. "That's fifteen of those destroyers there now. I don't think we'll be able to get near that place anytime soon. If they widen their patrol patterns by much, we won't be able to gather any information at all."

    I replied, "I think we need to return to Omega. We need time to come up with a plan and we will need more resources than the Jess can offer."

    After setting a series of waypoints that would take us to our next destination, Garrett leaned back in his chair. "So we're headed back to Effica. I can't say that I am crazy about that call."

    Go commented, "I don't know, I think Omega might be the best place for us right now."

    I replied, "We don't have much of a choice. We can't go back through the portal until we have the means to take control of it. We could take the rest of the Talisan fleet, but I don't want war."

    Garrett sat forward. "You don't want war? You already have war! Harden Salton just conscripted your entire species to go off and fight, just to expand his own empire! He has already declared war on you and me. I think I might reconsider that line of reasoning. You are not still for the New Alliance are you?"

    I shook my head. "While I desperately want to go back through that portal, I don't want to kill innocents who are only in the New Alliance military because that is their job. These are people's lives we are dealing with, normal people who have families of their own."

    Garrett huffed. "I don't know if they are normal or not. For all we know they are the worst, brutal thugs Harden could line up. I think you will have to get over your moral dilemma and realize that you might have to kill a few to save the rest. That's your wife and your kids out there. If it was me, I'd be going on a rampage right about now."

    "Nevertheless," I replied. "I won't commit to any hostilities until forced to do so. We managed to open the gate without injury to anyone before, we can do it again."

    Garrett leaned toward me, placing his hand on my shoulder. "I hope you're right, but right now I don't see that as much of a possibility."

    Go joined the conversation. "You know, if we could find the helmet to that AMP battle-suit, I could just float into that portal structure and enable the gate. They would never know what happened."

    I nodded. "I wish that were possible, but we don't have the helmet and we don't know how to get in touch with the trader who delivered the suit to Garrett."

    Garrett thought for a moment before holding up his hand. "Hang on, we might just have that information. The Jess constantly records all signals. If that trader had a transponder, we should have a recording of it. We might track him back from there. The transponder would have been registered to somewhere."

    Garrett swiped at several holo-screens until he had a listing of signal recordings for the day in question.

    I asked, "You have records going that far back?"

    Garrett nodded. "The memory stores on this ship are immense. Some universities would be thrilled to have as much. Here, it looks like we captured a signal, and we have a code. He turned his transponder off before the exchange, but he was still within range of the Jess's sensors when he did so. Registry is out of Novesta. When we get settled at Effica, we can try to track him down starting there."

    Go looked over Garrett's shoulder at the display. "If you are trading in stolen goods, why would you have a transponder turned on at all?"

    I replied, "I don't think this suit was necessarily stolen. It could have been a sale from someone's private collection. If we can find out where it came from, we might find the helmet we need as well."

    The Grumar, Gasau Mont, watched and listened to our conversations as we flew. He was quiet and cooperative. The Green seethed with anger at every interaction with his captors. Go was given the task of carrying in food. After a close encounter with the Green, the food was set on the deck and slid over to the Grotus. With some effort, we managed to keep the Grumar from his sight. The Grotus was no longer giving up information.

    The ride to Effica was long and uneventful. Every effort was made to stay out of heavily-traveled areas. The stealth abilities of the Jess allowed close passage to colonies and security stations alike. Without a transponder, we were nearly impossible to detect.

    As a visual image of the planet began to grow in our viewports, a comm channel was opened.

    "Layda," Garrett said, "we should be arriving in a few minutes. Where did you set up the colony?"

    Layda replied, "We are right downtown in the old capital of Dostron. We have power, water, ample food supplies, and the Talisan are working like mad to get their labs and farming stations set up. There are several hundred thousand Feldons who have settled in and around Monari, about five hundred kilometers from here.

    "Effica is in the Omega registries as a new Feldon colony, so we should have decent cover for a while. We created a listing of fictitious names and loaded them into the data stores on SS241. If they check any of us, we have been here for at least six months. Jallis recorded the same names on Krakus. The Feldon leadership that was previously on SS241 will appear to have fled to elsewhere. Several governors have also been extremely helpful in getting us setup for supplies. They are being paid handsomely, but much of what they have offered was not asked for."

    I replied, "What of Jallis? Was he able to make it there?"

    Layda smiled. "He's here. We've been enjoying each other’s company during the few moments of rest we've managed. Together we have everything moving forward at a much faster pace than I expected. I'm the organized one, and he's the diplomatic one. Those governors I was speaking of, they have become fast friends with Jallis. He has their respect. And, Knog, we look forward to seeing you when you arrive."

    At the journey's end, we landed in Dostron. I removed the suit helmet and set it on the floor beside my seat. I stood and walked through the cabin and down the ramp, with the Grumar in front of me. The Green would stay confined in Garrett's cabin until a determination of his fate could be made. His repeated daily threats to Go had worn thin.

    It felt good to be on the ground, to have a sun shining on my face. The temperatures at the old capital city were moderate year-round. The fields surrounding the former capital were fertile. If not for the low annual rainfall, I was certain the city would be surrounded by lush green jungle. As it was, fields of grass dominated the landscape.

    Layda came out to greet us with a hug. Jallis followed behind her.

    Jallis held out his hand. "Knog, welcome back. I wondered how long it would be before the New Alliance caught up with us. Layda had slowly been increasing our reported tax revenues. We had hoped that would be enough for them to leave us alone."

    I shook my head. "Harden Salton knew about the demise of Governor Marcos. I don't think he cared until he also found out I was involved. My concern now is, once he moves his cronies out here we will see the Talisan or the Feldons conscripted in short order."

    Jallis replied, "We'll fight them then. We're done being slaves to anyone."

    I placed my hand on Jallis' shoulder. "Fighting at this time would be a bad move on our part. We don't have the means to sustain a fight. While the Feldons and the Talisan would be willing to take up arms, the other colonies in this sector would not. The Saltons just sent a fleet of a thousand destroyers through the portal to the war they are fighting. We only have a few dozen that the Talisan have constructed. Even if we were to put all our resources toward building more, we could not keep pace with whatever shipyards Harden Salton has working for him. We would be overwhelmed in a matter of months."

    Jallis shook his head. "Well, we can't sit idle. We would be allowing it to happen."

    I nodded. "Agreed. What we need is time to plan a response. If Jack was able to stop that fleet from moving off to war, all we need to do is bring them back through the portal. That would give us a fleet and an army that was more than big enough to overthrow the Saltons. The Gruntas, I am certain, would be more than willing to take on that fight."

    Jallis frowned. "While that all sounds good, we don't know if Mr. Carson will be successful."

    I replied, "This is true, but first we must get through that gate to find out."

    Jallis made reference to the Talisan ships in orbit. "Why don't we take those two dozen destroyers out there and take that portal gate? Your data shows there are only fifteen Salton destroyers guarding it. The Talisan fleet would be more than enough firepower for that."

    I nodded. "It would, but we not only have to take the gate, we have to hold it. What if the fleet is not sitting on the other side? And if they are, what if they all can't make it through before the portal closes? If what Jack told us is true, it takes time between portal openings. That might be three hours or it might be three months. We don't know. If we take the gate, we need to hold it until all of our business in that other galaxy is finished. We can't just leave our other people out there. The Moddle worlds are at least six months travel from the portal opening. It may take us a year to recover everyone who is there."

    We followed Jallis and Layda into their new administration building. The lobby had once been covered with ornate marble and finely finished woods. Salvagers had seen to it that most had been stripped away. After a short ride on the elevator to the third floor, we walked into their new offices. Jallis led us into a conference room with a makeshift table and a variety of different office chairs.

    After sitting, I turned to face Layda. "Were you able to retrieve the artifacts as I had asked?"

    Layda nodded. "I was. They are boxed up in the room two down from here. It looked like some really old gear. Did you have something in mind for it?"

    I replied, "There are pieces of a suit in there that we want to find a helmet for. We think it might give us an advantage if we can get the helmet. It could make the suit fully functional."

    Jallis asked, "What would be so important about an old battle-suit?"

    I pursed my lips. "I'd rather not say at this time. Garrett and I will need to leave for Novesta tomorrow. All I can tell you is, it's important that we find that helmet."

    Our discussions over what our options might be ran late into the Effica night. The Grumar was confined in a concrete basement room. The Green was moved to a similar room and secured before the door was closed, locked, and guards posted. Go was placed in charge of their continued confinement.

    With our prisoners secure, I was directed to an office on the fourth floor that had a four meter long couch running down one wall. I was exhausted. I slept hard through the rest of the Effica night.
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    Go protested being left behind during our AMP technology hunt. I placed him again in charge of the Talisans and their efforts to set up science and engineering labs. The farming was left fully to the Talisan experts. It was thought that within one growing season's time the farms could produce enough food to sustain our population. The years following that would see produce ready for export to other worlds.

    As we walked up the ramp onto the Jess, Garrett said, "Novesta is four days travel from here. That means eight days minimum before we get back. You said the ride from SS241 to the portal is almost six weeks. I would think we want to get out there as soon as we can. Once they assemble a new fleet, it will be almost impossible for us to get that portal open."

    I replied, "With my escape, it's likely the portal gate is now heavily guarded. If this AMP suit works as we believe, it might be our only option. With it, we could send Go in to open the portal without ever being seen. We would still have to manage passing through it, but I am less concerned with that than with getting the portal to open when we need it open."

    We arrived at Novesta four days later. After a comm call from Jallis, the administration on Novesta provided us with the registration information they had on the trader. We traveled by air taxi from the government section of the capital city of Bogwa, to a small out-of-the-way town nestled in the foothills of an ancient mountain range. I soon found myself knocking on the door of a modest villa on the outskirts of town. Garrett grasped his blaster pistol as he looked around for signs of trouble.

    A squeaky voice came through the door. "I don't know you. What do you want?"

    I replied, "We are here concerning an artifact we purchased from you about a year ago. My associate conducted the transaction. We would be interested in discussing that deal with you further. And we can make it well worth your while."

    The trader opened a small peephole in his door. "Two hundred credits."

    I titled my head to one side. "What?"

    The trader fidgeted behind the door. "Give me two hundred credits and I'll talk."

    I held up my credit store for a transfer.

    When the transaction was complete, the trader again stuck his eye up to the peephole. "I changed my mind. I'll need another two hundred credits to continue."

    I rolled my eyes. "Here's five hundred, just to show our level of interest."

    The eye bobbed up and down in the peephole, signaling approval of the transaction. I again held up my credit store and watched as five hundred additional credits drained away.

    The eye moved back from the door and the sound of a lock opening could be heard. "Wait fifteen seconds and then come in."

    I opened the door and stepped through into a small anti-room. Garrett followed. As the door closed behind us, the lock flipped shut.

    A peephole opened in an inner door. "Another five hundred credits."

    I sighed. "Look, we can make it well worth your while if you would just talk to us."

    The voice replied, "Five hundred credits, or we are finished."

    Garrett raised his blaster. "Look, we aren't here to play. Open the door or I start blasting!"

    The voice giggled. "A blaster won't do you any good in there! Inhibitors make it ineffective. The walls are eight inches of concrete reinforced with two ten millimeter steel plates. Now, five hundred credits or I gas you!"

    I stepped closer to the peephole. "I have a third option. Want to make five thousand credits? Look through the hole and down at my store."

    The eyeball moved close, attempting to see my lowered right hand. With a lightning fast move, I raised my left hand shoved  my finger through the hole. A scream of pain came through the door.

    "You poked me in the eye!"

    A second voice could be heard yelling from the background. "Dokell! What is going on out there!"

    Dokell yelled back, "They poked me in the eye!"

    The owner of the second voice angrily spoke through the door. "Who are you? What do you want?"

    Garrett stepped forward. "I made a trade with you for some items about a year ago."

    The voice replied, "Mr. Williams … I remember it. Go on."

    Garrett replied, "We would like to enlist your services again if we could. We came here to discuss a possible new arrangement."

    The voice snarled back. "And you think poking my son in the eye is a good way to do business?"

    I replied, "I must apologize, that was my idea. He was extorting credits under the threat of gassing us."

    The eye turned away from the door. "Dokell? Were you cheating these men?"

    Dokell replied, "I was just having fun. I was going to give it back."

    The father shook his head as he turned to unlock the door. "I'll deal with you later. We don't cheat people and we don't shake them down. It's bad business. The kind of business that will get you killed."

    Garrett added, "Or get your eye poked out."

    The door swung open. "Mollis Cathos. Please come in. Dokell! Go have your mother look at your eye. And when you return, you will compensate these gentlemen for their loss, plus 10 percent."

    I waved my hand. "That won't be necessary. When he thinks about it later, he probably won't find to be as funny as he first thought."

    Mollis bowed. "And you are?"

    I replied, "Mr. Bogg."

    Mollis sat on a couch. "So, Mr. Williams, Mr. Bogg, what can I help you with?"

    Garrett replied, "There's a helmet that fits the suit I purchased from you. Would you know its whereabouts? Would it be for sale?"

    Mollis half smiled. "I have a few connections I can check with. I don't know if that item is available, but I can find out."

    I motioned toward my arm pad. "Expediency is also of great value to us. We are in immediate need of the item in question. If it's available, we are more than willing to pay extra for prompt service."

    Mollis opened a comm channel. "Mr. Druitt, I have a pair of gentlemen here who are interested in ancient AMP artifacts, specifically a helmet. You provided me with a suit and gloves. My associates would be very interested in a helmet that matches that suit. Would you have knowledge of the availability of such? And, I would like to add, this is a priority purchase. The need for this object is immediate."

    Balma Druitt replied, "Give me half an hour and I'll see what I can do."

    Mollis repeated the conversation with two other traders of possible importance. An hour after the solicitations went out, the first comm came in.

    Mollis replied, "Jaden, what were you able to find?"

    The trader named Jaden transferred an image. "I believe this to be a kinetic weapon of sorts. It shoots steel jacketed projectiles using a chemical reaction cartridge. My source says he believes it to be from the War of Wars. He believes it to be authentic."

    I shook my head. "While we might be interested in where the item was found, we have no need of it at this time."

    A second comm came in fifteen minutes later. "Mollis, I have a possible lead; however, they are in travel and will not be available for another two days."

    Mollis replied, "Thank you, Hobbry. Please contact me when you have more information. Our buyer's desire to have this is urgent. If you have any other leads, please don't hesitate to call."

    A comm came in from Balma Druitt. "I have word of a helmet in a collection on Ankor. They have expressed no desire to part with it, but I believe we might be able to shake it loose from them with a firm offer. I will need to know what we have available."

    I looked at Mollis. "How far is Ankor?"

    Mollis replied, "Two days’ flight. If you would like to make the trip, I will make arrangements for accommodations when you arrive. Balma will meet you there."

    I nodded. "Please do so. And please have no worries about your fee for all of this, it will be more than fair."

    Two days later we were standing in front of Balma Druitt. "Welcome to Ankor. I have arranged for a trip to visit with the collector who owns the artifact."

    After a short air taxi ride we settled on a landing deck for a large private residence. The Ankor were small in stature, with a deep green amphibian-looking skin.

    Kerba Skol, the owner, came out to greet us. "Welcome, Mr. Druitt. Did you say you are a collector as well?"

    Balma gestured toward me. "These two gentlemen are. I am merely a facilitator. They are interested in seeing the helmet artifact you have in your collection. Is it available for viewing?"

    Kerba smiled. "Certainly. I am always interested in sharing with fellow AMP collectors. If I might ask, how many pieces do you have in your collection?"

    I replied, "We have close to thirty."

    Kerba stopped. "Thirty! Goodness! My collection comprises only eleven. I'm afraid you might be disappointed in what I have to show. Although the helmet is my favorite piece."

    We were guided to a room with a number of display cases. The helmet sat in a glass case in the center of the room. My heart raced as it came into view. The color and shape were identical to the images we had available to us through the suit's tutorial. As we continued into the room, coming up to the case, my heart sank.

    Kerba gestured. "This is fabulous! A full quarter of the back of the helmet was blown away by a blast. See the scorch marks! There is trace evidence of Human tissue inside. Whomever was wearing this was assuredly killed by that blast."

    I sighed. "It's a wonderful piece, Mr. Skol. Would you happen to know where it originated from?"

    Kerba smiled. "I have been attempting to trace all of my artifacts to their origin. It's possible the planet that hosted the War of Wars was in this sector. I've narrowed my search to eight planets. I believe Megiddo to be one of those eight. Once I have the funds available I will make an expedition of it."

    I replied, "What if the funds were available today?"

    Kerba thought for a moment. "I suppose I would make arrangements and leave as soon as possible. Finding Megiddo has been a life-long dream of mine."

    I held out my credit store. "It looks like this is your lucky day, Kerba. The funds are now available. Make whatever arrangements you need. We would like to leave here as soon as possible.

    Kerba Skol was an Ankor of modest wealth. Years of owning successful businesses had afforded him the luxury of a personal ship almost the size of the Jess. We would need a larger ship. After an hour on the comm, a vessel was leased and was ready for pickup within hours.

    Balma Druitt said, "I wish you luck on your adventure. I have other business to attend to. If you should need anything further from me, you have my comm."

    After Balma left we took a trip to the local shipyard to pick up our lease. There were guest quarters for four, as well as a luxury living space, and a sizable cargo hold. Garrett declined to ride along and instead followed us in the Jess. The Pockna almost matched the Jess in speed, but far outdid her in comfort. I enjoyed the increased leg and head room.

    We arrived at the first of eight planets after two days of travel. Deep scans were performed. It was determined that the planet didn't have the large extent of flatlands that were so often described as the Plains of Megiddo. The second world, although located in the temperate zone, had little atmosphere and an absence of liquid water. Our third stop showed promise.

    Kerba pointed at the visual data from our latest scan. "There! That area fits the descriptions perfectly!"

    I replied, "Why was this planet never settled? It doesn't seem to be that far from other colonies. It has oceans, mountains, rivers. There is greenery, so it supports life. The oxygen levels, although on the low side, would support a number of the Alliance species."

    Garrett joined the conversation over his comm. "I'm showing an unusually high level of gamma radiation. From the looks of it, that would be toxic to most species over time. Nothing like having your insides slow-cooked."

    Kerba piloted the Pockna down to a position that was a kilometer above the center of the plains. Deep scans of the terrain and the sub-terrain were run repeatedly.

    Garrett said, "I'm picking up some unusual materials down there. Anyone else see the reflections on the beta scans? I'm heading down there to have a look."

    Kerba replied, "We'll continue our scans for anything else that looks unusual. Let us know what you find."

    I turned toward Kerba. "Could you put me down there with Garrett as well?"

    Kerba nodded. "I can do that. The texts I have studied mentioned a central fort. I will be looking for evidence of a wall."

    After a quick set-down, I stepped out through the hatch onto the grassy plains of Megiddo. As the Pockna moved away, I was pleasantly surprised by the quiet, gentle breeze that blew across the fields. The smell of fresh air filled my large nostrils. I walked around the Jess to where Garrett was standing.

    "What is it?" I said.

    Garrett was holding up a piece of what appeared to be a dark metal alloy. "This field is covered with this stuff. It looks to be lying in a plain about forty centimeters under the surface. It isn't a natural metal I'm familiar with. The density of it is insane, and yet it's lightweight."

    I replied, "If it's all located at the same depth, that would suggest that it all came from a single period in time. Does it appear to be man-made?"

    After a short dig, Garrett retrieved a fist-sized sample of the material.

    Garrett nodded. "Oh, it's definitely man-made. You can see it by the uniformity of the layers. It has a slight radioactivity to it, but that's probably just from being on this planet. Here, look at this piece, it looks like some kind of glass or gemstone layer. Curious."

    I gestured toward the Jess. "Do you have anything on the Jess that will analyze it further?"

    Garrett again nodded. "Well, I can hold it directly in front of one of the scanner pods. It should give us all the information we need as to its makeup."

    After a quick scan, Garrett pulled the resulting data up on his arm pad holo-display. "Hmm. It looks like Tantric ore, only the molecules are all aligned in the same direction."

    I replied, "Tantric?"

    Garrett swiped at his displays. "Yeah, Tantric. It's a soft ore, fairly rare. I've never heard of a use for it. You can smelt it, but the resulting metal tends to crack apart and crumble. This, however, isn't normal. Somehow they have all the molecules lined up and tightly packed together. The scanner says this embedded material is aquamarine. I can't even guess as to what its purpose would be."

    Kerba came over the comm. "It's here! The fortress! I have a wall made of that same material you are seeing down there. It's been knocked down and covered up, but it's unmistakably a wall. Looks like it encompasses an area of about five kilometers in circumference. I'm seeing other materials in the fields surrounding it! This has got to be Megiddo!"

    We soon had the Jess setting down above a debris field that stretched for kilometers.

    Garrett handed me a utility shovel. "I hope you know how to use one of these. Everything looks to be buried. You can use the scanner on your arm pad to located items within ten meters or so of you. If an item piques your interest, dig it up."

    My first dig yielded a piece of metal that I could not identify a purpose for. One side had been melted by a high heat, while the other had a smooth, machined edge. A second artifact was far more interesting. The forearm and glove of a battle-suit lay holding what was unmistakably the destroyed remains of a blaster.

    "Garrett!" I yelled. "Check this out!"

    I gently picked up the combination of a forearm, hand, blaster rifle grip, and partial stock. "This has got to be exactly what Kerba was talking about. I believe this planet is the location of the War of Wars as he thinks. If so, that's a huge archaeological find."

    Garrett half smiled as he turned away. "Yeah, but will we find a helmet out here?"

    As I looked over the blaster grip, I replied, "I don't know, but—"

    Garrett looked back. "What is it?"

    I turned the forearm of the battle-suit around so that Garrett could see up into the arm of the suit. "This is an android!"

    Garrett gave a confused expression. "What?"

    I held up the arm with its exposed circuits, steel bars and obvious hydraulics. "This arm is from an android. They had machines fighting on this field!"

    Garrett looked over at the Pockna, parked half a kilometer from our location. "I wouldn't show that to Kerba just yet. Not that he isn't finding pieces just like that, but if it's unique, I'd rather keep it quiet for now."

    I carried the mechanical forearm to the Jess and placed it in the cabin, returning to the field for further investigation.

    Garrett called out. "Hey, Knog, come over and help me dig this up. I think we might have a full blaster rifle buried here."

    Five minutes later the intact rifle was lifted from the hole. The tip was unlike those produced by the Orwallians. Instead of wide and round, two nodules protruded from the end of a shaft. The telltale rings of the amplifiers were nowhere to be found. And the power cell ... the power cell was identical in makeup and configuration to the power cell we possessed with the artifact suit.

    Garrett unclipped the dirt-encrusted cell. "I bet if we put the cell from our suit in here, this weapon would still fire. Other than some surface corrosion, there really isn't anything else to fail. Nothing is mechanical, and the rest is made of molded pieces."

    I replied, "I don't think we want to use the power in that good cell until we know how to recharge it."

    Garrett nodded. "I wasn't saying we should do it, only that we could. Either way, I have to say this whole adventure is about as exciting as it could get. I mean, we all knew that there was a War of Wars. What we didn't know was that there was an actual battlefield that has lain untouched for two thousand years. This is just very exciting stuff."

    As I stood looking over the field I began to wonder if what we were doing was right. Aside from being a battlefield, this was a graveyard. According to the archives, millions of lives were lost before the Duke met his end.

    As I continued to think about the stories of the War of Wars, a feeling of exhilaration washed over me. I imagined the heroics put forth by the individuals who fought for our cause, defeating the evil Duke and his minions.

    I then had a sudden realization that my people, the Grunta, were a big part of the Duke's minions. Up until his defeat, we had fought against the Humans and their allies. Having lived all but the last ten years of my life under the free and fair society that made up the AMP, I was suddenly plagued with guilt. The Duke had lied to and abused my people, along with countless others, but we had fought for him just the same.

    After several more hours of digging up battlefield trinkets, Garrett called out. "I think I might have a helmet over here!"

    Garrett held up his arm with an image of the local scan. "That is a helmet if I ever saw one. I believe this to be a partial upper torso with one arm and the head intact."

    I replied, "I'm feeling like a grave robber."

    Garrett shook his head. "These people won't care. The ones who will are the species out there being conscripted: i.e. your family. If I were you, I'd be working over this field with my shovel right now. If that AMP battle-suit does what we think it will with a helmet, it will be our best way of getting back onto that gate structure, and opening that portal."

    After a short dig, the remains were unearthed. The helmet was not a match. It instead belonged to a species from the Delta sector. The Hatcha were a small, very private people, whose numbers had fallen to be only in the tens of thousands. Their cultural norm for more than a century was to have only a single child per household. The families all lived in wealth and luxury, but as a species they were dangerously close to corrupting their gene pool. Each year, genetic birth defects became more prevalent.

    Garrett pulled the helmet from the upper portion of the battle suit. "Well, at least Kerba can add one to his collection."

    I replied, "It has the skull of a fallen warrior in it. I believe we should return it to the hole. I'm beginning to find our efforts a bit distasteful."

    Garrett pointed. "That's your family out there! I'd be scouring this field for anything and everything if it was mine."

    I frowned. "I have no intention of stopping. I just find it objectionable, that's all. I'm not here to collect trinkets."

    The rest of the Megiddo day, along with much of the next, was spent digging up and identifying artifacts from the War of Wars.

    After unearthing another piece of a blaster, I jammed the head of my shovel down into the earth. "I think we are wasting time here. If we fly the Jess low over the fields, can't we create a three dimensional model of every item scanned that is bigger than my thumb? We won't have colors, but we'll be able to easily pick out anything that is even remotely shaped like a helmet."

    Garrett nodded. "Not only that, but I can write a quick algorithm that will only return hits that are the size and shape of what we are looking for. Come on, let's get on with it."

    Scans of the surrounding plains yielded one hundred thirty-six helmet shaped items. After further discussion, our list was narrowed to eight possible candidates. Four were of a species similar in size to the Igari. One was Hatcha, and the remaining two were unrecognized.

    I returned to my seat on the Jess after our final dig. "We are done. While being here is fascinating, it doesn't serve our purpose. I suggest we return to see Mollis. If he has no better leads, we return to Effica and make alternate plans."

    Garrett raised Kerba on the comm. "Kerba, we appreciate you bringing us out here. I would suggest you tell no one of this place until you have fully documented all that you can. Once word gets out, the treasure hunters will swarm this place. This is a big piece of all of our histories you have found here today. You should be proud of what you have discovered."

    Kerba replied, "I take it that you were unable to find what you were looking for? And thank you for funding this excursion, I will gladly give you credit when the time comes to let everyone know this place actually exists."

    Garrett held up his hand. "We would rather not be involved. And if I were you, I would set up the Pockna to give you an alert should any other ships approach. You wouldn't want to get caught out in one of those fields by yourself. There are still plenty of those around who would do you in, if only to steal your ship. And as far as finding what we were looking for, we didn't. If you happen to come across a Human helmet, like you have in your collection, only intact, we would be extremely eager to either purchase it or perhaps lease it from you. For now, we'll be heading back to continue our search elsewhere."

    Kerba Skol smiled and waved as we lifted off. The ride back to Novesta would take five days.
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    Garrett looked over the scan of the Tantric object. "I'm not a scientist, but I would have to guess this material would be extremely hard to penetrate. And I ran a few calculations using that aquamarine. It seems it would work wonders toward bleeding off the charge from an ion bolt. This looks like the forward section of a ship's wing. I have to believe this was once armor on a fighting ship."

    I replied, "Would we be able to reproduce it? And would it be better than what we have?"

    Garrett nodded. "Oh yeah. I have to think this would be far superior to what we have. You probably wouldn't even need the gravity shield riding in front of the ship to protect you from debris strikes. And I would love to have some body armor made from this stuff. As far as reproducing it? I don't know how it was processed to get it in this form, but if somebody figured that out before, someone can do it again."

    As we continued our flight back to Novesta I picked up the android forearm and hand. "I'm eager to let Go have a look at this. I have to wonder about how powerful the android was that this belonged to. The mechanisms that make up this arm are intricate in design."

    Garrett replied, "Autonomous robots walking around that are far stronger than us doesn't sound like an ideal world to me."

    I froze. "Garrett, this forearm has writing on some of the parts."

    Garrett edged closer. "And?"

    I turned the open end of the forearm toward him. "It's in AMP standard English."

    Garrett took the arm for a closer look. "This is one of ours? We had androids? I wonder why there was no mention of that in the history texts?"

    I replied, "Would you want to admit to future generations what your biggest mistakes were? What if the Duke was Human made?"

    Garrett laughed. "No. Not likely. The texts tell us that he had been running things, or at least around, for nearly a million years. Neither of our species go back that far. You take Human history back ten thousand years and we had barely evolved from using rocks and clubs. We might have manufactured this, but we didn't make the Duke."

    I shook my head. "And what if all that history was altered to say what the founders of the AMP wanted it to say? Are we really to believe any of it?"

    Garrett winced. "OK, now you are starting to scare me. Getting caught up in any of that is just raw speculation and it doesn't help us in any way."

    I laughed.

    Garrett looked over. "Were you actually trying to be funny?"

    I replied, "I was. And the look on your face was the reward for my attempt."

    Garrett sighed. "OK, I guess those speculations were a bit out of character for you. But they do leave you wondering. Why did the founders of the AMP choose to hide away Megiddo? And what of the portals and large ion generators? I would be certain that our scientists could figure out the generators, although there is no real incentive to do that. We have all the cheap power we can use. I can see their misgivings about the portals, but someone will figure that out again one day. Harden Salton has already figured out how to abuse what we have."

    We landed on Novesta and made our way back to the home of Mollis Cathos. "Gentlemen, have a seat. I'll see if I can raise my contact who was off world."

    Mollis walked into another room for his conversation. I leaned in. "Do you find it odd that he left the room for that comm?"

    Garrett looked back over his shoulder toward where Mollis had gone. "Seems harmless enough to me."

    I replied, "His prior conversations were in front of us. When people change their behavioral patterns, there is usually a reason behind it. Keep in mind we are wanted fugitives in the New Alliance. The fees we are paying are probably minuscule compared to what the Alliance might offer in the form of credits or favors. I believe we should now be suspicious of Mollis Cathos."

    Garrett shrugged. "I guess a little suspicion wouldn't hurt. Let's see what he comes back with."

    Mollis entered the room. "Good news! My contact believes he might have the artifact you are interested in. He was partners with the trader I originally purchased the suit from. It seems one kept the suit while the other kept the helmet. He has come on hard times and I believe he would be willing to part with it for the right price. I've set up a meeting for tomorrow in Bogwa. If you would like to stay here this evening, my chef is an excellent cook and we would enjoy the company."

    Garrett nodded.

    I held out my hand. "I apologize, Mr. Cathos, but my partner and I have some important items to discuss. If you would provide me with a location for tomorrow's showing, we would be happy to meet you there."

    Mollis slowly nodded. "The chef will be disappointed, as he enjoys wowing other species with what he calls his ability to please every palette. We will meet you in Bogwa at the Occur Company warehouse. It is in the local listings and is easily spotted; the whole building is painted a bright red. As I said, I believe the owner of the artifact to be financially motivated, although he may still not have a desire to part with it. By the way, did you bring the rest of the suit with you? It would be interesting to see the two pieces together."

    I shook my head. "We only brought a mock-up collar. The rest of the suit is in a secure location elsewhere."

    We left the house of Mollis Cathos in an air taxi. After a quick checkout through the local customs inspection, we boarded the Jess and lifted off.

    Garrett turned his chair toward me. "We had the dock paid for already. Where is it that we are going exactly?"

    I replied, "We are parking the Jess in orbit for the night where we can keep an eye out for other ships. Anything that looks like New Alliance coming in our direction would be a sure sign that Mr. Cathos sold us out."

    Garrett sat back and crossed his arms. "I guess I can't disagree with that logic. I'm sure there aren't many, if any, New Alliance people out here. I'll set up an alert to monitor all traffic coming into this system. If a destroyer shows up we know we've been made."

    The Novesta night passed without incident. We landed back at the spaceport in Bogwa and made our way to the warehouse. The air taxi set us down on a pad near the front doors. Mollis Cathos was standing with his hands clasped behind his back.

    As I stood to go for the door, Garrett said, "Hold on. That tracker I placed under your arm is still active. I can pull it up on my holo-display. Give me a second and I'll have one up under my arm as well. If for some reason we get separated, we can follow what's happening to the other using these."

    I replied, "Who's the suspicious one now?"

    Garrett laughed. "You're the suspicious one. I prefer to be called the cautious one. Either way, we can now follow each other in silence if need be."

    Mollis was all smiles. "Gentlemen, please follow me. The owner of the artifact is inside."

    The lobby of the Occur Company was well outfitted for entertaining clients. Dual fountains battled each other as a display of lights flickered on and off in a pattern that matched the soft music that could be heard in the background.

    Mollis stopped beside the fountains. "I've always found this display to be soothing. I would someday like to have something similar, albeit smaller, in my home. I could sit and watch it for hours."

    A massively overweight Human emerged from a back hallway with a breadstick in his hand. "Mollis, good to see you."

    Mollis bowed and gestured toward us. "Mr. Rugus, these are my clients, Mr. Williams and Mr. Bogg. They are very interested in seeing the helmet you have in your possession."

    Clevel Rugus looked down. "I see you both have blasters. While I can accept that we sometimes live in a dangerous world, I'm afraid I am not comfortable with you bringing those into my building. You can either return when you don't have them, or I can have one of my guardsmen watch them while we talk."

    An Igari walked up behind the Human. "Mr. Fritz, would you please take possession of their weapons for safe keeping. These gentlemen were unaware of our policy."

    We each drew our blasters and placed them in the outstretched hand of the guard. He turned quickly away, walking at a hurried pace, back into the hallway from which he had come.

    Clevel Rugus said, "Now, Mr. Williams, Mr. Bogg, you do understand that this artifact is my prized possession. I wouldn't part with it for any amount of money. Mr. Cathos tells me you two have the other parts of the suit. Is that true?"

    I replied, "We do. And we would very much appreciate it you would show us the helmet. We are collectors ourselves, and I am certain we would find it fascinating."

    The large Human expelled gas in a very unprofessional manner. "Sure. Follow me. I keep it in a secure location back here."

    Mollis gestured for us to proceed, falling in behind as we walked forward with disgusted faces through the horrid smell. After a short walk down the hall we were led into a room with a large desk, a single chair, and no windows.

    Clevel Rugus sat at his desk, pulled a breadstick from a jar on top, and began to talk as he spat out crumbs. "Gentlemen, as I said before, I have no interest in selling the helmet at this time. I would however, like to make you a generous offer for the suit."

    I looked over at Mollis, who shrugged his shoulders.

    Garrett crossed his arms. "Can we at least see the helmet so we know it's a match."

    Clevel smiled as he chomped on the hard breadstick. "Oh, it's a match. You see, my former partner and I came into possession of the suit some time ago. The pieces became separated due to a personal dispute, with each of us holding a part until we could come to an equitable means of joining the pieces together. Mr. Rorch, however, fell on hard times and decided to sell the suit and gloves to an outside bidder through Mr. Cathos. The problem was, the item did not belong to Mr. Rorch. It belonged to both of us."

    I nodded. "I understand your dilemma, Mr. Rugus. However, before any discussion of a return of the suit, we would like to see the helmet."

    Clevel Rugus again smiled as he sent an image to his full wall holo-display. "Very well. As you can see, the colors match, including the thin blue stripe down the side. The locking mechanism should be on the correct side, and if you give me a moment—"

    An image of our suit came up side-by-side on the display, with another Human holding it. "As you can see, that was my partner holding the suit soon after it came into our possession. Mr. Rorch, by the way, is now deceased."

    Garrett looked over the image. "It does look like a perfect fit. These power and data feeds match up with our suit."

    Clevel stood with a harsh smile. "Ah. So, you do have it. I am afraid I have some good news and some bad news for you. Which would you like first?"

    Garrett tilted his head to the side. "Well, I always like to hear the good news first. I find it tends to dull the pain of what's coming next."

    Clevel stood tall, nearly matching my height. "The good news is that you can walk away from here with double your initial investment!"

    I replied, "And the bad news?"

    Clevel pressed a button on the back side of his desk. "The bad news is you will no longer be in possession of the suit."

    Two guards entered the room holding our blasters.

    Mollis Cathos moved toward the door. I believe my usefulness in this transaction has ended. I will be leaving now."

    Clevel gestured with his hand. "Mr. Cathos, I'm afraid I will have to ask you to stay until our transaction has concluded."

    Clevel looked at me and continued, "Gentlemen, knowing how much I prize the helmet, I find it hard to believe you would be traveling without the suit. I'm certain you have it stowed on your ship at the spaceport. Am I correct in that assumption? It will make this transaction much easier on you as far as your comfort goes. I would hate to have to keep you for any prolonged period of time. My guards have suggested to me that prior guests have found the long stays to be quite unbearable."

    I frowned. "So it appears you are prepared to use force to get the suit back. I would have to advise against it."

    Garrett nodded. "Yeah, I would have to agree with my friend here. And I would like to add that we have some good news and some bad news for you as well, Mr. Rugus."

    Clevel Rugus sat back in his chair. "I have to say I am intrigued by your audacity, Mr. Williams. I have a moment. Please indulge me with the good news!"

    The large Human reached into his jar for another breadstick.

    Garrett sighed. "Well, the good news is, after today, you will no longer be infatuated with the helmet or the suit, after you turn the helmet over to us."

    Clevel Rugus's face flushed red with anger. "And the bad news?"

    Garrett gestured toward me. "I'll let Mr. Bogg give you the bad news. He's actually quite good with how he delivers it."

    Clevel Rugus looked in my direction. "Well? Mr. Bogg?"

    I turned toward Mollis. "Show him what you've got, Mr. Cathos."

    The guards turned a glance toward Mollis Cathos. It was the moment of distraction I needed. With a full step I met the first guard with an open hand to his chest. His blaster discharged into the floor in front of the other guard as he flew backwards toward the wall. I followed with a side punch to the shoulder of the second guard as I removed the blaster from his hand. After slamming into the wall beside Mollis Cathos, the second guard slumped to the floor.

    Garrett quickly stepped over to the first guard, removing the blaster from his limp hand as the guard fell slowly forward. His heart had stopped from the crushing blow of my fist.

    Garrett turned the blaster toward a now worried, but indignant, Clevel Rugus. "I believe you have a helmet for us? We are still willing to pay you handsomely for it."

    Clevel Rugus changed the image on his holo-display to one that showed the hallway outside his office. It had filled with armed security guards.

    Clevel gestured. "You won't make it out of here alive. Did you think I was foolish enough to only rely on two guards?"

    Garrett shook his head as he looked back at me. "I'll have to admit it. You’re right, sometimes we Humans are a little thick in the head."

    I took two quick steps up to the front of Clevel's desk. Looking down, I picked up the jar that still held five long breadsticks.

    I grabbed Clevel by the lower jaw. "You look famished, Mr. Rugus. I'm thinking you could use another breadstick, or perhaps all five."

    I reached across the desk, taking the jar in my free hand as I pulled down on the Human's lower jaw. I shoved the glass jar inside the now wide open mouth. Clevel gagged.

    I raised my free hand in a balled fist. "The way I see it, your guards will happily disperse out there when they find out you are dead. And keep in mind, I won't let you die a quick and painless death. I'll only use enough force to shatter this glass jar in your mouth.

    "With your gag reflex continuing, your body will attempt to force down some of the glass shards that your mouth will contain. With each convulsive swallow, your pain will increase to what you might believe is an unbearable level, but you won't die from it, at least not immediately. So, tell me how you want to proceed, Mr. Rugus. Would you like to call off your guards and turn the helmet over to us? Or would you like to die a slow and painful death?"

    Clevel Rugus gagged as he attempted to nod his head.

    I raised my fist. "Slow and painful?"

    The large Human shook his head no.

    I said, "Is the helmet here on the premises?"

    Clevel nodded.

    I continued, "Does Mr. Cathos know of its whereabouts and can he retrieve it?"

    Clevel again nodded as he gestured toward Mollis Cathos with his eyes.

    Clevel pushed a green button on his desk as he continued to nod toward Mollis.

    Two minutes later, Mollis reentered the room carrying the helmet. "Here."

    Garrett took hold of the helmet with a smile. "And I'm sure you will direct your guards out there to not take a shot at us while we have the helmet. If it was to become damaged, it would be useless. Mr. Cathos, would you care to summon an air taxi for the three of us?"

    Mollis Cathos cringed. "Three?"

    Garrett nodded. "I would think you would like to see us off to the spaceport so you could collect your fee."

    Mollis returned a sheepish nod. "I suppose I could."

    I looked into Clevel's eyes. "You have a credit store?"

    Clevel raised his arm and moved his eyes toward a wrist cuff. I released his jaw, transferring two million credits to his store.

    "I'm giving you more than fair price. I hope you use that money for ventures other than an attempt to recover the helmet. If we should meet again, I assure you it will be the last time."

    Clevel nodded.

    Garrett waved his blaster at Mollis Cathos. "After you, Mr. Cathos. I believe our transaction here is complete."

    As Mollis Cathos opened the door, Clevel stood and pressed the red button on his desk repeatedly. Mollis' midsection exploded backwards into the room. I turned, firing one bolt after another into the far wall as I began to run. The wall shattered as I slammed into it and moved into the next room.

    Garrett fired two bolts out the door before turning his blaster toward Clevel Rugus. "You could have walked away from this still in good shape."

    Garrett reached out, grabbing a breadstick from the jar in Clevel's mouth before inserting it into his own. Garrett winked. As Garrett ran, he looked back, firing a single bolt into the bottom of the large Human's desk as he jumped through the open wall. The sound of glass shattering could be heard.

    I pulled the door of the adjacent room open, firing several bolts into the back of the guards crouched outside, facing down the hall in the other direction. The remaining guards scattered.

    As we emerged from the giant red warehouse building, the Jess was settling in on the air taxi deck.

    "How'd the Jess get here?" I said.

    Garrett laughed as we ran toward her. "You didn't think I would leave us reliant on a taxi to get out of here, did you?"

    I replied, "Well, I guess I hadn't thought about it."

    Garrett ran up the ramp as ion bolts from the building flew toward us. "I told you I was the cautious one. I'm starting to think it's you who should be the sidekick."

    Garrett handed me the helmet as he sat and took the controls of the Jess. Seconds later, we were racing up through the atmosphere of Novesta, our prize in our possession.

    Garrett took a bite. "Hmm. These are really good. I can see how Clevel got as big as he did. I'd be eating these all day long."
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    When we arrived back on Effica, Go was waiting. "I can't believe you found one. Is it a good fit?"

    Garrett replied, "It's the helmet that came with that suit. Put it on and let's see what this thing can do."

    I cautioned. "Let's move into a private room. The fewer that know about this suit the better."

    Go pulled the silvery-white suit up over his shoulders as Garrett handed him the helmet.

    Once the helmet snapped in place, I held out the power cell. "Try to master the controls this time before setting that activation percentage. We don't want to lose you."

    Go laughed. "Yeah, you don't have to worry. I learned that the hard way last time."

    I snapped the power cell in place on the belt.

    Go stepped back. "Whoa! The inside of this thing just came to life! There are images bouncing all over my field of vision. I'll need a few minutes to figure this out. The controls are similar to what we were looking at on the holo-display, only they are all up at the same time. Hold on, the helmet is asking me a question. It wants to know if primary control should be manual through the arm pad, visual where it will follow my eyes, or neural. The wearer of this suit must have had some kind of implant."

    I pulled up the tutorial for visual control on my holo-display. "With visual, it says you can train the helmet to respond to eye movements. You can focus on an item and twitch an eye to make a selection. Try choosing visual and then use your eyes to move through the tutorials."

    Go replied, "OK. Whoa, that is freaky. I just flew through five menus and it did just what I wanted!"

    I pulled up several new tutorial screens on my holo-display. "Just take your time to learn all the controls. It won't do us any good if you can't properly use it."

    Garrett remarked. "Should we load up the Jess and head back toward the portal gate? The trip should give him plenty of time to figure that suit out."

    I shook my head. "Let's give it another day. The gate is a structure with floors and walls. I think he needs some practice at moving through those before we go. Movement on the Jess will be very limited. And we're taking the Green and the Grumar with us. No reason to leave them here."

    Garrett nodded. "If he needs to be moving around, I suggest we move across town to a completely empty building. Something with multiple floors and lots of walls."

    Go said, "Guys, I figured out how to turn off most of the images in my line of sight. Everything they represent is easily accessed by looking to the side. This display is something to behold. I'm excited about being the one who has this thing on. Whoever made this sure knew what they were doing."

    Garrett swiped several screens on his holo-display. "Kind of makes you wonder what was out there before the AMP came about, doesn't it? Wormhole portals, cesium generators, battle-suits that would allow you to travel through walls, androids who were as smart as you and me. It just seems so out of line with what we know. Restricting what we had access to lasted for two thousand years. I wonder if that's coming back to haunt us now."

    I replied, "With the histories we have recorded, two thousand years is a great run for a government. Restricting access to those things may be why it lasted as long as it did. There's an easy pattern to be seen in Human history. An empire expands, becomes wealthy, the new generations have no interest in putting forth the effort to continue that empire—they are focused on the here and now, entertainment. Selfishness and corruption sets in, and the empire, without strong leadership, ultimately fails. We experienced that with the AMP a decade ago and we are already seeing the further spread of that collapse in the New Alliance."

    Garrett smirked. "Yeah, that's it, blame it on the Humans."

    I shook my head. "No, that's not what I'm saying. I'm saying that when societies have weak leadership, combined with a populace that has a philosophy of entitlement, it leads to a government of corruption, and then finally to a complete collapse. Human history is probably no different from that of any other sentient species in that regard. I can't pull that determination from my own history. It was lost with the Duke taking us away to the War of Wars."

    Garrett half smiled. "You know, if the Greens were your rivals, and if the Greens are in the galaxy on the other end of the portal, that would mean your original home world should be there as well."

    I nodded. "I know. That is one of the reasons I want desperately to get the Green to my people. You Humans were under the Duke's thumb for a thousand years before his defeat. I would have to guess that it was a similar situation for my people. We would like to find our Earth, to know our beginnings."

    Garrett frowned. "Yeah, well, we're not even sure of our history. The founders hid Earth away from us like they hid everything else, leaving us to wonder if it was all just made up. The stuff written in our history books leaves a lot of holes to be filled. The whereabouts of our planet is just one of them."

    Go cut into the conversation. "Uh, guys, I think I'm ready to give it a try."

    I waved my hand. "Remove the suit. Box it and we'll go find a suitable location to test it."

    Go laughed. "Suitable location. I get it!"

    Garrett shook his head. "I don't think that was intended as a joke."
Go replied, "Hey, whatever suits you."

    Garrett rolled his eyes. "Great, now there's two of 'em."

    We took three helocycles across town to a former corporate building. The sixteen floors and multitudes of offices gave us the training environment we needed. Orders had been given to keep a two kilometer perimeter around the building. We couldn't risk revealing our new technology before we had a chance to make use of it. A brigade of Talisan soldiers stood at the watch.

    Go once again suited up, and the power was turned on. "OK, I'm ready."

    I turned to Garrett. "This is where you have to suspend your disbelief. Alright, Go, activate it."

    With a twitch of his eye the battle-suit and its contents went translucent.

    Go slowly walked around the room. "It's kind of hard to get traction with my feet. They just kind of slide through the floor rather than pushing against it. I guess that comes with only being about 50 percent interactive with your environment."

    I said, "Take it down to twenty-five and then up to seventy-five. I want to make sure we can get you back before you go fully active."

    In an instant Go vanished.

    Garrett scanned the room with the sensors on his arm pad. "Was that supposed to happen?"

    I replied, "He should have become more visible than what he was."

    Go came back fully. "Oops. Sorry about that. When I get excited my right eye sometimes has a nervous tic. Instead of twenty-five I entered two-fifty and it jumped before I could stop it. I'm back, so at least it was a good test of my ability to control the activation level."

    I sat in a chair in the room we occupied. "I guess it's time to test the glove. See if you can move around in that thing. And don't stay active for more than a minute at a time here initially. We need to know what that suit is capable of."

    Go smiled through his face shield. In an instant he was again gone.

    Garrett sat, crossing his arms. "I can't say I favor being on this side of the experiment."

    I opened a comm to Go. "Can you hear me?"

    Go's voice came back several seconds later. "Can you see me at all?"

    Garrett gave an inquisitive look. "How is it we can communicate with him? I thought that suit passed all signals around it."

    I swiped several screens. "It has built-in instruments that allow the wearer to see what's around them and communicate … all while remaining undetected."

    Garrett replied, "Yeah, I'm not seeing anything on the sensors. That comm signal appears to be coming out of thin air."

    Go said, "OK, I'm powering up the glove. Oh. This is cool. It's pulling me around the room. Ah, oops. I just floated through a wall. It seems that once you start moving you stay moving in that direction. I guess I'll have to master this glove if I want to come to a stop. Oops again. Now I'm going up. I just drifted through the ceiling onto the next floor. There, I'm coming back."

    I moved my holo-display to a new screen. "It says to end a session of drifting, you want to be just above the floor, and away from anything else. If you then deactivate, it will be just like a short step down onto the floor. Just make sure you are clear of everything. If you deactivate while occupying the same space as another object, that object will disappear, never to be brought back. The wearer of the suit won't be affected."

    Garrett half smiled. "That sounds like it could be a useful weapon."

    Garrett stood, grabbing a decorative vase from a side table and setting it in an open space on the floor. "Go, when you get back in here, see if you can position yourself in the same space as the vase I just put on the floor, then deactivate. I want to see what happens."

    Go replied, "OK, coming through the wall right now. I see the vase. Hold on, I went past it. This glove is a little tricky. I will definitely need a lot of practice with controlling this thing. Here we go again. Grrr!"

    Garrett looked around the room. "What is it? What happened?"

    "It's just a little frustrating, that's all. I keep going past it."

    I looked up from my holo-display. "If you are in the open, just deactivate. There will be plenty time to play with destroying things once you begin to master maneuvering with that."

    Go deactivated the suit while half a meter above the floor. A hard drop sent him off balance, crashing into a chair and falling over it.

    Garrett laughed. "Now that was an elegant entrance!"

    Go got to his feet. "Hey, I'm learning. You have to crawl before you can walk."

    "What does it feel like?"

    Go replied, "It's not a comfortable suit at all. I'm wondering if we need to have the Talisan scientists create a batch of that bio-gel for us. It looked like the ingredients were fairly common. As far as feeling goes, it's just like being weightless, only your eyes are playing tricks on you. Anything you try to touch or grab, your hand goes right through. It's very strange, but at the same time really cool."

    I gestured toward the far wall. "How was the energy use going through there? What level is the power cell at?"

    Go checked. "It didn't move. Hold on. Just one more screen ... it says the current level should last for about three weeks if left on with normal non-combat use."

    Garrett nodded. "That should give us more than enough time for him to practice."

    I nodded. "I think we give him three days and then reevaluate. If he has at least a modest mastery of it, we leave for the portal gate. If not, we give it another three days. In the meantime, take that list of ingredients for the bio-gel over to the Talisans and see if they can produce it. I'll work with Go to keep him focused. We'll keep a comm channel open in case you want to watch or listen."

    Garrett stood with a sarcastic grin. "So you get to stay here with all the fun while I go run errands?"

    I looked in his direction. "I'm sorry, Garrett, but that's what sidekicks do."

    Go laughed just before he disappeared, continuing to laugh over the comm afterward.

    Garrett shook his head as he walked toward the door to the room. "OK, I'll have to give you credit for that one. Good slam. I'll be back as soon as I know something on the bio-gel."

    As Garrett left, I pulled up Go's video feed on my holo-display. "Drifting through these walls is so cool. You can see every bit of construction material, the metal studs in the wall and the wall panels. It's the same with going up through the ceiling and down through the floor. You know what, it would be incredibly cool if I could look inside an ion generator or a gravity engine while it was in operation."

    Go went silent for several seconds as his video view came back through the wall. He deactivated the suit, stepping down lightly onto the floor. "You know what this suit will allow us to do? This scares me to just think about it. With this suit, I could drift inside the rooms that power and run the portals. I could see ... we could see what was in there for the very first time!"

    I nodded as I pointed back at the wall. "All in due time. Right now we need to stay focused on you being able to make full use of that suit. We can't afford to spend time speculating. We will have weeks to do that while on our way to the gate."

    Every few minutes Go would return to the room I occupied. His landings on deactivation slowly turned from awkward drops to smooth transitions. I tired of watching the video feed as he moved through the material world, and instead returned to browsing through the helmet's tutorial screens. After a period of several minutes away from the room, the building shook with a tremendous thunder.

    I yelled out. "What was that? What happened?"

    Go apologized. "Sorry, that would be my fault. Come out into the hallway and turn right."

    Garrett came over the comm. "What happened? Is everything OK? I'm looking out a window at a huge dust cloud coming up from your location!"

    I replied, "I'm about to find out."

    As I stepped into the hall, Go stood looking out into the cloud of dust through a massive opening in the side of our building.

    I stood with my jaw open. "What happened?"

    Go again apologized. "Sorry. I decided to mess around with the other glove. I fired off one of the tungsten rounds before I realized what I was doing. The force took out a good section of this end of the building, and the debris from that ... collapsed the building next door."

    The dust billowed down the hall as the wind outside shifted in our direction. I retreated to the room I had previously occupied and closed the door. Several seconds later, Go appeared in the middle of the room. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean for that to happen."

    I held up my hand. "Doesn't matter now."

    Go replied, "It does at least tell us what this glove is capable of. I had the power dialed up fully when it went off. It was like a giant hole opened in front of me, and that other building just fell apart. The weird part was that it had absolutely no effect on me. It was like watching a video feed from somewhere else. Have I said how excited I am to be wearing this thing?"

    "Focus your energies on maneuvering for now."

    Go nodded. "I will, but after looking at what that did, you might want to consider changing buildings now. The blast took out nearly one whole side of this building. It might not be so stable anymore."

    I sat back in my chair. "Tell me when the dust out there has cleared enough for me to leave. There's a three-story just north of here that we can use. Take your time drifting around until you can see if it's clear to go."

    In an instant, Go was no longer within my view.

    I said, "Garrett, any reaction from the Talisans on that gel?"

    Garrett replied, "They are digging into it now. One of the ingredients, a highly refined magnesium, they definitely don't have, but they think they could produce the quantity needed in a couple days’ time. I told them to make it a priority. Do you think you'll live long enough over there to make use of it?"

    I half smiled. "We'll survive. If you have the time, see if you can get a team working on how to recharge the power cell. The full specs for that should be available in the tutorials. All I ask is that you be judicious with what you reveal to them. The fact that it's a power cell will be obvious. They don't need to know what it belongs to."

    Garrett nodded. "Got it. Should I have someone look into the tungsten rounds that glove uses?"

    I winced as I thought about Go firing off another shot, possibly bringing the building down around me. "I would make that a low priority. If you can strip the specs for that down to where it isn't recognized as a weapon in any way, you can proceed. What we don't want to have happen is for all of this to fail, and the suit to fall into the Saltons’ hands. They would extract the information they needed from the Talisans. The fewer that know anything about this the better."

    The dust cleared, and I moved to the new building. I found a room on the third floor that looked out toward the rest of the city. The capital would at one time have been bustling with people conducting their daily lives and business. As it stood now, it was largely abandoned. We occupied a small sector on the other side, which made up less than 10 percent of the total metropolitan area. As more Talisans and Feldons arrived on Effica, our sector would grow.

    I split my time between watching Go and looking over the tutorials. It wasn't long before Go had command of the black-hole glove.

    As he zipped back and forth through the walls of our new building, he said, "I feel like some kind of superhero or something. I've been up in the air as much as a hundred meters above this building. It's both scary and exhilarating to look down from there with no visible means of support."

    I replied, "I see a half dozen holes in the walls where you traveled through them with that glove-drive active. Just keep in mind that when that drive is on, anything it comes in contact with will be no more. That includes me."

    Go nodded. "Yeah, you’re lucky I figured that out earlier. I drifted through your position about a half dozen times before it hit me that it was a bad idea. I can see where it would be an effective weapon, though. So far, nothing has offered any resistance."

    The rest of the Effica afternoon was spent in training. Once Go had become somewhat comfortable with accelerating, turning, and stopping, we changed our efforts toward learning how to use the suit to dissolve objects.

    I stood next to Go. "Activate, drift toward that wall, and then deactivate when you are passing through it. It should leave a hole the size of your body."

    Go nodded, disappeared from my view, and then reappeared just as he impacted the wall. A thud was heard, followed by Go falling backwards to the floor.

    Go stood with a red face. "I guess I deactivated too soon. I can't say that felt all that good either. I mashed my chin and nose on the face shield."

    A second attempt was completed with a near perfect cutout of Go's silhouette left in the wall. A third try was made with his hands on his hips, leaving a cutout wide enough for me to step through. We continued our training late into the night before returning to the others.
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    As we continued our practice the following day, Garrett came over the comm. "I have some great news on the power cell. The Talisans think it’s just a matter of packing sodium into a disk shape that can be shoved down into that slot. One disk would keep it charged for weeks. Next they'll see if it can be packaged or coated so that it can be easily handled. Raw sodium can be volatile if it comes into contact with moisture. I can have a disk ready to bring over in a few hours. How goes the maneuvers?"

    I replied, "I think we may have created a monster. This morning he’s spent more time outside the building than in. The only problem he is having is with chafing. How are the Talisans coming with the bio-gel?"

    Garrett looked over his shoulder. "They have the ingredients. They are trying to figure out how to best combine them. I was reading up on the bio-gel, and it seems Go will need to strip down naked before getting into the suit. On a positive note, once the gel is added and the suit sealed, he won't have to take it off for quite some time. We are talking months, if not years.

    "I briefly read about that before. It provides nutrients and removes waste products. It makes for an almost perfect self-sustaining environment. With the filter pack, he will no longer need to eat or drink every day, either. Everything is recycled. What he will need, however, is more power cells and filters. There is also a third pack, a food pack, which we do not have. It says the bio-gel will have to be refreshed every few weeks without it. Otherwise, he will have to consume foods that provide the proper nutrition.

    "It has some great medicinal features as well: stimulants that can keep you awake for days, and a sleep aid that can knock you out for whatever length of time you want. Need a two hour power nap? Bam! You're asleep, and then fully awake two hours later. It also does wonders for cuts, scrapes, or other dermal injuries. The tutorial says it adds years to the wearer's life."

    I shook my head. "It also says it will make you sterile. An issue that is reversible for the first few years, but it then becomes permanent."

    Go said, "What? What was that last one?"

    Garrett laughed. "He said there won't be any little Go’s running around."

    Go huffed. "Well, not right now, but someday I wouldn't mind. If it says I have to wear this for years for it to become permanent, well, I'm willing to risk that. The makers of this suit haven't steered us wrong on anything yet."

    Garrett held up his hand as he continued to read. "Wait, it says something about genetic enhancements. Wow. It seems there were some Humans who had their DNA altered. Lifetime expectancy was three to four times that of a normal Human for them when wearing the suit.

    "You know, I've heard of some people living close to two hundred standard years of age due to having what they called 'longevity genes.' If both of your parents had the genes, you would have them, too. If either one didn't, the standard Human DNA was dominant. I remember reading an article once that predicted that particular gene mutation would be gone from the Human populace in the next few hundred years. The last estimate I saw put the current number of individuals with it at fewer than five thousand."

    Go replied, "I guess that means they would have to marry their cousins if they wanted to keep it going."

    Garrett laughed. "Sounds like something that might be popular in Omega!"

    Go stopped his forward motion to form a proper response. "Har, Har. Just get me that gel or this chafing will put an end to any potential future children anyway."

    "Back to our problem at hand," I said. "I want to do a new test. Take the suit up to five kilometers altitude. If all goes well, take it up to ten. If that looks good, then make it two hundred."

    "That's low orbit," said Garrett. "You think that's a good idea?"

    I nodded. "I do. With that suit, he should be impervious to cold or radiation. His oxygen is regulated, although not very well without that gel. He should be capable of that trip, and it should only take him a few minutes. I would prefer to do this here rather than trying it once we are out in deep space. He can stop at any time and return if any sensor data looks off."

    Go replied, "I'm up for it. I've been wanting to see what this city looks like from up high. I mean, I've seen it coming in on a ship via a video sensor feed. I want to see what it looks like in person."

    Garrett raised a finger as he swiped at his holo-display. "Hang on, I think what you are looking at with that helmet shield is a video feed. Yep. You are looking at a hi-res image that's just the same as on a view-screen on the Jess."

    Go snarked as he powered his way up to five kilometers. "Ah, well, thanks for ruining that for me. If this is a video feed as you say, it's flawless. Everything is crisp and clear. It's as if I don't have a face shield in front of me at all. The level of this technology just continues to amaze me."

    A Talisan scientist tapped Garrett on the shoulder. "Sir, we have a container of the bio-gel you requested ready. Our mechanical team supplied the pump container and hose attachments built to the desired specifications."

    Garrett smiled. "Excellent! How much of the gel do we have in the container?"

    The scientist replied, "The container holds three litres of the gel. We have another twenty litres at the ready. If desired, we can produce another fifty litres daily."

    I held up my hand. "Whoa. That won't be necessary. Could you construct a holding container for the twenty litres you have that will keep the gel in good standing for, let's say, a couple years?"

    The scientist looked at the gel container and replied, "We could provide a cryo-unit that would accomplish that task. It would require constant power."

    Garrett nodded. "Please have that put together for us as soon as possible. And I have a further question: how long will the gel keep in its current state?"

    The Talisan thought for a moment. "I would place its efficacy at no more than two to three weeks at room temperature. Less time as temperature rises. The gel contains living bacteria that will overgrow and contaminate the gel the longer it remains unfiltered. It contains a growth regulator that requires refreshment."

    Garrett looked directly at the comm. "Go, when you get back, we have the gel ready for a test."

    Go replied, "I just hit ten kilometers and the sensor data all looks good. I'm going up to twenty before heading for low orbit."

    I directed my response at Go: "Twenty is good. If anything even looks remotely suspicious, come back. We don't have to accomplish this today."

    The video feed from Go's comm was looking down at the former capitol of Effica. "Garrett, have that gel ready when I get back. I'm in need of a break from this suit, if you know what I mean."

    "I'm on my way over there right now. We'll be waiting for you when you get back. And I just want to add that I'm a bit jealous of you testing that suit. From what I've seen and what you've said, that has to be a fantastic feeling, flying around like that. I’m sure we all dream of flying at some point in our lives, and you are now living it."

    Two minutes later Go responded. "Two hundred kilometers! And the view from up here is spectacular! Limits all look good. I'm reading about minus two hundred for temperature, as I expected. I still have a hard time believing that with as thin as this suit is, I can't feel the outside temp. It defies physics as we know it."

    Garrett arrived on a helocycle as Go began his descent. The bio-gel pump container was set on the floor of the room as Go deactivated the sodium skin of his Human battle-suit.

    Before I had a chance to speak, Go removed the helmet and dropped the suit down around his ankles. "Excuse me for a few minutes please, I have business to take care of. And when I get back I wouldn't mind having some lunch. All this buzzing around has me hungry."

    Several minutes later Go reentered the room.

    I pointed toward the suit. "Put on the suit and you won't need to eat. You will get all your nutrients from the bio-gel."

    Go walked over, disrobed, and stepped back into the suit.

    Garrett smirked. "I would have taken him for being a bit more modest."

    Go replied, "Hey, we all have the same parts. At least us Humans do. I'm not competing with either of you two for anything, so why do I care?"

    The suit was soon over his shoulders and the helmet snapped in place. The hoses to the bio-gel pump container were attached. Garrett began pulling the pump lever up and down.

    Go screeched, "Wow! That is cold! You couldn't warm it up some first?"

    I replied, "The Talisans indicated it was temperature sensitive."

    Garrett mused: "You not man enough for a little cold?"

    Go looked back with a scowl. "It has nothing to do with being man enough. The temperature of that stuff can't be much above freezing and it's going directly against my skin. It's like an ice bath."

    As the gel reached the level of the filter pack, the suit began to pump it around, warming it to the ideal Human temperature.

    Go squirmed. "It's warming now, thank goodness, but it feels kind of strange. Kind of like the suit is filling up with grease."

    At just over two litres, Go held up a hand. "Hold on. I think it's full. I have green indicators on the environmentals. And that cold is already gone. It's really not that bad."

    I said, "The tutorial spoke of a short acclimation period."

    Go flexed his long skinny arms. "It feels pretty good, really. I feel like this suit will just slip off of me, but it's not. If anything, it's a better fit now. And that chafing … I almost can't tell it was there."

    Go squatted, then stood. "I think I'll go for a short flight. Be right back."

    In an instant, our young engineer vanished. We watched intently on our holo-displays as Go circled around and through the building. Gone was any discomfort with twisting or turning inside the suit.

    With a wide, ever-accelerating turn, Go gained altitude and then shot off across the plains surrounding the city. "Five hundred kilometers per hour in seconds. I believe I could hit five thousand in under a minute!"

    I voiced my concern. "Why don't you dial it down a bit and come back here. We need to practice moves we think can be done within the portal structure. Once we leave here in the Jess we won't be able to practice anymore. We probably only have one shot at this, so we need to plan it out best we can."

    Go replied as he arced back in our direction: "Tell me if I'm wrong, but won't I need to get through that portal when it's open as well? I can't stay on this side. What would I do and where would I go?"

    Garrett agreed. "Yeah, he might be able to press that button, but we can't just leave him there. He needs to come with us."

    Go slowed to a stop, settling back into the room before deactivating. "If I recall, that portal opens beside the structure and then sweeps backwards, sending through anything that is arranged in a column before it. I would have to press that button and immediately fly out of there to even have a chance at making it through. If I missed, I don't think I could make it to the opening before the portal closed."

    I replied, "Whatever plan we put in place will include you making it through the portal with us."

    I took Go by the forearm and turned him slightly to have a look at the suit. "It looks different now. Much more form-fitting and sleek."

    Go sat in a chair beside us. "At first it was really strange, like I had been dipped in something. But honestly, I don't even realize it's there now. The gel is at body temperature. Oh, and I found another feature. The suit has micro-stimulators built into it so you don't lose muscle mass when in low or zero gravity. I have it turned on now. With time, it will supposedly increase my strength, as it's designed to work almost every muscle in your body."

    I swiped a page of the tutorials. "The term for this suit is BGS, a Bio-Gel Sustenance suit. We should start calling it that. Also, activation and deactivation of the sodium skin is called blinking-out and blinking-in. When activated, you blink out to everyone else. When deactivated, you blink back in."

    Go smiled as he stood. "Well then, I'll be blinking out and putting in more flying time."

    In an instant he was gone. A new fist-sized hole opened in the far wall of the room.

    Garrett laughed. "We might have trouble ever getting him out of that thing. Of course, if I was able to fly through walls, I might be just as excited as he is. You know, if you think about it, that BGS would be just as bad as the portals if made available to the general populace. You could fly into a repository and steal all the credits you wanted, or assassinate someone, or whatever else you wanted to do, because there would be virtually no barriers anymore. You want to make someone disappear? Go occupy their space and blink in. It would be too open for abuse."

    I said, "I believe Humans to be easily corruptible, as are so many other species. You can take someone who would never commit an offense in their lifetime, put them in a situation where the ease of performing some offense is a temptation, and many will act upon it. Most won't, but many will. This is a fault we Gruntas recognize in ourselves, and is one of the reasons we have tried to stay separate from other species where strong influence can corrupt a weak mind. We all have our moments of weakness. With Gruntas, we try to police ourselves."

    Garrett nodded. "You know, I guess I never really thought about it. I don't think I've ever heard of a Grunta riot or even a Grunta murder. You all seem so laid back, which is why I was shocked to see you move and act the way you do in difficult situations. It's almost like you were trained for it."

    I sighed. "Truth is, Harden Salton was right. My people have been preparing for war ever since the New Alliance came into power. Every child and every adult is trained for combat. During the AMP, we had a strong subculture of always being prepared. Sometimes those who practiced it fully were looked down upon as being psychotic. When the AMP fell, those 'psychotics' became our leaders."

    Garrett chuckled. "Well, your people are definitely planners, I'll give you that. I pity the Moddle if your people make it to the battlefront. They have no idea what's coming their way."

    "Which is another reason we need to stop them. The moment the Greens know of our existence, our struggle to survive truly begins. They will see us as an immediate threat and will attack without mercy. Even if the Greens believed we could conquer a dozen star systems before turning on them, they would instead kill us immediately. They will see no value in even a single Grunta being alive."

    Garrett crossed his arms. "All the more reason we need to get back in the Jess and head for the gate."

    I leaned back. "Why is it you are continuing this fight? Joni is back safe with her family. You have no obligation to continue. I think we both know that Harden Salton won't pardon you. I can see you wanting to leave because you are a fugitive in this galaxy, but you could easily disappear if you wanted to."

    Garrett shook his head. "They have my DNA. The first time a med scan was performed on me I would be thrown in jail, tried and executed. Believe me, I've thought about this a lot. The things that keep going through my mind are 'Where would I go?' and 'What would I do?' At least I have purpose with what we are doing here. Besides, I kind of like the adventure. And I don't think I could sit still on some quiet world knowing what's going on. I don't know if that makes me a freak or a fool."

    Go popped into existence, stretched out on a table with his fist and elbow supporting his head. "It doesn't make you a freak or a fool. It makes you a sidekick!"

    Garrett pointed his finger. "First, I'm not a sidekick, and second, how did you get there? The video feed shows you flying around."

    Go spun around throwing his legs over the edge of the table. "Hey, that's what makes me a superhero and you a sidekick. With that helmet, I was able to record a minute’s worth of video and then substitute that for the live feed. If you had been watching, you would have noticed that my image circled the building five times. Oh, look, there's number six!

    "With the comm open between the three of us, I was listening to your conversation. While it's true that Joni is safely back with her family, I think you, Garrett, just like me, recognize that we have to do something about the current war. We have to do something because we can do something. We aren't the types to just sit back and watch. We have to be involved."

    Garrett waved his hand and frowned as he looked off at a far wall. "No, I'm not the hero type. I do want things right, though. And in reality, there is no war in this galaxy. We are exporting that war elsewhere. So I could live out my entire life right here without being involved in a war. You two can go off and try to be heroes. It might be time for me to quit."

    Go smiled. "And yet you are still here with us."

    Garrett shook his head. "That's because I'm a bad liar and a poor actor. I thrive on this crap and you know it. I will say this though, all this waiting around just puts me on edge. I say we take one of the Talisan destroyers, put the Jess in her hold, and head out to the portal. That destroyer will give nimrod here more than enough walls to practice flying through. When we get near the gate we take the Jess out and send the destroyer home."

    Go turned to face me. "Why didn't we think of that before?"

    I replied as I stood. "Besides practice, we needed the bio-gel and the sodium. Go, keep the BGS on and keep it active. We'll meet you back at the Jess. The ship should be stocked, so we should be ready to head out."

    I opened a comm to the Talisan military commander. "Bring a destroyer into orbit above the city. Make sure it's fully stocked. We will only be in need of a crew and not a complement of soldiers. How soon can you be ready for departure?"

    The commander replied, "We are fully prepared now. Give me fifteen minutes to shuttle the soldiers to the ground and we will be ready to depart, my Emperor."

    The commander pounded his chest once in a salute as the comm channel closed. After a short ride on our helocycles, I joined Garrett on the Jess as Go hovered invisibly behind us.

    As we lifted off, Go laughed over the comm. "Hey, wait up! You guys took off and I'm still in the same spot!"

    I replied, "I guess we didn't quite think that through. You'll have to set your activation level off or at least to a minimum that will allow the ship's gravity to pull you along. Otherwise you'll be thrown outside every time we make a turn or change speeds."

    Go nodded. "Just stop where you are, I'll come to you."

    We soon landed in the docking bay of the orbiting destroyer. The bottom five levels of the ship were made off limits to the crew. Cameras and internal comm devices were turned off as well. During our Journey out to the portal gate, Go would be free to practice.
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    After a week in space, we had just completed a full day of practice. Go joined us in the cafeteria. I pushed a bowl of soup in his direction.

    Go pushed it back. "Nope, not hungry. It's funny, I have the mental urge to eat but not the physical one. I was looking over my stats on this BGS. My blood pressure and heart rate are both down significantly, and physically I feel great. The tutorials said that I should be able to function with less than half of the sleep I did before. And I discovered something very cool today."

    Garrett glanced up from his borak steak. "What's that?"

    Go smiled. "We are traveling at full speed. If I physically go outside the ship, I will drift along at the same speed. Using the BHD glove I can accelerate, decelerate, and turn. I circled the ship three times, ran out ahead and then dropped behind before drifting back aboard. With the glove, I can go faster than this ship if needed. It gives a constant pull, and the longer it's on, the faster I go."

    I set down my fork. "Are you trying to get yourself killed?"

    Go replied, "What? No, why? The BGS functions perfectly out there."

    I nodded. "We still don't know half of what that suit is capable of. However, one thing that we do know: at the speed we are traveling, it only takes a tiny piece of space debris to overwhelm the active skin of that suit. This ship has a gravity wave riding in front of it that diverts potentially damaging particles, but that suit doesn't. Even though it seems to function normally out there, it won't if you take a hit. The tutorial says the sodium skin can be overwhelmed by a sufficient force. It can only handle whatever the power cell can support."

    Go shrugged. "Sorry, I hadn't read that yet. I did notice a couple energy spikes of 10 percent or so. I just thought it was something on the suit switching on or off."

    Garrett took in a large bite and began to chew. "I think you should let us know beforehand if you will be trying anything different or unusual. Between the three of us, we can decide whether it's a good idea or not. The fact that you can travel faster than this ship is interesting. That says you could do a ship-to-ship transfer while at speed without having to worry about falling back. Might come in useful someday."

    The rest of the thirty-eight day trip to the portal gate went by quickly. After pulling up short of Contonal, the Jess exited the docking bay and the Talisan destroyer was turned back toward Omega.

    The Contonal colony was again busy with a newly-conscripted species. Three million unruly citizens from the Fargreen Colony in the Delta sector were the newest forced enlistees. A trade dispute with the Motlin corporation and the subsequent rioting that followed had sealed their fate. Fargreen was 98 percent Igari, adding further pressure to the growing rebel movement in the Alpha sector.

    Our ride to the portal gate was quiet. No ships of any kind showed on the deep scans we continuously ran.

    As we closed on the gate's location, Go said, "It should be showing on the display any second now. So, just to make sure, we attempt to shadow the first ship coming this way. When at the gate, I'll drift out and then I'll power my way into the structure. Once inside, I'll set the activation level to a minimum amount that will allow me to walk the halls of the station without being seen. I'll locate the portal launch button and then signal you that I'm ready."

    I nodded. "Right. From there we determine how we get you through the portal before pressing the button. If it takes us a week to figure that out, then so be it. The suit will sustain you for that period of time without issue. All we have to do here on the Jess is not be seen. Once we figure out how to get you out of there and back on here, we open the portal and go through."

    Garrett gestured toward the display. "Shouldn't we be seeing the gate by now?"

    Go looked over the data. "Yeah, it should be up. We passed maximum range about thirty seconds ago."

    I began to nervously scratch my chin. "They moved it."

    Garrett replied, "What? No!"

    I frowned. "This is not good news. If the gate has been moved, it could be anywhere. And chances are good that it may no longer be opening in the other galaxy at the point it was before."

    Go sat back in his chair. "We have to find it!"

    I nodded. "Indeed we do. Our problem now is that a galaxy is a big place. It could be anywhere in Theta, or perhaps it has been moved to Alpha."

    Garrett replied, "I know someone who knows. Harden Salton. I say we pay him a visit. Go can drift in, catch Harden on the john, and threaten to end it all if he doesn't tell us where it is."

    Go grinned. "I could do that!"

    I looked over my shoulder at the two of them. "So he gives you the information. What happens next? Do you think the gate will still be there when we get there? And if he tells you, and you make him disappear with that BGS, what happens if he lied?"

    Garrett sat back in his chair, crossing his arms. "Sounds like we need to grab him and bring him with us then. We'll take him through the portal and space him on the other side."

    Go nodded. "I like that idea even better!"

    I sighed. "If we did that, chances are that whoever the successor is would just shut down the operation. The portal would never be opened again, travel home would be impossible. I think we just need to send Go down to the Salton compound to do some eavesdropping. They have to have discussions about this every day. Garrett, maybe you could tap into the outgoing comm channels from there and pick up the info that way."

    Garrett shook his head. "Not gonna happen, Chief. Those comms will all be heavily encrypted. I think Go listening in on their conversations is our best bet."

    I punched in the coordinates for Alpha Prime. "Let's hope we can get that info quickly. Go, I can give you data recordings from my arm pad from when I was there. They failed to take it away from me before Garrett sprung me, so the data is both intact and somewhat current. You should be able to pilot yourself around that complex without much trouble."

    Garrett said, "And don't be burning holes in the walls. They would find that suspicious."

    Go smiled. "They won't even know I'm there."

    During the ride to Alpha Prime, I stepped into Garrett's cabin for a chat with the Green. "I find it interesting that you have not made an attempt to escape. That isn't what I would have expected from a Grotus."

    Balt Mergus replied, "Our history was very clear about your kind. You would stop at nothing to kill us. You were bent on domination, and you were ruthless in your attempts. To most, you were only legend, as your kind disappeared from our history books more than three thousand years ago. From what I learned, we were glad to be rid of the scourge of the galaxy."

    I was shocked by Balt Mergus' statement. Was that what his people were taught? That we were the aggressors? That we were the brutal thugs who were bent on total domination? His version of history was exactly the opposite of my own.

    I sat in a chair across from him. "I believe you have been given a false accounting of what actually happened. It was you Grotus who were the aggressors. You outnumbered the Grunta, and we were the only thing standing in between you and domination of our planet. Our two peoples had been fighting one another for thousands of years and had only just achieved peace when you turned on us in an unprovoked attack."

    The Green scowled. "You destroyed our home world of Horus! You killed every man woman and child on the planet! Yours was the unprovoked attack! We have historical texts, images and video footage going all the way back to that time. Newsreels display the results of the atrocities your people conducted upon ours that started the war. How do you explain that? How can you explain away the evidence that our archives hold?"

    I cleared my throat. "I cannot. We have none other than an oral history of that time, passed down from generation to generation."

    Balt Mergus made an angry face. "Before that one heinous event, our records spoke of a time of peace and free trade between our peoples. I was taught that a political dispute over a newly colonized planet led to the Night of a Billion Sorrows. Only our small colony off-world survived.

    "What you did not plan on was our resilience, our willingness to survive. We returned and found our world empty. Your people were gone and your fleets adrift. What sits before me here is no more than a legend of cowardice and shame. Given the opportunity, I would crush your skull with my fist and grind your splattered brains into the floor with the heel of my boot!"

    I shook my head. "It seems even our histories are at war. The history I learned was that the Grotus were aggressive expansionists, ruthless in their tactics and immoral in their treatment of my people. You brought war upon us. I think we can see those same traits in the Grumar."

    Balt offered a sly smile. "The Grumar chose to worship us as gods. They are a species of weak intellect, easily awed by our strength and courage. I suppose our existence gives them purpose. It gives them reason to do more than just wallow in their own ignorance. Neither you nor I is a god. We are born and we die just like everyone else."

    I pulled up an image of the Moddle on my holo-display. "How do you explain your attacks on the Moddle? I must say I find it brilliant that you are able to use resources from the New Alliance in your fight against them, while at the same time you have the Moddle off fighting for you in another system."

    The Green scowled. "The Moddle are a foul species, just as your own. They attacked Doomlight, wiping out most of the population. The Grumar had an alliance with the Doomlighters. Before we arrived the Humans showed up and wiped out the remaining inhabitants. After that act of cowardice, they began warring with the Moddle over who would get the spoils. I would say you were losing that fight when the Grumar arrived at Doomlight. Your side was eager to negotiate peace for assistance against the Moddle. The Grumar gave it, and you moved on to fight the Moddle on their home worlds."

    I replied, "And explain why it is that our fleets are attacked each time they arrive at Doomlight."

    The Green laughed. "It was an agreed-upon penance for your atrocities against the Doomlighters. The Grumar insisted on taking upwards of 30 percent of your incoming troops for a period of six years. They would be given a fighting chance though, not just a simple slaughter. It would be up to the Grumar to decide if they wanted to end it early."

    I asked, "And what of your involvement in all this? Why are the Grotus at the battlefront? Why were you yourself involved?"

    Balt Mergus looked to the side. "We are merely advisers in this struggle. I was given the assignment to observe a culling fight with the Alliance fleet. I was neglectful of my location and was preoccupied with my study of one of your ships. My ship malfunctioned, leaving me unable to move before it was completely disabled. I should not have been as close to the battle as I was."

    I looked on with suspicion. "Why are you now telling me all this?"

    The Green smiled. "Because I have had time to think. The information I give here cannot be used against my people or the Grumar. And I believe that you on this ship are operating outside the New Alliance. Who you are or what you are doing I will eventually figure out. Or perhaps you would just like to tell me your version of events?"

    I shook my head. "I don't think so. Whatever you wish to say to me, I can choose to accept now or go verify on my own later. You are the prisoner here and do not have that luxury. I do have additional questions, though. I understand the agreements you have with the New Alliance and why they are fighting the Moddle. What I don't understand is, why are the Moddle fighting in that other system?"

    The Green sighed. "The Moddle are an evil species. When the Grumar confronted them on Doomlight, they were quickly and utterly defeated. Those who surrendered were given a choice of immediate death or going off to fight in this other battle. The Grumar have other enemies, enemies who attack their colonies. The system the Moddle are fighting in was once one of those peaceful Grumar colonies. The Moddle are merely repaying their debt to the Grumar."

    Garrett came in the room behind me. "I was listening over the comm. If the Moddle surrendered, why were a handful of their officers left on Doomlight?"

    Balt Mergus scowled. "The general and his officers are the barbarians responsible for the slaughter of Doomlight. They are being held until their worlds have been crushed and their people enslaved. The Grumar decided their punishment would be to see their worlds destroyed and their people utterly defeated before they die a death of starvation like so many of their victims."

    Garrett tilted his head to one side and expressed a skeptical smile. "I don't know what to believe coming out of you. When first questioned, you were belligerent and hateful. You seethed with every response. Now you are calm and cool."

    The Green offered a stoic reply. "This is war. What would you expect of me?"

    With that comment I stood and exited the room. Garrett followed, closing the door behind him.

    I plopped down in my chair. "I'm concerned."

    Garrett shook his head. "You’re not taking that guy at his word, are you? While those explanations may be plausible, we have nothing that says they are fact. I wouldn't rely on anything he just said."

    I turned. "I believe we can verify much of it through our Grumar guest here. He will not withhold the truth from me."

    Garrett nodded. With that motion, I began to question Gasau Mont. Much of what the Green had said was confirmed. But they were not the quiet advisers of the Grumar as Balt Mergus had suggested. They were fighters, and they had an agenda of expansion.

    And yet some of the character traits of the Greens the Grumar spoken of were not as I had learned from my own people. While they were interested in expanding the Duration, it was mostly through peaceful means. And as the Green had said in our last discussion, it was not the Grotus who wiped out the Doomlighters, it was the New Alliance and the Moddle. The Green's earlier statement that it was the Grumar was a deception with the intention of instilling fear. The Doomlighters were a colony of the Duration, and as such were under their protection—a protection at which they had failed.

    Garrett walked back to the galley and returned with a steaming cup of coffee, placing it in my hands. "So we are the aggressors. And according to Balt Mergus, the Gruntas are the belligerent species between the two of you. I think I can definitely say that your species isn't aggressive now, but who knows what happened three thousand years ago? There have been plenty of dirty Humans—Harden Salton is evidence of that. Who's to say there weren't dirty Gruntas back then?"

    I replied, "It's a disturbing thought. We take great pride in who our people are today. To learn that our ways may not have always been peaceful is disconcerting."

    Garrett smirked. "Kind of like rooting for your team and their great record only to find out they used to be cheaters. At least we Humans have had our good and bad spread all throughout our history. We kind of know what to expect from ourselves."

    Garrett sipped his coffee and continued: "Well, at least you can take pride in knowing who you are now. The few Gruntas I have met were not aggressive in any way. In fact, of those I've been around, you, Knog, are by far the most outgoing and aggressive."

    I set my mug down on the console in front of me. "I have to wonder … other than the Grand Council, our men have been in charge of everything political since the AMP began. The women have stayed home and run our households. They have shown no desire to do otherwise. But I have to wonder … if they were running things, how would that change our culture? Would we become an aggressive species? Were our women at one time in charge of our politics?"

    Garrett shook his head. "Your women are fine. Don't let that Green put ideas in your head that make you doubt your own people and their motives. You know what's right and what isn't. Your women know the same."

    Go pointed at the nav screen. We're closing on Alpha Prime. Any idea of how we get me down on that planet?"

    Garrett looked over the display and pointed. "How about this freighter? I'll take you in close and you drift over and cling to its hull. When it gets near the planet, you use your glove drive to take you the rest of the way."

    I remarked, "Just be sure to not go through that atmosphere at a speed that would overwhelm the suit. You will be exposed to debris when moving from here to the freighter. Once you make it there, the gravity wall in front of that freighter should keep you safe. It looks like your ride will last an hour or so.

    "And keep your comm open to us, including video. When you get to the Salton compound, just follow the floor diagrams as we talked about. Harden rarely leaves that compound, so he won't be difficult to find."

    Garrett raised a hand. "And look in on Joni for us. I'd like to know that she is at least safe. I can't see her uncle bringing her harm, but then again, he is evil, and I'd bet he values empire over family. If she behaves as he wants, she'll be fine, but I don't know that she'll sit idle knowing everything that's going on."

    Go stood as we approached the freighter. "OK, I got this. Before I go, I just wanted to let you know that it has been great knowing the both of you. I could never have dreamed of doing the things I've done. I can't thank you enough for what you've done for me."

    Garrett laughed. "You sound a little nervous. And as far as the rest of that short speech, we're the ones who should be thanking you. You keep stepping up without ever being asked. So all I can say is be careful on your hop to that freighter. And watch yourself when you get down to the surface. We want to get to that portal as soon as we can, but that doesn't mean you should take unnecessary chances to try to speed us there."

    The Jess closed to within a kilometer of the freighter. Go blinked out, drifted outside the Jess, and using the BHD glove, powered his way over to the freighter's hull. A soft landing had him safely tucked away in a secure location.

    Go spoke over the comm. "OK, hard part is over. Now we wait."
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    As the freighter slowed to approach-speed, Go separated himself from the hull and powered toward Alpha Prime. An hour later he was dropping through the atmosphere, and fifteen minutes after that he was standing on the ground.

    Go looked at a map on his helmet holo-display. "I'm on the ground about a kilometer outside the compound."

    Garrett replied, "We see that. We are watching you."

    Go responded. "You're going to take all the fun out of this, aren't you?"

    Garrett laughed. "OK, sorry, keep the narration coming."

    Go powered over to the high wall surrounding the compound known as Salton City and was soon drifting through the concrete and steel barrier.

    "I'm inside. I'm going straight to the living quarters. It's early morning down here, so they may just be getting up."

    The white marble buildings and greenery flew past on our monitors as Go powered his way across the compound. After passing through two walls he came face to face with a sitting Joseph Harden. Go stopped, observing Joni's father as he sipped on a cup of coffee.

    Harden Salton walked into the room. "Joseph, I can't have you moping around all day. We have work to do. The Galorian Ambassador will be here this morning and we need to solidify our trade deals if we are to get the construction contract we need. It took us five years to get that gate working after moving it. We can't afford to wait that long for the next one."

    Go whispered, "You hear that? I think they are planning on setting up another gate."

    I replied, "Just stay quiet and observe."

    Joseph Salton set his cup on the table in front of him as he stared out an adjacent window into the lush gardens beyond. "You can't keep her locked up like that."

    Harden Salton scowled. "I can and I will. Either you get her under control or I'll be looking for a more permanent solution to her rebelliousness."

    Joseph Salton snapped his head around in anger. "Are you threatening my daughter?"

    Harden Salton grinned. "Joseph, why must you take everything so literally? I love Joni. You know that. All I am referring to is a more permanent form of restraint. I've been thinking of converting the diplomatic quarters into a domicile for her. It's large. She would be free to roam about inside. And it's already fully wired with cameras and listening gear. Her team would be easily able to keep her out of trouble there. We might even arrange for her to have visitors or friends."

    Joseph crossed his arms. "So you mean to keep her prisoner. For how long? The rest of her life?"

    Harden walked to beside the table, looking out the window. "She will be well provided for. She'll certainly have a life that is better than the vast majority of our citizens. And we'll be able to keep a close eye on her, keep her safe."

    Joseph looked back out the window and lowered the tone of his voice. "You know, father would not have allowed you to do what you have done. The break up of the AMP … an assault on another galaxy … conscripting your own people to go off to fight in a war of expansion. He would not have been happy with what you have done."

    Harden Salton's face turned a deep red as he looked down at his younger brother. "He was a fool and didn't recognize what he had. It was he who taught me that a man is defined by his achievements. Our father built up his vast wealth on the backs of others. He was no saint. But he had no further vision than wealth. I have! I have a vision where we control the six galaxies and beyond!

    "We cannot reunite the Alliance by openly attacking the other families. We have neither the resources nor the wealth to do so. The moment we attack one, the others will rally behind them. That is all the New Alliance is, a pact to stop each of us from attacking one another. The New Alliance is nothing more than a deterrent."

    Joseph Salton looked at his brother. "And how does taking worlds by force in another galaxy help us?"

    Harden sat and smiled. "The portal gives us a way to build both wealth and power beyond the prying eyes of spies. We have our people in the territories of the others, they have their spies here. Here, we cannot make a serious move without them knowing. We struggle to conceal that portal as it is. Once we crush the Moddle, and turn the Grumar and Grotus fully to our cause, we can freely build an army and a fleet that could easily overpower the other families, even if they join together. Can't you see it, Joseph? Trillions of citizens all under our guidance! No more trade wars, no riots, no hunger. And a new galaxy added to our empire! One of many to come!"

    Joseph looked down at the floor before looking out the window. "You really have gone mad with power, haven't you? No one man could control such a vast empire. Look at the rebellions in our own. We can't control what we have."

    Harden placed his hand on his brother's shoulder. "You truly do not have the vision. Would you have me be nothing but a tin-pot despot who struggles to keep what few citizens he has in line?"

    Joseph turned quickly. "Few citizens? You command billions and yet we struggle with a new rebellion almost every day!"

    Harden frowned. "Rebellions and unrest instigated by the spies of our enemies. I can assure you, brother, the other families have the same issues. Our own people have seen to it."

    Joseph took another sip from his cup. "I just wonder if we need to turn our vision inward. If we focused our energies on our own people, perhaps we could turn things around."

    Harden scowled. "Don't go soft on me now, brother. You and I dreamed of the day when we would be in charge, a day when justice was dispensed in a manner that was fair to everyone. Disputes would be settled with the wave of one of our hands. It would be a day when the portals once again flowed freely with citizens, a day when new frontiers could be explored, when new worlds would be conquered and added to our empire. We formed this dream together, Joseph. Tell me you have not lost your way! Tell me I am not alone in this venture!"

    Joseph gazed out the window for several seconds. "You are my brother, my best friend. I will not turn on you. Nor will I leave your side. Just understand that I don't have your fortitude, your determination, or your vision. I live in a simpler world where a man's measure is not taken by what he has accomplished, but by how he accomplishes it."

    Harden smiled. "It is your voice of reason that allows me to achieve what I do. I have the vision, you have the moral compass that adds balance to that vision, making it something that can be achieved. My brother, I can feel the greatness building inside me every day. A greatness I will eagerly share with you. We may only be a decade away from having the fleet and army we desire. Following that, the Salton Empire will become a reality!"

    Joseph looked back at his brother. "And what of Joni? Is she to remain a captive?"

    Harden sighed. "She is a slave to her strong will. If she doesn’t take sides against her own family, she’ll be free to do as she pleases. But, make no mistake, I will not allow her to interfere with our work. It is Joni that has chosen her current path. It is only she who can free herself from that."

    Harden Salton stood. "Now, we must prepare for the ambassador. And, brother, I do enjoy these discussions. They leave me full of energy, full of the knowledge that we can achieve whatever it is we set our minds to. With you here beside me as the voice of reason, we will rule the six galaxies and beyond!"

    With that, Harden Salton turned and left the room. Joseph sat in silent contemplation as he sipped at his now lukewarm cup.

    Garrett turned to face me as I rose. "Where are you going?"

    I replied as I walked into the gantry. "All that coffee drinking has me thirsty. And while that was interesting to hear, I can imagine much of the rest of our observations will not be so stimulating. I foresee the need of an energy boost from a cup or two."

    Garrett gestured. "Bring me one while you are at it. I can see this being a long day as well. Oh, and Go is on the move."

    Go replied, "I think it's time I searched for Joni."

    I returned with a steaming cup. "No, follow Harden first. Joni is safe. It's more important that we know what he's up to. The Galorian family is not in this galaxy. What is it that Harden wants them to build that is so critical?"

    Go nodded. "Harden it is then. If he's meeting with the ambassador, it should be in the reception building. I'll head over and familiarize myself with it."

    Garrett pulled up a diagram of the buildings in the Salton compound. "Why don't you try shadowing him between now and then. I'd be interested to see their security building if he goes there. Their security operation has to be significant. The more we know about what they know and can see, the better off we'll be if we need you to take action."

    Go powered to a stop. "Take action? I thought we were just here to observe."

    Garrett half laughed. "I only meant that about future action. Don't worry, we don't have anything planned for you."

    Go pointed. "There he is. Heading across the courtyard."

    As Go powered in behind Harden Salton, I turned to Garrett. "Well, we at least now know his grand plan. If word of that were to leak out, the other families would deal with him in short order."

    Garrett replied, "Yeah, and I don't think that would be a good outcome for any of us. The Salton branch of the Alliance is where most Humans reside. If Harden is seen as trying to take full control, there will be a price to be paid by all Humans—and by every other species fully under his control."

    I nodded. "An all out war between the families would be more destructive than anything you or I could imagine."

    Go said in a quiet voice, "I could always end this right now. It would be easy for me to blink in while occupying his space. I'm sure we could get the location of the portal from someone else."

    I shook my head. "No. If we take him out, it will surely bring war. The other families would attempt to grab control of the Salton sectors. I think we have already seen this morning that Joseph would be indecisive if given the reins of power. Harden must remain in control until such time as we can ensure a stable transition."

    Garrett smirked. "Who's the empire builder now?"

    Before I could respond, Go came over the comm. "Garrett, I think you got your wish. We just entered a building with heavily armed security at the door. They took several bio-scans before letting Harden himself pass. Hang on, I have to change directions."

    Go contorted his BHD glove hand, firing off a microburst, bringing himself to a complete stop. A second burst followed, moving him down the long hallway Harden had traversed.

    At the end of the hallway, Harden Salton entered another room. With two additional bursts, Go drifted through the wall into a large room with a high ceiling and sunken floor. The room was expansive, running nearly a hundred meters in each direction. The walls were lined with large holo-displays while the floor was covered in small personnel stations, manned by individuals watching over a half dozen displays each. In the center of the room a platform rose from the floor, holding up a single chair that could be spun to face in any direction. Harden Salton walked to an elevator in the center of the room that soon took him up to the command platform.

    Once seated in his command chair, Harden keyed an intercom. "Mr. Rorchet, what have we gathered on the ambassador?"

    A voice responded. "The ambassador has been communicating with his team over an encrypted channel. We have recordings of those comms, but we have yet to crack their codes, sir. I expect that to happen within the hour."

    Harden replied, "Please make that happen, Mr. Rorchet. This is an important meeting, and we have need of knowing the ambassador's, as well as the Galorians’, disposition."

    Harden spun his chair to face another full wall holo-display. "Mr. Kyota, how is the portal realignment coming?"

    A voice replied, "We have a confirmed power-up of the generators. We anticipate our first alignment test to be complete in the coming week."

    Harden nodded. "How does that place us for our first use at this location?"

    Kyota responded. "We anticipate full readiness in thirty-two days."

    Harden scowled. "Pull that schedule in, Mr. Kyota, the second half of our fleet should be arriving for transfer in twenty-eight. I want that portal up and running for an immediate transfer. We are on a strict timetable and it's imperative that we stay on it. Our Grunta fleet should be arriving at Doomlight at the same time. The Grumars there will have no choice but to join with our overwhelming force. With Doomlight as our new staging area, the Moddle Empire will fall within a year."

    Harden Salton spun to face another display. "Miss Chen, what is the status of the fleet?"

    Daria Chin brought a visual of the fleet up on the display. "Our new battleships are all functioning at optimal, sir. The pulse lasers crafted from the Grumar designs have seen full integration with our latest ion cannons. In our initial tests, the Grumar hull defenses collapsed after the third strike. Your idea of a combined weapon appears to be an effective one, your Highness."

    Harden Salton nodded. "Thank you, Miss Chen. I believe our all Human fleet will also prove superior. What of our own defenses? Has your team been able to raise them?"

    Daria Chen stood at firm attention as she replied. "Our strike resistance has increased by 8 percent in the past three days. We anticipate our original goals will be met before we arrive at the gate."

    Harden gave her a stern look. "I'm trusting you to make that happen, Miss Chen. Our planners have calculated those defensive numbers as being critical in assuring we achieve our objectives."

    Daria Chen lowered her head in a single nod. "I will make it happen, sir."

    The proclaimed emperor and king of the Salton family then turned his attention to a display showing a single squatting female. He exhaled with a long sigh at the sight of his uncooperative niece as she attempted to chip her way through the concrete wall confining her.

    Garrett's face pinched. "Cooped up like a criminal. Just let me down there with that creep and I'll snap his neck."

    Harden Salton pressed a button on his chair arm. "Joni, why do you defy me? I can provide you with a life of wealth and ease. I can give you servants to satisfy your every whim, rich foods to satiate you before you are even hungry, extravagant galas in your name, just as with your cousins. Why do you refuse a life that most would kill for?"

    Joni stopped and looked up at the camera in the opposite corner of the room. "Because someone has to stop you. Family or not, you have gone over the edge. You send millions to their deaths for your own illicit conquest. All for what? So you can feel good about yourself and the empire you control?"

    Joni turned back to her chipping for several more swings before she stopped. "Or maybe it's because I have my grandfather's blood coursing through my veins. A blood that has gone sour in both you and my father. You’re corrupt, and he’s weak and easily swayed by your grandiose visions."

    Harden half laughed. "And suppose you do chip your way out of that room? Where would you go? What would you do?"

    Joni looked at the camera with hatred. "I will go wherever I can find fair-minded people. I will rally them to my side and I will return to unseat you from your unjust position of power!"

    Harden leaned toward the camera in front of his chair as his image enlarged on the holo-display in Joni's room. "And what if there are no fair-minded people to be rallied? What if they are content with the leadership they are under?"

    Joni spat on the floor next to herself. "Then I will return and finish the job myself!"

    Harden again sighed. "Why must you take the joy out of my achievements? You have the spirit I always wished for in your father. You are a Salton like your grandfather and me. You set yourself on a course and you make it happen. You will it to happen. I should be gleeful if you would just join us, rather than plot against us. I never told you this, but I always envisioned you as the heir to this kingdom. My daughters are weak; my sons are degenerate. You have the fire, the determination, the intelligence they lack."

    Joni smiled. "Well, at least we can agree on one thing. I will be the heir to your throne. I will be sitting in that chair when I dethrone you. So you'd best get done whatever it is that you will be doing before I get out of here. Because from that point on, your time as self-appointed ruler of the universe will begin to shorten with every second that passes. Look deep into my eyes, uncle. One day they will be the last eyes you see!"

    Harden Salton huffed and cut the comm channel.

    Garrett shook his head. "I love that girl more with every word she speaks. We need to get her out of there before she hurts herself, or pisses him off so bad that he shuts her up."

    I replied, "He won't hurt her."

    Go cut in. "I see the ambassador heading to the reception hall. Mr. Salton is just reviewing the other displays. Should I stay and follow him or move on to the ambassador."

    I said, "Can you see the display where the Kyota guy was? Try to find the station or stations down on the floor that are monitoring the portal gate. Maybe we can get the coordinates we are looking for from there."

    Go nodded. "Give me a few minutes."

    I sat back and crossed my arms. "So now we know the intended fate of my people. A pincer move against the Grumar at Doomlight. I see one big problem with that scenario. The Grotus will not comply with his wishes."

    Garrett replied, "I don't know. They might see it as an opportunity to finish off the Moddle. Let Harden have Doomlight, follow his fleet to the Moddle worlds and force their surrender. After that, the Grotus know the exact location of the entire Salton fleet. If they were to commit their fleet of battlecruisers to a fight with Harden's fleet, I would place their odds of beating him at two to one."

    I nodded. "I would place them higher. Whatever the Grotus have showed of their own fleet to the Grumar is probably only a small portion of what they have. If they have such a fleet, and if those ships were to commit, I believe it would be a slaughter."

    Garrett smirked. "What, you got no faith in your own people?"

    I shook my head. "The Grunta are capable fighters. This however, would be a space battle, between ships. My people are sitting on transports, but they are useful for ground assaults only. The Grotus will slaughter them if given the opportunity."

    Go said, "I checked the stations that appear to be connected to the portal gate. There's no information to be had from them, just stats and other readings, nothing to do with nav coordinates. Harden is coming down in his elevator now. We are coming up on the hour, so I suspect he will he headed to his meeting with the ambassador. I'll tag along."

    Garrett replied, "We'll be right there with you."
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    Harden stood in a doorway as Galorian Ambassador Tum Raal came down the hall with his escort. "Mr. Salton, I thank you for this invitation. Perhaps this meeting will be the start of a renewed spirit of friendship and cooperation between our families."

    "Have a seat over here, Ambassador," Harden replied. "I trust all of your needs have been met since your arrival?"

    Ambassador Tum Raal nodded. "Your staff has been most generous with their assistance."

    Harden got right to the point. "Look, Mr. Raal, it's no secret that our families have had their differences when it comes to trade. The reason I summoned you here today was to put forth an offer that I believe will benefit not only the Galorians and ourselves, but all the families."

    Harden Salton turned on a holo-display sitting atop the table in front of them. A long cylindrical ship structure came to life before them.

    Harden gestured toward the ship. "I call this the first diplomacy vessel of the New Alliance. It will be located in orbit near Alpha Prime and will be the diplomatic quarters for the representatives from each family. Because it will be a self- sustaining station of sorts, there won't be any quarrels about diplomatic immunity, or worries about terrorist strikes against diplomats."

    Raal raised his chin. "So you heard about the attacks on Giados IV. I commend you on your intelligence gathering, Mr. Salton. What I don't understand … is why you have summoned me here about a diplomatic ship. There is nothing I see here that warrants my travel from Giados."

    Harden smiled. "I want your family to be the builder of these ships. You take our designs, we supply the materials, and you supply the labor. I would think the prospect of employment for a hundred thousand workers would be incentive enough for your people to at least begin talks of opening up our trade relations. Each family would be responsible for the construction cost of the station for their capital world."

    Garrett pointed at the holo-display. "That's a strange-looking station for diplomats if you ask me."

    I asked, "Why?"

    Garrett gestured. "It's long and thin. I would think you would want something round or spherical where the diplomats were in close proximity to not only each other, but meeting rooms, dining halls, everything. If I were building a diplomatic station, it wouldn't look like that."

    Raal smiled as he looked over the holo-model that floated before him. "You just made the proposal interesting, Mr. Salton. A contract would indeed change things."

    Harden zoomed in on a meeting room and pulled up another floating image of its design. I would also add that I believe each family should provide inspectors during the construction process so that none of us are tempted to outfit the station with audio or video or any other, shall we say, illicit information devices.

    "I am certain that your teams are vigilant in their sweeps of your diplomatic compound as our own staff is on Giados. The section assigned to each family on the station will be owned and furnished by that family after the initial construction is complete."

    Raal nodded. "I do like this concept, Mr. Salton. I, of course, cannot say yes to this myself, but I believe this proposal to have a high likelihood of approval by both our diplomatic and trade councils. How soon are you wanting to proceed if I receive approval?"

    Harden held out a data store. "My people have worked out a proposed contract we believe your people will find both fair and lucrative. We are prepared to move on this immediately if we have your approval. Once construction has begun, we can each send an invitation to the other families."

    The Galorian held out his data store and the contract and ship designs were transferred. A nod and a smile then sent the ambassador on his way.

    When the door to the conference room had closed, Harden Salton turned and smirked to himself. "You are one devious individual. Me? Why yes, yes I am!"

    The king of the Salton worlds pressed the comm button on his arm pad. "Joseph, I'm in the Green Room. Come in here, please."

    As Joseph entered the room, Harden gestured. "Close the door, please."

    Joseph complied. "I take it the meeting went well?"

    Harden grinned. "Yes! They will be constructing the very ship that will one day cause their surrender!"

    Joseph sat in a heavily padded lounge chair. "How is it that a diplomatic station will be used as a weapon?"

    Harden sat in a chair facing Joseph. "The diplomatic station will not be a diplomatic station. When the construction of the hull is complete, we will start some phony squabble, kick out the Galorians, and take control of our newest weapon."

    Harden Salton gestured toward the holo-display of the model ship floating over a table. "If you notice, the structure spanning three quarters of the vessel is repeated. Each section is identical to the second section which holds a bank of powerful ion generators. I plan on filling the remaining identical sections with more generators. Up here, in this first section, is where the wormhole generator will be housed. We are building a platform that will allow us to easily move our portal gate to wherever we desire."

    Joseph half smiled. "It's a hassle to move the gate now, but we can do it if needed. What I don't understand is, why you are enlisting the labor of the Galorians to build it? Couldn't we construct this same ship in our own yards?"

    Harden nodded. "We could, but our cesium supplies are dwindling. In ten years time we will have to start shutting down worlds unless we find new sources. The Galorians are overburdened with cesium. I wish to lighten their burden through trade. At the moment, they wouldn't sell us a gram of gallig fat. With this grand gesture, I hope to put together a trade agreement that will allow us to build a stockpile of our most important fuel.

    "A single freighter of cesium will power an entire colony for anywhere from three years for an Alpha Prime—up to fifty years and beyond for some of the smaller ones. Fully powering that portal gate expends nearly a quarter load of cesium. As we ramp up our operation on Doomlight, we will require a larger supply than we currently have."

    Joseph stood and looked over the station design. "And the portal being used as a weapon, how does that come into play?"

    Harden touched his arm pad and a holo-image of Giados popped into view several meters in front of the proposed portal ship. "One of my strategists convinced me that the portal gate could be used as a weapon. Open a portal just below the surface of a colony city, sweep upwards. We could take out a section of a colony nearly two kilometers in diameter with the push of a button."

    Joseph winced. "Attack a city full of civilians? What would happen to that section of city?"

    Harden enabled a simulated video. "The portal opens with the aperture set as wide as possible since we aren't jumping galaxies in this instance. A section of the city is then brought through the portal with a sweep. The section of the city, of course, is left floating in space. The Galorians would have no choice but to surrender and join us."

    Joseph shook his head. "I don't think that is the best of ideas, Harden. The Galorians may surrender, but they will be forever resentful of an attack on their citizens."

    Harden smiled. "Yes, they will. And fortunately for us, they will believe the attackers to be one of the other families. Our new weapon will be mobile. We jump to a Wasata family sector, conduct the attack, and jump back here. The evidence will remain in the Wasata family's territory. We will swoop in with our fleet and a defensive pact. You see, we get to be the heroes as well. The Galorians will love us for our assistance."

    Joseph sat. "I don't know, brother. What if word gets out that we have the portal device?"

    Harden turned off the holo-display. "They won't find out. The portal ship will be fully automated, but controlled from here. We will be outfitting it with several of the Grotus ship computers. We have been studying them for two years now. Our engineers are convinced we can make the ship a smart ship, crewless if you will. It will be equipped for self-repair with the Grotus autobots. You see, all we have to do is provide fuel, then we sit back and command it to do our bidding!"

    Joseph rubbed his chin. "What of the workers who construct the ship to begin with?"

    Harden again smiled. "Simple! Conscripts. When the ship is complete and made operational, we send those workers off to Doomlight to fight for the Empire. Joseph, this morning when I said that we would one day control the six galaxies and beyond, this portal ship will be our means of accomplishing that feat. I have our engineers working on converting a new gate for our use right now. I envision a fleet of portal ships allowing us to control all known space, and to then expand beyond what we know!"

    Harden sat beside his brother. "And I need for you to be with me throughout this journey. As I said earlier, you are the voice of reason, I am the vision. Together we will create an empire like none ever before imagined. Imagine an empire of a hundred galaxies! Or a thousand! All under our guidance and control! I need you, my brother. I need you to bring a dose of reality to my ever expanding dreams!"

    Joseph took hold of his brother's forearm. "I will be there, Harden."

    Harden grinned. "I know you will, brother!"

    Harden then stood and began to pace the room. "I had a short discussion with Joni this morning. She is as stubborn as ever. She had broken a steel leg off a chair and was attempting to dig her way out by chipping away at a concrete wall. I wish she could see things from our point of view. She reminds me of father and me with her tenacity. She could be a huge contributor to our cause, where my own children are dimwits, nothing more than spoiled leeches sucking the blood from the family. Continue to work on her, Joseph. I feel we may one day need her."

    Joseph replied, "I will do what I can, but we must be patient."

    Harden looked at is arm pad. "I have a meeting with a representative of the Igari."

    Joseph stood. "Is there anything I can help with?"

    Harden waved his hand. "No. I have a list of minor concessions I am prepared to offer in exchange for their cooperation against several of the colonies where they have influence. If we can bring the Igari unrest under control, I believe we can use them as a tool to quell unrest elsewhere. Did you know, they are expected to surpass us Humans as the majority species here on Alpha? Just a short time ago, that thought would have been unfathomable. Our colony at Endura is now the only Human dominated colony in this sector."

    Joseph nodded. "The great expansion of Human ideals by the founders of the AMP has truly come to an end. I believe it was a mistake for the founders to hide away Earth. It is a symbol of Human greatness, but a symbol that we cannot touch or see. We are left to wonder if it ever really existed at all."

    Harden scowled. "When we take control of the Milky Way, I will make it a priority that we find Earth. I agree that it has been a symbol of the Human species. I would make it the capitol of the Salton Empire, and make Humans the favored species, placing restrictions on breeding by other species."

    Harden turned toward the door. "I must go. We will continue these discussions further, brother. I would like your wisdom on what we might do."

    Harden left the room. Go powered after him.

    Garrett said, "A thousand galaxies? This guy is a nut. You couldn't possibly manage an empire so large."

    I nodded. "They will never make it to their dream of a thousand galaxies, let alone a hundred. I very much doubt they will ever control the six. Harden is an egomaniac. His push to make things happen quickly will be his undoing. He will soon discover his mistake of making an alliance with the Grotus and the Grumar."

    Go said, "Let's see what it is he has to offer to the Igari. Their representative just entered the room."

    Harden Salton stood with his hands clasped behind his back. "Mr. Jalud, welcome to my home. I hope my staff has met all of your needs?"

    Harma Jalud stood quietly for several seconds. "I must insist that your henchmen leave the room, Mr. Salton. Their presence is an insult to our diplomatic efforts."

    Harden turned toward his bodyguards and gestured for them to leave.

    "Let us not dally, Mr. Salton," Jalud said. "You have an offer for my people. I trust you have met our demands?"

    Harden Salton's expression turned from a polite smile to a scowl before settling back into a forced smile. "Mr. Jalud, I am prepared to offer a loosening of the trade taxes by nearly half on the colonies under your influence. I will also begin to pump a significant amount of stimulus credits into your economies in an effort to show that I am serious about our commitment. The credits will be in the form of purchasing agreements for excess production from your factories, for shipment to other sectors. I will also remove all import taxes on raw materials coming into your colonies. That should give a significant boost to the Igari through full or near-full employment."

    Harma Jalud shook his head. "This is exactly the kind of shiny trinkets we were expecting from you. I'm afraid I must decline and instead offer another more permanent solution."

    Harma pressed several buttons on his arm pad. The doors to the meeting room locked and sealed.

    Jalud sprang forward, delivering a chop to the base of Harden Salton's neck. Harden dropped to the floor, nearly unconscious.

    The Igari assassin stood over him. "Your time of corruption is over. The fate of the other families will follow soon."

    The Igari knelt on top of the fallen leader, slapping him several times. The Salton bodyguards banged hard on the steel doors to no avail.

    Go yelled with excitement. "What do I do?"

    I yelled back. "There are four cameras in that room! Take them out and then take out the Igari! We can't let Harden die yet!"

    Go aimed his BHD glove at the first of the cameras. As the black hole of the BHD passed through the camera mount, the camera it supported fell over, leaving it looking at nothing but the wall. The assassin clasped his hands around Harden Salton's throat and began to squeeze, shutting off his air supply. Go circled the room, taking out the remaining three cameras as the bodyguards kicked at the steel doors.

    As Go came to rest beside the assassin, he held out his balled fist, occupying the same space as the Igari's head. With a blink in and out, the largely headless Igari slumped over.

    Garrett spoke into the comm. "We can't leave it like this. Make the rest of the Igari disappear!"

    Go looked around, identifying a set of coat hooks on a wall behind the door. After blinking in, the Igari was dragged over to the hooks and hung up. With several more activations of the sodium-covered suit, the Igari assassin was gone. All that remained was a series of blood pools.

    Go blinked out for a final time. "Best I could do."

    Garrett replied, "You left them with plenty of questions, but they won't have any good answers. Other than the blood, the Igari is gone. Good job!"

    I nodded. "Yes, I think you averted a disaster just now. And as Garrett says, they will have questions, but they won't have answers. Just stay where you are and follow him to whatever medical care they take him to. We still need the coordinates of the gate and he is the one that will tell them to us."

    Several minutes passed before the doors were unsealed and opened. A disheveled Harden Salton was taken from the room and hustled to an emergency aid station, where he was given oxygen. Once stable, the victim of the assassination attempt was taken to a medical facility for examination.

    A Human doctor looked over a holo-display of stats. "That blow to your neck will take a day or two to get over. Scans don't indicate any damage that would be considered permanent. Take a couple hours of rest and you should be OK."

    Harden Salton scowled. "I'm fine. I have work to do. I can rest later."

    A call came in from the head of security. "We rounded up the other Igari here, sir. There were eight in total. They are being questioned as we speak. We have the main culprit. He was attempting to flee. We are certain he was the one who locked and sealed the door from his security console. He played dumb about the issue until the security officer of the room held a blaster on him."

    Harden rubbed his neck. "I want to know who he knew and who he's come in contact with for the last year. Make this a priority. And would someone please tell me what happened to Jalud?"

    One of the bodyguards stepped forward. "There was blood, sir, but no sign of the Igari. He somehow disabled the cameras and then fled. We aren't sure what happened, sir, but he must have had other help."

    Harden took an angry tone. "Someone better find out where he went! We have other cameras. Every millimeter of this compound is under surveillance. He has to have been picked up by one of them!"

    A second bodyguard stepped up. "Sir, a scan of all recordings shows all cameras operating at 100 percent, sir. There is no indication of the Igari assassin on any of them. It appears as though he vanished."

    Harden Salton pushed the doctor aside as he stood to face the bodyguard. "Vanished? That's not possible! Find out where he went!"

    The bodyguard replied, "Sir, there is a substantial amount of Igari blood in there. Perhaps he was able to vaporize himself."

    An angry Harden Salton yelled. "Perhaps? I want all of you to get me some answers! I will not be subjected to an assassination attempt in my own home!"

    Harden Salton stormed out of the medical lab.

    Joseph was waiting just outside. "What happened?"

    Harden growled. "The Igari tried to kill me, that's what happened. Now he's on the loose right here in our home!"

    Joseph asked. "How? How did this happen? Did he have a weapon?"

    As they walked, Harden continued to rub his neck. "No. He conned me into sending my guards out of the room and then had an accomplice lock the doors. I was knocked down, and he was on top of me choking me before I knew what was going on."

    Joseph looked around. "How did he escape?"

    Harden pulled up his holo-display. "That's what I want to know. The cameras in the room were disabled. The Igari vanished before he could finish the job. I can only guess that this was a warning."

    Joseph continued, "Where are we going now?"

    Harden pointed at a location showing on his holo-display. "The Igari reps always travel as pairs. We will see his other half over in the diplomatic quarters. He's already being restrained and claims to know nothing of this attempt."

    Joseph replied, "What will you do?"

    Harden stopped. "I will give them one more chance at this deal. We need our own house in order before we can expect to take over others. This was the first step toward bringing the Igari in line. Obviously, there are some who don't want this, but it's what I'll be giving them. And if they don't like it, well, let's just say that their leaders will need to be replaced."

    Harden Salton continued his walk at a brisk pace. The remaining Igari representative acted as if he was oblivious to the assassination attempt that had just transpired. The taxation and trade deal was eagerly accepted, and the Igari sent on his way. Harden Salton returned to his personal quarters for a rest.
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    "He's been asleep for half an hour," Go said. "I could use this time to explore."

    Garrett stretched his arms up over his head. "How about we let him to look in on Joni and then scout for some other security rooms. Maybe we can find some of Harden's strategists. There has to be somebody on this compound who is in contact with that portal gate."

    I gazed at the sleeping Harden Salton through Go's video feed. "No, I think I have a better idea. Go, I want you to find a room with terminal access to their network. If there are cameras in the room, disable them. Garrett will work with you to access their systems. If we can't get Mr. Salton to tell us the information we seek, we'll go looking for it on our own. We may only have a few minutes from the time any cameras are disabled, so you'll have to work quickly. You'll also want a room where the door can be locked from the inside."

    Go replied, "That's much better than watching the man sleep. I noticed a few empty terminals in the first building I drifted through. I'll see if we can bring one of them online."

    After a short burst, Go settled into a maintenance room in a generator building used to supply emergency backup power to the compound. "OK, door's locked. I blinked in. Bringing up the terminal now."

    Garrett replied, "I'm sending a request to your arm pad for access. Keep in mind I only have access while you are visible. You turn on that suit and I get cut off."

    Go nodded. "Terminal is up. Approving your request now."

    Garrett swiped away at his holo-display. "You should see a link request from that terminal … accept it. I'll take over from there. You just keep blinked in for me."

    Several minutes passed as Garrett grumbled and tried new methods to hack into the terminal security.

    A green indicator was followed with a smile. "We're in!"

    I said to Go, "Listen for anyone outside that door. It's steel, but it doesn't look to be reinforced."

    Garrett grinned. "Oh man! I have direct access to the trunk of their network! I can go anywhere! Give me five minutes. I would have to believe I can find connections to the portal."

    I replied, "Do you have access to the cameras on the compound?"

    Garrett passed an access request to my console. "Accept that and tap on the camera symbol. From there you should be able to see everything their security teams can see."

    Go stood by the door, listening. "Let me know if I can do anything else."

    Garrett responded. "Nope, you just stay where you are. Looks like I have six paths to explore. Any luck with the cameras?"

    I swiped through several screens. "No activity in the security room we were in before. No movement on the walkways leading to your building, Go. It looks like we are still in the clear."

    Go leaned against the wall. "Can you see the feed from the camera in here?"

    "Hold on," I said. "It looks like it's pointing at a wall."

    Go grinned. "That's the ceiling."

    I replied, "Did you just move?"

    Go nodded. "I moved my arm. Why?"

    I sighed, "I saw a shadow. I don't want any evidence that anyone was there."

    Garrett gestured toward my console display. "Go to the archive, copy a minute's worth of recording before the camera turns and past it over the archive from that point on. If anything, that should throw off their time of when the camera moved. When it asks if you want to update or replace, hit replace. That will sync up the time-stamps and make it that much harder to figure out that it was altered."

    Garrett continued, "I think I'm on the right path here. Yes! I have a direct link to the portal gate!"

    I shook my head. "I'm seeing activity in the security room. We have a group of three who are hot onto something. One is on his comm now. Wait, I have four, no, five guards heading for the generator room. Go, you might want to brace that door."

    Garrett grimaced. "The connections at the portal are antiquated. It's the original gear from that gate. I'll need at least another minute or two to get where I want."

    Go leaned hard against the door. "Where is it you want to get?"

    Garrett swiped several screens and typed feverishly on his console keyboard. "I need to get to the nav system. It will have coordinates."

    Bangs could be heard on the power room door. "I don't think we have much time!"

    I zoomed in on the security detail outside the room. "Garrett, one of them has a blaster out. Go, set your activation level to 50 percent. If they blast that door it should be enough to keep you breathing."

    Garrett yelled. "No! I need that connection! Give me a few more seconds! I'm in the nav console!"

    Go moved away from the door, taking up a position behind a generator. "If they come in I'm blinking out. You have until that door comes down!"

    Garrett continued his frantic chase of the coordinate data. Three more kicks had the metal frame of the door beginning to break away from the concrete walls. An ion blast sent the door swinging open as the lock mechanism melted.

    Go calmly said, "I'm out. Sorry, Garrett."

    Garrett smiled. "Don't be sorry. We got it! We got the coordinates! The gate is parked near Adicus!"

    Garrett sat back and took a deep breath. "Can you see the terminal? Is it still active?"

    Go powered forward. "Terminal is sitting at a login screen. And get this, the door smashed against the camera mount. If we can get back in there we could adjust that archive file to clean up the camera view all the way up until the door blew open."

    I replied, "No. It won't matter. They will trace the access logs up to the portal gate and will see what we came for."

    Garrett shook his head. "I don't think so. I cleared the logs as I went. If they want to know what we accessed they will have a very hard time piecing our trail together. I also left them a cookie with a pipe open to the security systems on SS6. They'll spend weeks investigating everyone on that station who had any access before figuring out it's a dead end. And that station is crowded with Igari."

    Go powered out of the generator building, leaving himself to drift just above. "There must be a five hundred armed guards running around down there."

    Garrett turned to face me. "Can we check on Joni now?"

    I nodded. "Go, head back to where Joni is."

    Go drifted into the concrete walled room before powering himself to a stop with a microburst of the glove. "Looks like she's still at it."

    Garrett shook his head. "She is determined, I will give her that. Is there any way we can get her out of there?"

    I thought for a moment. "Go, how many cameras are there in that room?"

    Go spun around. "Four, one in each corner. Looks like her amenities are a bunk, a sink, a toilet, and a shower. All the comforts of home. Kind of creepy to be watched all the time."

    I replied, "Take out the camera feeds in there and in the hallway outside. Blast the door lock from the outside, then move back into the room and blink in. I want to talk with her."

    Garrett offered a look of confusion. "What will you do?"

    I smiled. "I'll give her hope."

    Several seconds passed before the thud of a weak tungsten round blew a hole in the concrete beside the door lock. Go blinked in and reached to push the door open.

    I said, "Wait! Give me an external audio feed and set your active level and position where no one can see you if they come down that hall."

    Go replied, "All set."

    I continued, "Head into the room."

    As Go stepped into the room and turned, a stunned and confused Joni Salton lay huddled in a corner.

    "Joni, it's Knog and Garrett," I said.

    Go protested. "And Go!"

    Joni sat up slowly. "What? Where are you?"

    I replied, "Just listen, we only have a minute before the security teams will be here. This is extremely important for your own sake, so remember what I tell you.

    "This morning an Igari attempted to assassinate your uncle. We prevented that from happening. You'll have to trust me, it was for good reason. When the security teams get here, you tell them the door exploded and an Igari, dressed in all white, came into the room with a mini-blaster. When he saw it was you, he hesitated, turned, and left. That is all you know about what just happened. Can you remember that?"

    Joni looked around the empty room. "An Igari in white busted in here, looked at me with his mini-blaster raised, turned and left."

    I replied, "Perfect. Now, just know that we haven't forgotten you. We would get you out of there if we could, but we can't. So I need you to do the following. I need you, over the coming weeks, to have a slow change of heart. Use this Igari incident if you want, but you will have to be convincing. Make your uncle believe that you are no longer a threat. It may take a few months, but I believe he will begin to loosen up on your confinement. Once that happens, we will work on getting you out of there."

    Garrett jumped on the comm. "I know you can do this if you set your mind to it. Heck, I bet you could convince him you are actually on his side. He might even put you to work on his cause. If that happens, take advantage of it. The more he trusts you, the better chance we have of getting you out of there."

    I gave Garrett a disapproving stare. "Joni, don't put yourself in a position where your uncle feels he must take action against you. I believe he would. Just focus on cooperating to the point where you have an expanded access to the grounds there. And take your time. We may be heading through the portal gate very soon. If that happens, you may be trapped here for a while, so try to make the best of it."

    Joni nodded. "Just knowing you are all OK is all that matters. You want me to play nice, I'll play nice. My uncle will think I'm on my way to becoming a model citizen, saluting the Salton flag!"

    Footsteps could be heard in the outer hall.

    Garrett leaned into the mic on his comm. "We will be back for you, Joni Salton. I will be back!"

    Go blinked out fully, cutting off the external audio output. Joni Salton stood, brushing the dust off her arms and faking a cough. Four guards entered the room with their blasters raised.

    An image of Harden Salton appeared above the arm pad of one of the soldiers. "Joni? Are you OK?"

    Joni replied as she again coughed. "Yes. What's going on? The door blew open and an Igari came in with a mini-blaster. He looked at me and pulled the trigger, but nothing happened, then he turned and left. What's happening? Are we under attack?"

    Harden sighed. "Move her to my wing and double the guards around our building. I'm sorry, Jo Jo. We've had several incidents here this morning involving the Igari. I expect any trouble with them to end soon. Until then, you'll be staying with your father and me. I'm afraid you will remain confined, but you should be safe."

    Joni took a deep breath and held up her hand. "Hold on. That ... that Igari wanted to kill me?"

    Harden frowned. "You are a Salton."

    Joni scowled. "Look, if you promise to never call me Jo Jo again, I will see what I can do about my attitude. I can't promise you anything though, not after all I've seen you do."

    Harden nodded. "That would be a welcome change. All I ask is that you don't fight your own family while others are trying hard to kill us. It makes it that much harder for us to function.

    "I know I have an ego and I know I sometimes come across as mean and nasty, but I have big goals to accomplish, and sometimes those goals require sacrifice. Just know that I don't do anything without reason. Your father can testify to that.

    "You will remain confined for now. I'll send a doctor by to check on you, and I'm sure you can expect a visit from your father shortly."

    Joni was escorted out of the room as a forensics team came in to analyze and evaluate the situation.

    Harden displayed an angry expression. "I want this spy found and found now! I don't care if they have a cloaking device or if they are slippery or what, I want them standing in front of me, today!"

    Harden turned and left the room.

    Go spoke over the comm. "We have the coordinates, I'm heading back up."

    I replied, "No. Wait. Stay for a few minutes. I want to see what they come up with."

    One of the guards doing the analysis said, "The camera mounts in here were cut just like the others. Cuts are clean too. More like the mount was vaporized or disintegrated. What I don't get was how they erased themselves from the video feed while cutting the mount."

    Another guard replied, "They are professionals. They had a plan and they executed it. It's obvious we have security holes we need to plug. Now shut your trap and record your observations! We all have work to do here."

    A third guard entered the conversation. "Sir, have a look at this doorframe. This wasn't from a mini-blaster. You can see the force of the explosion entered the room in that direction. Ion explosions tend to emanate in all directions from the impact point. The weapon that did this was kinetic. My scan shows an elevated level of infused tungsten."

    The second guard replied, "Tungsten? Do we have any weapons that use tungsten? Could it have been an explosive round of some sort?"

    The guard shook his head. "No, sir. I am not reading any residue from any other substance. Whatever the assassin used, it appears that it fired a tungsten round at an extremely high velocity. I'm not familiar with such a weapon, sir."

    The supervising guard looked around the room. "Anybody heard of a kinetic tungsten weapon?"

    A number of shaking heads implied no. "Mr. Ortis, when we get back to the lab, I want you to search the news archives for such a weapon. There has to have been mention of it somewhere."

    Garrett remarked, "These guys are actually competent. Too bad they will probably never know what really happened."

    I said, "I think we've heard enough. Go, make your way back up to the station for a pickup. We'll shadow the next freighter coming in."

    Go nodded. "On my way. Oh, and Garrett, I don't know if you noticed or not, but this compound is covered with ground defense guns. All of those round pods have twin ion cannons in them. You dropped in here with the Jess to rescue Knog. We won't be able to do that for Joni."

    Garrett entered coordinates in the nav computer that would take the Jess near an incoming freighter. "We'll figure something out when the time comes. Automated guns can be overridden, or destroyed, or decoyed. If she's out of confinement we also have the option of picking her up somewhere else.

    "We'll be shadowing the Montcrief. It's currently on a trajectory for Bay-11. I'm sending the location over to you now. We should be arriving in about twenty minutes or so."

    Go replied, "Got it. I should be there when you get there."

    Garrett looked over at me as I leaned back in my chair. "What do you have spinning in that brain of yours?"

    I half laughed. "I was just thinking of Harden's plans. He has really gone big with them. I believe that might be his downfall. He has too many moving parts."

    Garrett crossed his arms. "Well, if you think about it, other than dealing with the Grotus, he doesn't have much to be concerned with. If that part of his plan comes to fruition, there is nothing these families have that will stop him. That's especially true if he manages to build that portal ship. That's something we just can't allow. If he brings that thing online he will be able to attack anywhere, from anywhere. There won't be any defense against it. I'm impressed that he has a plan B."

    I replied, "I have to believe that his plan B is his plan A. That portal would allow him to attack anywhere from anywhere, as you stated. That is far more powerful than an army of Grotus or Gruntas. He could go where he pleased, when he pleased, doing as he pleased. Unless you caught his ship parked somewhere while refueling, he would be unstoppable."

    I moved around in my chair, attempting to get comfortable. "For now, we go through that gate and stop the slaughter of our people. Then we come back through to put a stop to his plans here. We have time, it will take the Galorians months to set up a shipyard, and months again to coordinate the building of that ship. If he wasn't in need of the cesium from the Galorians, he would be building it here in his own shipyards."

    Garrett nodded in agreement as he pulled the Jess in close to the freighter and settled on her hull. We soon had Go back aboard. Coordinates to Adicus were entered and our journey back to the portal gate was quickly underway.
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    As we came within sensor range of Adicus, Garrett pulled the Jess to a stop. "Whoa, now that's a fleet!"

    Go pointed over my shoulder. "There must be three hundred of those battleships! How is he getting those built so fast?"

    I zoomed in on a field of ships in stationary orbit around Adicus. "See the markings on those five ships, those are Orwallian. He must have somehow worked a deal with them."

    Garrett frowned. "That, or they have been a part of his plan from the start. What better way to throw the spies of the other families off your trail than to fake rebellion by such a powerful world? That place is probably teeming with spies  trying to make deals for blaster tips. It would let Harden know exactly who his real enemies were."

    I turned to Garrett. "That makes perfect sense. It could also be he wants the smaller colonies like Adicus to rebel, so he can come in and conscript them for his war."

    Garrett replied, "Yeah, I think the guy may be a lot smarter than we give him credit for. Other than our few surprises, he seems to be moving forward with his goals, full force."

    Go commented, "Yeah, except for that assassination attempt. He'd be dead right now if it wasn't for us."

    I pulled up an image of the portal gate structure. "We need to get you in that control room. See what they are up to. See if that gate is ready to be opened."

    Garrett pointed back at the ships. "From the size of that fleet, I would say he is just about ready to go. Maybe we try our shadow trick and ride through with them."

    I shook my head. "With that many ships, and with our history of going through that gate, I think that's taking too much to a risk. Let's get Go on there first to make sure it's aimed where we need it to be. I don't want to end up in the Milky Way with no way home because that fleet is heading off for some other mission."

    Garrett replied, "Good point. Our question now is, how do we get Go from here to there? I'd only feel comfortable going about halfway without being a shadow. Sensors aren't showing any ships heading in that direction either. They are all going directly to Adicus."

    I nodded. "Adicus might be their new training world for conscripts. Hold on. Garrett, run me a calculation. Given what we know about the BHD glove, I want to know how long it would take Go to slow down if he exited the Jess at full speed."

    Garrett performed the task. "Hmm, eight hours. We are sitting about an hour away from that gate. If we go back an hour’s distance and approach at half speed, he could use the glove to slow himself enough to reach the gate structure in about four hours."

    Go stood, crossing his arms. "I could do that."

    I held up my hand. "Wait, we'll still have the issue with any space debris you come in contact with. What we need is a shield for him to ride behind."

    Go leaned in. "What about a lifepod? I could ride in close on that?"

    Garrett shook his head. "Won't work. That lifepod has no way of slowing until it reaches an atmosphere. You could take a ride in it and bail out just before you got there, but you still wouldn't slow in time. What we need is something that will slow with you."

    Go gestured toward the view screen. "Hey, if it's all the same, I'm willing to risk it."

    "Not going to happen," I said. "You are our only shot at getting through that gate. We will find a way to get you on there safely. If we have to park here until a ship heads toward it, then that's what we do."

    Go transferred the display of his helmet HUD to my console. After leaning forward over my shoulder and swiping through several screens, he stopped on a display that had statistics on what the suit could handle during a collision at high speeds.

    Go pointed to the bottom of the screen. "There, it says the suit can handle debris the size of a pea when traveling at four times the speed of light. If I go in at that speed from here, how long would it take?"

    Garrett punched in the numbers. "Weeks. We travel a lot faster than four SOL. What we need is a way to get more power to that suit."

    Go stood back, pulling up the display on his arm pad. After several swipes he settled on a set of power maintenance screens.

    "The suit has an extra slot for another power cell. It says here that shielding can be increased by twenty-fold with an extra power cell attached. Could we rig up something for that?"

    Garrett pointed toward the power cell we had found at Megiddo. "Is it possible we could use that one? It looked to be in decent shape."

    I shook my head. "The Sodium feed was jammed full of debris. We should have had the Talisan engineers look it over when we had the chance."

    Garrett looked over his data screen. "I have a portable generator in back that puts out more than five times the power of that power cell. We could wire it into that socket, but we wouldn't have any way to protect the generator. And the change in velocity needed to slow you down would rip it out of your hands in an instant."

    I tilted my head to the side in thought. "How long would it take to get to that portal gate from Adicus at four SOL?"

    Garrett typed in the calculation. "Just under five days, if you add in the fact you have to slow yourself down."

    I nodded. "Maybe we shadow a ship going into Adicus. Go bails out as it slows to four SOL or so, and then slings around that planet toward the gate. We will be taking a risk by being attached to a ship we might be stuck clinging to, but we'll get him heading to Adicus."

    Garrett looked over the calculation. "That could work. If we can catch a freighter that's just dumping supplies there, we would have our way back out as well. In the short time we've been here a freighter has left orbit. We might have to wait a few days while it unloads, but given the right freighter, I think we could slip in and out of there without getting caught. And if we do get spotted, we run."

    Go grinned. "We have a plan then?"

    Garrett replied, "You do realize that you'll be doing nothing but powering yourself along for five days, right?"

    Go nodded, "I'll do it for five months if that's what it takes. I'm young, I've got the time."

    I brought up the holo-display showing the statistics of Go's suit. "Your filter is at 42 percent, and we can top off that power cell before you leave. You won't have food intake for five days, at a minimum. The gel in the suit will sustain you, but you'll have to fight hunger pains like you've never experienced before."

    Go smiled. "I can make it. It would be nice if we had a food pack to strap on this belt though. I mean, I like to eat, but I think I could get used to not having to."

    The next three days were spent waiting on a supply freighter coming in from the nearest security station. The Dratton carried food supplies, making it an ideal candidate for an early departure after unloading its cargo.

    Garrett maneuvered the Jess in close and settled on the hull just in front of the ion generators. "This is almost a perfect fit. Our hull is a similar color and the protrusions and piping on the Dratton's hull have a rounded appearance, similar to our own. If they dock with us on the dark side, we should be difficult to spot."

    Twelve hours later, the Dratton began to slow.

    I looked over the nav display. "Just follow the coordinates on your HUD and you'll be there in no time. Oh, and we are patched through the local comm channels now, so we'll have comm for the whole ride."

    Garrett added. "Thirty seconds and we should hit that optimum speed. Use your glove to speed up or slow down if needed. After that, just steer yourself around Adicus and drift your way to the portal gate."

    Go replied, "I've got it. You guys just get back out and get ready to go once I'm aboard."

    I nodded. "We'll be ready when the time comes."

    Go blinked out. Our video feed from his helmet showed his exit from the Jess and separation from the freighter's trajectory.

    Garrett sat back in his chair. "Brave kid. He hasn't backed down from anything we've asked of him."

    I laughed. "Speaking of kids, you are what, four, five years older than him?"

    Garrett tilted his head. "Really? You're going to go there?"

    I smiled. "I'm just saying. You know, if you look at everyone we've had involved in this circus, we haven't had much involvement from anyone older. I have a few seasons on me, but even I'm middle-aged for a Grunta."

    Garrett half laughed. "Yeah, well, if you're searching for the wisdom of age and experience, you'll have a long hunt. There's nobody out there that has experience doing what we've been doing. Heck, I'd love to have a few old geezers along that we could bounce stuff off of, but I don't think there are any out there who would have relevant things to say."

    The Grumar, still sitting behind us said, "With my people, the wisdom that comes with age, regardless of experience, can be valuable. As we grow older our reasoning abilities mature. That maturity comes through regardless of the situation. We find it invaluable."

    I turned to look at the Grumar. "That's the first time you have spoken without being asked a question."

    The Grumar bowed his head. "I beg your forgiveness, Master. It was not my place to speak."

    I replied, "Pick up your chin. While I don't expect to hear much from you, if you believe you have something relevant to say, then please speak up."

    The Grumar nodded. "You are both gracious and kind. I believe your current plan to be your best option. You cannot alert the gatekeepers to your presence before you travel through. I must say that I am impressed with some of the technologies Humans have available. Suits that travel through walls, portals that allow instant travel to elsewhere. With these items, we could easily rule the galaxy."

    Garrett shook his head. "He already knows too much. I can't say I like this."

    I replied, "He's been cooperative, and we may need him if we catch up to the others. So long as he's here with us, he is no danger."

    Garrett huffed. "I hope you’re right."

    Go's journey took him near Adicus, using the BHD glove on his right hand. With his steering and the gravitational pull of the planet, he established a trajectory that would take him to the portal gate, traveling at a safe speed of just under four times the speed of light.

    With only a short amount of time remaining in his journey, he reversed glove direction, slowing his lonely travel. After more than five days and two hours of flight, Go arrived at the portal.

    "Guess who is standing on a deck in the portal gate?" Go said.

    Garrett replied, "Move to the control room and give us some status. We need to know if the gate is pointing to the right place."

    Go nodded. "Roger that. I'll be up there in a sec."

    Garrett turned to face me. "So if the gate is pointing the right way, and if it's ready, how do we want to proceed?"

    I zoomed in on a view of the portal structure. "I say we go straight through, broadcast a signal as if we are a transport on approach. We'll need a diversion to draw the ships away. Those battleships are at least an hour away. All we have to worry about is those five destroyers guarding the gate."

    Gasua Mont raised his hand. "Cannot your associate disable those ships in some way? It would seem that he could access them. Certainly there would be some way to disable them."

    Garrett looked back at me. "I kind of like that idea. No one gets hurt and they don't pursue us."

    Garrett pressed his comm button. "Go. If you needed to disable one of the destroyers sitting just outside that gate, what would you do?"

    Go was silent for several seconds. "I suppose I would go after the power feeds. Take out a half dozen couplers and they wouldn't be able to move or fire until they were replaced. That would take an hour or so. You have to power down the generators during that process."

    Garrett smiled. "OK, I think we have a plan. If that gate is pointing the right way, and if you determine that it is ready to be opened, we make our move. You drift aboard those ships and take out the couplers, we'll be heading that way. That should give us time to stop and wait for you while you activate the gate. We pick you up and we go through."

    Go replied, "We'll only have thirty seconds or so from the time I press that button to the time the gate starts to sweep backwards. That will be cutting it close."

    Go continued, "I'm in the control room. Only two others in here, one is sleeping. Can you see the nav coordinates I'm looking at?"

    Garrett typed the coordinates into his keyboard. "If these are correct, it looks like they are aiming for the vicinity of Doomlight. Go, any way for you to send a connection request to that console?"

    Go replied, "Not while I'm blinked out. What did you have in mind?"

    Garrett said, "I want to grab the star maps of the other galaxy from that console. We've been flying mostly blind out there. Would be nice to know exactly where we are going."

    Go looked around at the worker sitting at a workstation across the room. "Give me a second and I'll have you your star maps."

    Go blinked in, making a connection request as he did so. Fifteen seconds later the star maps of the new galaxy were downloading. The worker, who was focused on his console, suddenly stood from his chair, stretched, and exited the room, never noticing the invader standing beside the nav console in his shiny white suit.

    Go blinked out. "Got it. You should have it in a second or two."

    Garrett replied, "I have it."

    Go moved over to the portal launch console. "I think we have a problem. The power reading only says 70 percent. They must not have all their generators online. Give me a minute to look around this room. They must have control of them somewhere in here."

    Garrett sighed. "Always has to be something. Gasau, you run into issues like this when on a mission?"

    Gasau replied, "Many variables can be introduced during a mission. With fore-planning and a good crew, those issues can be overcome."

    Garrett looked back at the Grumar. "That was a rhetorical question."

    As Go moved from console to console, I said, "Wait, go back to that last one. There. That console has thirty lights with only twenty-one of them lit. That would indicate 70 percent."

    Go nodded. "Good catch. It has a maintenance display. Let me bring it online."

    Go looked around the room. The sleeping worker was its only occupant. Go blinked in and sat at the console.

    "Well, it looks like nine are currently down for maintenance. I have schedules here. Let me ... crap!"

    As the other worker returned to the control room, Go spun around and blinked out. Having seen a flash of an image as Go disappeared, the worker's eyes were drawn to the now visible maintenance holo-display. He stood over the console in curiosity. A quick look at the sleeping worker, a shrug, the control room technician turned off the display, returned to his station, and continued the work at hand.

    Go raised his eyebrows. "That was close."

    I swiped my holo-display, returning to an image of the maintenance screen. "Looks like they are replacing anodes on the generators. Is that something you could take a look at?"

    Go replied, "On my way there now. If they have the parts there, it's something I could do if needed."

    I shook my head. "Let's evaluate the situation first. We'll need full power from those generators if we want the portal to open all the way to Doomlight. If there's a console down there, we can make use of it."

    "Hold on," said Garrett. "Before you go, take one of the sensor tags I gave you and find a good spot for it in that room. Stick it where it gives us a view of that doorway as well."

    Go stopped. "Sorry, I forgot I had those. You gave me four. Anywhere else you want one?"

    Garrett shook his head. "No, that room is what's critical. I could tap into the security system there and get feeds from their own cameras, but that would be risky if you have a tech who's actually paying attention. Just keep the other three in case we come up with another critical need."

    Several minutes later, Go entered the room containing one of the downed generators. Two workers were slumped back in chairs with their arms crossed, chatting. A new anode sat on the floor in front of them. A panel had been removed on the side if the generator, exposing the old, yet to be removed part.

    Go drifted close to the open panel. "Looks like this is just routine maintenance. This anode has some minor pitting, very unlikely to cause an issue. Let's see if I can find one without a crew sitting beside it."

    Go proceeded to the next generator. "This one's operational."

    After two additional attempts, another downed generator was located. Go stuck his head through the panel that covered the anode, looking inside. "Same issue here, minor pitting."

    Garrett sat back in his chair. "So can we just turn them all on?"

    Go replied, "If the others are sealed, they can be brought back online. That one with the crew has the panel off. The safety mechanisms won't allow a startup."

    "So if we get that panel back on there, how long will it take to bring the generators up?"

    Go thought for a moment. "Typically a generator takes about five minutes to reach full power, but these are huge. I can't say with any certainty how long they would take."

    Garrett looked at me. "What do you think? Power them up?"

    I replied, "We power them up, we run the risk of someone seeing it. However, from the attention it looks like this crew is giving their tasks at hand, I don't think anyone will notice."

    Go half laughed, "Anyone but that guy in the control room. I think I startled him, so he might be a bit more alert than the others. He was looking over environmental screens, so he might not see that any of the generators came online."

    Garrett said, "What do you say? Bring them up? That starts a clock ticking for our departure."

    I nodded. "I believe that our best chance may be now while all is quiet."

    Garrett looked back at the image of Go on his holo-display. "Start firing up those generators!"

    Go moved over to the console for the generator before him. "Initializing, check; switching in loop feed, check; charging amplifiers, check. Now we just wait. I propose that I sit on this one until it comes fully online. The others should react the same way. Now we wait."
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    Garrett pushed the Jess's throttle forward. "We are heading your way. I'm setting up the transponder now. You have about twenty minutes before they begin to wonder why a transport is heading their way."

    As Go watched, the first generator came online much faster than anticipated. "Wow, I wasn't expecting that. This thing will be fully juiced in another minute."

    I said, "Power on those other generators, disable the destroyers and then return for that generator with the open panel. Figure out how to override that safety or get the panel back on there, whatever, just bring it online. After that, go to the control room and wait for us."

    The generators came online quickly, the couplers on the destroyers vanished, and Go returned to the room with the two technicians who remained locked in their conversation.

    Go moved over to look at the panel. "I could hold in the safety switch, but I can't reach the console to turn it on. The panel snaps in place, but they would hear it, and they will hear the generator coming online."

    Garrett said, "We need to get them out of that room. The security people are starting to scramble with those destroyers all going offline in the last few minutes. Someone will see that those generators are all running. Is there any way you can get them out of that room?"

    Go nodded. "I'll give it a try."

    Go drifted into the hallway outside the generator room and blinked in. "Hey guys! Come out here!"

    The two technicians gave each other a curious look before standing from their chairs.

    The first tech stepped fully into the hallway as the second stood in the doorway. "Who was that?"

    The first tech replied, "Nobody out here. I didn't recognize the voice either."

    The second tech laughed. "I think we've been out here too long. The pay is good, but I'd like to be around people again."

    The first tech looked back and shook his head. "Yeah, well, we both know that's not happening. This assignment was a one-way ticket so long as that war is going on. This station is too important for them to let word leak out about it. That would make it a target of our enemies."

    Go shook his head. "That jerk is just gonna stand in the doorway and whine. Hold on."

    As we watched Go powered back into the room, blinking in behind the second tech before giving him a heavy shove into the hall. The door slammed shut and locked behind him. Loud protests could be heard, followed by fists beating on the locked door.

    Go picked up the panel and snapped it into place. "Generator should be at full power in a few minutes. Once I see it start I'll head to the control room."

    Garrett said. "Any way to secure that door? They might have a key."

    Go looked back. "If I had a blaster I could melt that lock. This kinetic glove isn't good for anything more than blowing a big hole in it. OK, generator is coming online. How long before you get here?"

    Garrett replied, "Just over eight minutes. I think things are gonna start getting hot there. You might want to get yourself in position to activate the gate."

    Go pulled out a stealth sensor, sticking it to the sill above the door, giving a full view of the generator room. After drifting back into the hallway, it was determined that the techs were not in possession of a key to the door. The first tech hurried away as the second continued pounding and yelling at whoever had shoved him in the back.

    Go settled on the deck of the control room. "Power feed to the gate is showing 98 percent and rising. There are three people in this control room now. They haven't noticed the generators yet. Wait ... I take that back. One has a video link coming in from one of the techs. He's uploading a digital key to his arm pad. They will be in that room as soon as he makes it back there. Please tell me you are waiting just outside. Two armed guards just came into the control room."

    I replied, "We'll be there in two minutes. Our sensors show those destroyers are sending troops over on shuttles. The whole place will be covered with armed troops in a few minutes. What's the status of the launch button?"

    Go turned to face it. "So far they have left it alone. I'll have to flip open the safety cover to press it, but I don't think anyone will notice."

    Garrett pulled up an image of the destroyers as we approached. "I'll give them something to distract them."

    After setting the output power to its minimum, Garrett fired repeated ion bolts into the closest destroyer. "That should get their attention. Press that button and start the portal initializing."

    Go walked over by the doorway. After setting his coil weapon glove to its minimum setting, he took aim down the hallway. "I hope no one is behind that wall."

    The wall exploded away from Go as a tiny tungsten pellet tore through the thin steel. After several seconds of hesitation, the guards in the room turned and rushed out. Go returned to the launch console, blinking in just enough to flip the safety cover.

    "We're in position," Garrett said.

    Go pressed the button. Alarms in the control room began to sound and techs scrambled to understand why the gate was activating. Go powered out of the structure and down to the waiting Jess. Once aboard, Garrett turned the sleek black ship, speeding backwards to properly align with the coming portal sweep.

    Garrett yelled. "We have incoming! Two destroyers closing fast! They never showed on the scans!"

    I replied, "We have alignment."

    Garrett growled. "Come on, you stupid gate! Power up already!"

    Garrett took evasive action as the blue flame from heavy ion bolts grew close to our position.

    I yelled out, "Keep us inside the portal sweep!"

    Go pointed. "Portal's opening!"

    Garrett pushed the throttle full, speeding toward our only way out. "Twelve seconds and we're free!"

    Go yelled. "The techs are in the generator room! They're taking that generator offline!"

    Garrett winced as he tried to push the throttle stick harder forward. "Come on, Jess! Kick it up, baby!"

    Go again yelled as an ion bolt impacted heavily on the Jess's armor. "Portal is closing!"

    I felt helpless as I watched the destroyers closing quickly. The sweeping portal opening began to narrow. Was this it? Had we failed? A second ion round struck the tail section, knocking out the gravity drive and stopping our forward acceleration.

    Garrett banged his fist on the console in front of him. "Come on!"

    Seeing that the Jess was now disabled, the destroyers ceased firing. We would soon be towed into a docking bay with our fate once again to be determined by Harden Salton.

    Go pointed. "Here it comes!"

    The portal swept over us. The closest destroyer was cut in half as the narrowing portal swept through it, closing just behind it. Maydays from the half ship were immediately evident over the comm.

    Garrett said, "I can't believe we made it through there. And of course, we have no propulsion."

    Go replied. "Bring up your maintenance console. Let's see if we can fix it!"

    I swiped on my holo-display, bringing up the nav screen. "If we get power back, we are only an hour away from Doomlight."

    I opened the comm to one of the mayday requests. "We are disabled. Do you have access to a shuttle or your lifepods?"

    An excited voice came back. "We've lost half the ship! Docking bays are all gone! Life systems show fifty-one of us are still alive. Please offer assistance!"

    I shook my head as I replied, "We have no assistance to offer. We're disabled as well. There is a planet, Doomlight III, in the nearby system. If you have lifepods, you can make it there. Set your initial boost to the nav coordinates for Doomlight before you launch. It will take you two or three days to get there, but you should be able to make it."

    The voice replied. "We have twenty-two pods still in operation. Tell me you have extra lifepods!"

    I replied, "Sorry, there are five of us with only one pod. You will have to double or triple up. And the sooner you depart, the better chance you have of making it there. We are both drifting away from that system."

    Another voice came over the emergency comm. "This is Colonel Blankenship. Identify yourself!"

    I sighed. "Sorry to get you in this mess, Colonel. Who we are is not important to you now. Just get your men to that planet before your battery power on the rest of that hull runs out."

    Garrett looked at me. "Should we tell him what he's facing when they get there?"

    I shook my head. "They don't have a choice. They either die today, or they live and face whatever it is that comes when they reach Doomlight. We may be looking at the same."

    Go said, "Looks like that last bolt penetrated the shielding around the drive. We have about two meters of ion conduit missing. You have any spare parts on here?"

    Garrett held up his hand, pointing around at the already crowded interior. "Does it look like we have spare parts?"

    I gestured toward the remaining half of the destroyer. "Do you think you could salvage conduit from that ship?"

    Go looked at the holo-display image of the partial destroyer. "I would think so. I'll have a look."

    Garrett noted a handful of lifepods as they exited from the remains of their parent ship. "There they go."

    The colonel came back over the comm as the remaining fourteen lifepods blasted away from the destroyer. "Gentlemen, I thank you for your assistance. I had a bit of a mutiny by my officers, but I did manage to get the rest of my men on those pods."

    I looked at the locator for the colonel's comm which placed him as still being on the destroyer. "Tell me you have another pod, Colonel."

    The colonel replied, "That's a negative. Eight of my officers saw to it that they had their own personal lifepods. Those last fourteen are all tripled up. It won't be a pleasant ride for any of those men, but they should make it if the nav calculations were correct."

    Garrett looked at me with his head tilted down. "Tell me you aren't thinking of picking up another passenger."

    I sighed. "I can't leave the man out here to die. He did spare our lives."

    Garrett threw up his hands. "Spare our lives? What? He's the reason we have no propulsion!"

    I nodded. "He was just following orders. Believe me when I say I'm having the same initial impulses as you. But we have to remember our own people, even the Salton's people, are not necessarily the enemy. They are doing as they have been instructed to do while probably believing the same lies we initially believed. You of all people should recognize that after having worked directly for the Salton family."

    Garrett tilted his head and frowned. "OK, so if we manage to fix the Jess and can give him a ride, what do we do with him after?"

    I pulled up a zoomed-in image of Doomlight. "We try to get him back with his troops. How exactly we do that I'm not sure. We'll just have to figure it out as we go."

    The comm crackled. "Hey, looks like I can grab as much conduit as I need. And it looks to be the right size and with intact couplings. Give me a half hour and I might have that drive back online."

    Garrett replied, "Make it snappy, between that destroyer hulk and the Jess we are putting out enough signal to flag down every ship in this sector. And that hull is still putting out maydays."

    When the task was completed, Go blinked in. "See if that works. I would suggest you take us right up next to that thing. I have some more work to do if we want the patch to last. If I can find a welder over there, we have enough scrap available to cover over the hole in our outer hull."

    Garrett pushed the throttle slowly forward. "OK, she's moving. How close do you want her?"

    Go replied, "All the way in if you can."

    I opened a comm channel. "Colonel, we have propulsion back. I can offer you a ride as far as Doomlight if you are interested."

    The colonel gruffed. "I was hoping to make my own ride on one of these disabled pods, but the three that are largely intact here are too full of holes. If you can get me down to that planet, I have eight officers that I would love to have a long conversation with!"

    I replied, "Come over to your starboard side, Colonel. We have a lower ramp-way with a gravity wall. If you can get yourself to it, we can give you a ride. You'll want to make it quick though, we probably won't be here long."

    Garrett lowered the ramp. "I hope he doesn't come aboard with his blaster raised."

    I shook my head. "I think he'll be grateful. Besides, if needed, we still have Go available to disarm him."

    Go replied, "I found an ion welder. I just need a few pieces of scrap and we should be in good shape."

    Garrett winced. "We may have lost a lot of our stealthiness. That hull had a matrix coating on the inside that knocked down any signal those ion conduits put out. With a decent detector, coming from the right angle, we might as well be trailing a big 'come get me' sign behind us."

    The colonel came up the ramp, giving a suspicious look to Gasua Mont. "What are you?"

    I stood from my chair and offered a hand. "Colonel, welcome aboard the Jess. Sorry we had to drag you and your men into this."

    The colonel took my hand into his equally large Madigan hand. "A Grunta and a Human. I thought all the Gruntas went through on the last run."

    I gestured toward a small section of seat next to the Grumar. "Colonel, I'm about to give you an education on the current state of affairs. You'll want to sit for this. How loyal are you to the Saltons?"

    The colonel crossed his arms. "They have treated me well. Are we in Andromeda? Was that where the portal took us?"

    Garrett pointed to the seat. "Not even close, Colonel. We used to work for the Saltons as well. That all changed the more we became educated as to what was really going on. As to the war in Andromeda, well, there is no war in Andromeda. The war that is happening out here is in another galaxy altogether. It's not one of the Alliance galaxies, either. Harden Salton is trying to expand the empire, and he's conscripting every colony that offers any resistance to do his dirty work."

    The colonel laughed. "And I'm supposed to believe you?"

    Go popped into existence beside the colonel. "OK, I think we are good. I reinforced the conduit mounts and closed up the holes. If we take another hit back there it will likely blow the tail end off this ship, but we can fly."

    Go turned to the face the startled Madigan officer standing beside him. "Colonel, you'll want to listen to these two, hear what they have to say. I can promise you it will be mind boggling."

    I began. "Colonel, this gentleman is Gasau Mont. He is a Grumar and is native to this galaxy. His species is allied with another called the Grotus. They are using the forces Harden Salton sends through the portal to expand their own empires. While at the same time, Harden thinks he is expanding ours by using them. We are here to turn back the Gruntas, which includes my family, from certain death.

    "You see, Colonel, the Saltons have an agenda that is much bigger than what they are telling everyone. There is no war in Andromeda, although there will be if Harden Salton is successful out here. He intends to build an army to take back through to the Triangulum and the other galaxies, an army which he plans to use to overthrow the other families."

    The colonel sat. "Even if that were the case, would it not be better for everyone involved? The families are doing everything they can to choke each other out, while it's the citizens who suffer."

    Garrett nodded. "That might be the case, except Harden Salton has no plans of stopping there. He wants to create an army to span not only the six galaxies, but beyond. This galaxy will be only the first of many to be involved in endless wars of expansion. The conscription we have seen will not stop. Any colony that offers any problem will be sent off to fight elsewhere. That includes Madigans, if they cause any trouble."

    Go pulled up his holo-display, showing a recording of Harden Salton stating the very same facts. "We recorded this not long ago."

    After watching, the colonel remarked. "Where did you get that? You could have easily created that yourselves."

    Garrett replied, "I wish it was so, Colonel. Go recorded that on his helmet cam at the Salton compound. The man is maniacal. He has these grandiose visions of greatness that he is bent on forcing upon everyone. You're thinking we will get equal justice under one government, when what we will really get is continuous war under one dictator.

    "Anyway, it doesn't matter. In an hour you will be rejoining your troops, who will no doubt already be under the control of the Grumar and Grotus. They will be thrilled to have a colonel to command those men in their ongoing campaigns. Just know this, Colonel, out here you are only fighting for yourself. There is no saving of the Alliance, no rescuing citizens from some outside attacker, and no justice for your men. You will be armed and sent into a fight that you won't survive."

    The colonel huffed. "Then that will be my choice. I would rather die a patriot than rebel scum."

    I leaned in. "Colonel, the Madigans, you are from the Delta sector, am I correct?"

    The colonel nodded. "Carrison II and III. Both colonies are loyal to the Saltons and have been treated well in our trade dealings with others."

    I continued, "Carrison III, you have a moon there with a very prosperous cesium mine, if I am right. How are the prospects for that mine? When will the resources be depleted to the point where the mine will be exhausted?"

    The colonel thought for a few seconds. "Last I was told we had a solid eight years of supply yet to be mined."

    I pulled up a display of Salton cesium stocks that Garrett had downloaded from the Salton network. "Given the increased mining in the last year, the Saltons expect those mines to run dry in four years, five tops. Cesium accounts for more than 60 percent of the jobs and budgetary outlays on the Carrison worlds. When that supply runs dry, your people will only be of one use to the Saltons. You will be made into soldiers and given the task of fulfilling his visions of grandeur."

    The colonel replied, "But we have been promised—"

    Garrett stood. "You have been promised nothing but lies, Colonel. Think about it: why would the Saltons continue to carry your worlds when you have nothing left to offer? Nothing but manpower, that is. Take a look at the New Alliance. How many colonies are prospering? Aside from those in control of government, only those with natural resources and strong manufacturing are stars of the Alliance. The rest live in near poverty. When your cesium is gone, so will be the Carrison system."

    Our speech to the colonel continued until Garrett stopped the Jess just short of what we believed to be the Grumar maximum sensor range. "This is it, Colonel. This is as close as we go. I have a single lifepod back there. I'm guessing it was the intent of the others here that you should have it. I don't see the merit in us giving it up. But we are a team here and they cast their votes in your favor. I've set the nav coordinates in for you. Get in it and we'll send you on your way."

    Go pointed at the sensor displays. "Do we know that the other pods made it there?"

    Garrett turned to face his console. "They should be getting within comm range of the planet now. Those pods should show on a deep scan."

    Several seconds later the scan completed. Twenty-two green blips showed on the screen with a number of blue blips approaching their location.

    Garrett turned. "There you have it, Colonel. Your people are now captives of the Grumar."

    Gasau Mont said, "They will be sent to the front to do battle."

    Seconds later, Go pointed at the display. "Uh, looks like we have trouble."

    We turned back to face the sensor display as the colonel stood. "Those red blips, doesn't that indicate those vessels are no longer valid?"

    Go placed his hand on the colonel's shoulder as the remaining nineteen blips turned red and disappeared from the screen.

    Gasau remarked, "Hmm. That was not expected. Orders must have changed."

    I turned to face Garrett. "At least we still have our lifepod."

    Garrett shook his head. "This can only mean the Grumar have already run into your Gruntas, or something along those lines."

    The colonel removed his helmet. "Fifty lives lost … for what reason?"

    I punched coordinates into the nav display. "Garrett, this is the original portal location. Take us there with everything the Jess has to offer. If the Grumar have engaged my people, we may already be too late."

    Garrett pushed the throttle forward and the Jess surged ahead. Our journey to the old portal opening would take weeks.
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    After a day of travel toward the prior portal opening location, an alert came up on the sensor screen. "We have someone following us," Garrett said. "Looks like a single large ship. Hope it's not one of those battle cruisers."

    I replied, "Are you sure they are following?"

    Garrett swiped at several screens. "We will know in about fifteen minutes. I altered course. They could easily be following an ion signature from the damage we took. From the right angle, that would definitely show as a hot spot on any ion sensor."

    Go gestured toward the back of the ship. "Is there anything we can put back there to help shield it? If you have anything at all, I can go out and apply it. I'd still be within the safety of the gravity shield out front of us."

    Garrett pulled up an image of the matrix material used for the shielding. "This is what we have on the inside of this whole ship. If you can make up anything to replicate that, I am all ears."

    Go nodded. "OK, the hole I patched was about the size of my fist, so we don't need much. I would have to get the material in there and I would need some type of adhesive to make it stick. Any piece of equipment with ion power should have a shield we can make use of."

    Garrett gestured with his hands. "Everything on this ship is in use. We could scrap the oven if needed. All of our meals are MRE’s anyway."

    Go shook his head. "The shielding in the oven is for heat only. The surrounding cabinet provides a signal shield. We need something smaller, something more portable, more of a consumer product that requires shielding."

    The room was silent for several seconds as Go looked my way.

    "Don't say it," I said. "You can't take my coffee maker."

    Go shrugged. "It is about the right size. And how much coffee do you have left?"

    I shook my head. "There has to be something else. Please tell me you have something else."

    Garrett laughed. "Trash the coffee maker. All the coffee in the six galaxies is of no use to us if we are dead."

    Go moved on the kitchen device. It was disassembled in a fashion that would not allow it to be rebuilt. Garrett provided an epoxy resin, and the patch was completed in under an hour.

    Garrett commanded the ship's computer to perform an ion scan. "Not bad. You knocked 97 percent off that signature. Even the best ion sensor would need to be at half that ship's distance to pick up a hard signal. I'll adjust course again. Oh, and by the way, they were following us."

    The colonel was hovering nearby. "How was he able to go outside the ship while at speed?"

    Go replied, "That's easy. I just—"

    I held up my hand. "I'm sure you understand, Colonel, we have secrets we need to keep. The less you know about our abilities the safer it is for us. All you need to know is that this team managed to get by Harden Salton's defenses and open that portal."

    The colonel huffed. "Look, you tell me all these stories as if you are trying to enlist me in your cause. Then you hold back details that I consider important. What would you have me do here? Am I a prisoner?"

    Garrett spun his chair around. "Yes, you are a prisoner until such time as we deem you safe. We saved your ass back there, give us a little credit for doing so as we did it without asking anything of you. You, just like us, are caught up in the middle of a maniacal war. We are trying to do something about it. We are trying to rescue the six galaxies and beyond from Harden Salton, starting with Knog's people. Now, you can either get with the plan or we will be happy to dump you at the first friendly opportunity. If you haven't noticed, things are a little cramped in here."

    The colonel pointed back toward the cabin. "And why won't you tell me who is back there? I've seen him taking food into the room. You have another prisoner?"

    Garrett nodded. "Yes we do. And he is a nasty species that would not hesitate to snap your neck if given the opportunity."

    Go pointed at the colonel's uniform. "Dag. Is that your first name or middle?"

    I responded, "Madigans only have one name."

    Go smiled as he held out his hand. "Well, welcome to my world, Dag."

    As the colonel took his hand and squeezed, Go blinked out.

    The colonel stood. "What just happened?"

    Go blinked back in, standing in the galley. "Sorry, you were squeezing a little hard. I like my fingers."

    Garrett rolled his eyes. "So much for keeping secrets."

    I turned to face Madigan. "He has a special suit with a sort of cloaking device built into it. It allows him to go places where he otherwise would not be allowed … such as the Harden compound or the portal gate."

    Go nodded. "It's come in handy on more than one occasion."

    Dag sat back down. "You, Grunta, your motives are a given. These two Humans, I have a hard time understanding. What could they gain by going against the Alliance? And this Grumar, if he is of the enemy, why does he sit here happily minding his own business?"

    I replied, "My motives are not just for rescuing my people. They are for a free and fair Alliance. If I could bring back the AMP I would, but so much has been destroyed of the infrastructure and governmental systems that were there that I no longer believe it to be possible. These Humans, their motivations are the same as mine. They do what they do for the sake of everyone, for the sake of all free people in the six galaxies and beyond. The Grumar, well, they have a worship issue, an issue that I won't go into here today. I will just leave it with this: he will do whatever I ask, without question."

    Dag shook his head. "You are a strange crew. I'm not yet sure what to make of you. I've had a lot things thrown at me since that portal opened. I just need some time to digest it."

    The ship that had been following us slowly slipped off the sensor display. Our altered course added two days to our journey. When we arrived at the former portal location, the initial scan returned nothing.

    Garrett sighed. "I'll get us started on a spiral search pattern, moving us outward from this point. We might be looking for quite a while, so we need to keep in mind that we have limited supplies on this ship. I know we packed in as much supplies as we could, even beefing up our oxygen filters, but we will be running low in about six weeks. We are a week from the nearest star system out here. The new star maps show a planet there that may be habitable."

    I replied, "Let's split the difference then. We search for three weeks, then attempt to restock our supplies."

    Six hours into our search, Garrett broke the silence. "That single blip is back. I don't know how they found us, but they did."

    I brought the sensor screen up on my holo-display. "I wish we had more information on who it is. How close can we get before they have a lock on us?"

    Garrett cocked his head to one side. "Are you sure you want to risk that? If it's one of those battlecruisers, we won't be able to get away from it. They're too fast."

    I nodded. "I think we do. They found their way here. That leads me to believe it may be one of ours."

    Garrett leaned forward to access the nav controls. "OK, I'll take us a third of the way. After that, I think we need to keep our distance."

    After a short run toward our follower, the data from the sensors began to change. The ship was smaller than a Grotus battlecruiser.

    I pushed for us to move closer. "That has to be one of ours. Take us in."

    Garrett sighed, but pushed the throttle forward. "I hope you're right. If we have to fight, keep in mind we have a weak backside. Any decent sized ion hit anywhere near that patch will cause a breach and likely bring us to a stop again. There aren't any spare parts to be had this time."

    Fifteen minutes later the sensor sweeps returned the data we needed. It was the Garmon! Jack Carson and my Talisan crew were alive!

    I opened a comm channel. "Jack, please tell me that is you!"

    The comm was silent for several seconds. "Wow, I was starting to believe you wouldn't make it back through. We've been patrolling the space between here and Doomlight for a month. I'm sure you already know who it was that was conscripted. Were you able to persuade the Saltons that this was a mistake?"

    I replied, "Let's just say that things are worse than we thought. How about my people? Where are they?"

    Jack's image smiled over the comm. "They are safe. It took some convincing of the fleet captains, but I had enough video footage from the Garmon to make them question their mission. After that, I had to hard sell them on what we knew."

    We soon landed the Jess in the docking bay of the Garmon. I stepped out onto the deck and stretched.

    Jack laughed as the others came out. "How many of you are on there?"

    I replied, "We've been carrying six. We have the Grotus with us as well. He's strapped to the wall in the cabin. If you could have him moved back to a holding room, I would appreciate it. Have your people use extreme caution though. He's been playing nice, but I think it's all an act to get us to lower our guard. Even only having a single arm, he could easily best anyone on this ship in a fight, excluding me. And have them escort Mr. Mont to his prior room as well."

    "Jack," I said, "tell me about the Grunta. Is everyone OK?"

    Jack nodded. "Your family is safe. I briefly met with your wife. Impressive. You have a strong woman there, Knog. And your kids are all almost as big as I am. Not a bunch I would like to tangle with, but they're all in good health."

    My family was alive and safe. It was the news I had longed to hear. The Green was transferred to the room he had previously occupied. I followed Jack to the ship's cafeteria for a real cooked meal as we talked.

    Jack sipped on a drink as we sat. "So Harden Salton is trying to expand, and at the same time take over the six galaxies. I do have to give him credit for having the guts to try. If what you found out about his invasion of Doomlight is true, he will be in for a rude awakening when his ships come through and there is no second fleet there waiting to assist."

    I half smiled. "You said you have found allies out here?"

    Jack nodded. "I've been on a sales campaign since I came back through. I went back to that planet where you and Garrett led the battlecruiser. It's called Odenta. It seems the people there were in a bad way. They set off those nukes in their atmosphere to take out the battlecruiser, only it took them out as well. All their power systems on the main continent, and most on their second continent, were knocked out from the EMP.

    "I showed up and offered them assistance that they sorely needed. In return, they have offered us temporary shelter there. They despise the Grumar and Grotus now for their unprovoked attack. We’re enemies of the Grumar and Grotus, so our presence is acceptable."

    I replied, "You do realize that by returning we may be dooming those people. If the Grotus come back, they won't make the same mistakes again. Two of those battlecruisers could easily wipe out that entire planet. We should leave as soon as we are able."

    Jack nodded. "I have scout ships out looking at six candidates in this area."

    I held up my arm pad and holo-display. "I'm sending you the star maps we have of this galaxy. We downloaded them from the Salton network. They show the location of the Grumar world and the Moddle Empire."

    Jack accepted the file transfer and forwarded it to his nav officer. "You know, we still have the AI on that teardrop ship running. Using materials from our stores, it was able to construct a laser pistol that rivals our hand blasters for power output. Your Talisans have been working non-stop on trying to scale it up. I wouldn't mind having one or two of those here on the Garmon."

    Jack turned toward Go as the young Human devoured a Borak steak. "What's with the funky white suit?"

    Go looked at me. "Can I show him?"

    I nodded. "No one else though. And, Jack, this is a secret that we need to keep. You can't reveal this to any of your people, no matter how much you trust them."

    Jack tilted his head. "I think I can manage that. What is it? Resistive to blaster fire?"

    Go set down his fork and donned his helmet. "Prepare to be wowed."

    In an instant the skinny, seventy-kilogram Human disappeared.

    Jack reached out and waved his hand in the space Go had previously occupied. "What the ... what just happened?"

    I replied, "You might want to withdraw your hand."

    As soon as he had done so, Go blinked in. After removing his helmet, the fork returned to his mouth with a small chunk of borak.

    Jack scratched his chin. "What was that? Some sort of dimensional gate or something?"

    Garrett raised his eyebrows. "That's actually a decent description of it. From what we know, the skin of the suit absorbs everything physical in its space. Anything coming into that space is passed around to the other side where it is emitted. Go was still there, it's just that, well, there wasn't there. It was being passed around him."

    Go said as he chewed, "I can go through walls, it has a built-in propulsion system and a powerful kinetic weapon. Oh, and if I had a food pack that clipped onto this belt, I could go for months without eating. In fact, if I had enough replacement packs, I would never have to eat again."

    Jack sat back and crossed his arms. "Where did you get this suit? I've never seen or heard of anything like it."

    I replied, "It's a Human artifact from before the AMP. This was a suit the Humans used to defeat the Duke. We came across it in the OMEGA sector."

    Go spoke up excitedly. "Tell him about Megiddo!"

    "We believe we found the planet Megiddo where the War of Wars was fought. There were fields of debris from a great battle that dated back to that time. Your Human history, pre-AMP, ends in the Triangulum. If we ever make it back there, we will have to see to it that the area is thoroughly explored and excavated. There may be other secrets there that could be of great value to us."

    By the time we landed on Odenta, Jack was up to speed on all that had happened during our short stay back in the Triangulum. I rushed down the landing ramp and hopped a shuttle heading for the Grunta camps. Fourteen million of my people were housed in cramped transports.

    The locals had given up a large section of farmland, and my people had immediately gotten to work at preparing the soil for crops. Animal pens had been constructed with the promise of local livestock to fill them. In return, much of the power infrastructure of the planet had been returned to a moderately operational condition.

    As the shuttle landed in a field next to a transport that held my family, nervousness began to build inside me. Would I be chastised for not being there when the conscription happened? Or would I be praised for keeping my people from war? The charge of eighteen young Gruntas toward my position brought all negative thoughts to an immediate end.

    I was knocked to the ground and soon covered with the mass of my offspring as every spot of exposed skin was covered with wet, sloppy tongues. I was immediately transported to a place of happiness—a place I had not been in a long time.

    As the commotion of the greeting settled, I stood to take in the view of my wife. She stood in a strong stance, wearing the battle-suit given to her by the New Alliance. In keeping with our customs, the suit had been modified to portray a Grunta female who was prepared for battle. Sharp spikes adorned the shoulders. A double row of blades ran from the forehead of the helmet around each side to the back. On top of the helmet, four spiked horns jutted from a short central staff, with one protruding in each direction. Gold medallions, symbolizing the Grunta training she had received, covered her chest.

    I rose to my feet and stepped forward, kneeling before her. "Colonel Beutcher, it is my honor to serve you."

    Getta reached down, taking me by the throat and pulling me to my feet. Her forehead bumped mine. The cooing sound came forth as I began to sweat in anticipation of the fierce beating that was coming. Sparks began to fly as the metal arm bracers of her Alliance battle-suit clanged against my Grotus suit. When the beating ended, my heart was racing. I had tears in my eyes as my wife reached her arm around my shoulder. For the first time in a long while, I felt safe and secure. My heart was home.
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    Getta stepped back to look over my garb. "What is this suit you are wearing?"

    I sighed. "I guess Jack didn't tell you?"

    We turned to walk back toward the transport. "This suit, it came from a Green."

    Getta stopped, holding me out at arm’s length. "What?"

    I nodded. "The legend is true. The Greens exist, and they are here in this galaxy. The Saltons would have had you fighting them if Jack hadn't stopped you."

    Getta turned and walked quickly toward the transport. "Come quickly, the Council must hear this!"

    My parade of young Gruntas was directed to return to their station on the transport. After a short shuttle ride, Getta led me to the forward decks of the Council's transport, stopping only as two guards stepped into her way.

    "What business do you have with the Council?" a female guard said in a gruff tone.

    Getta put her face dangerously close to the Grunta guard, a certain sign of aggressive behavior. "I have news that is of utmost importance to the Council. News for all of our people. I would advise you to step back and to let me pass before I tear off your face!"

    The Grunta guard slowly stepped back as she growled. Getta stepped forward into the council chamber, where three other guards stepped into her way. I stayed behind.

    A councilwoman stood. "What is the meaning of this intrusion?"

    Getta knelt, bowing her head slightly before looking up. "I have news of the legend of the Greens, news of their existence. They are real, they are here, they reside in this galaxy!"

    The rest of the Council stood. "What proof do you have of this?"

    I stepped forward. "Forgive me for my intrusion. We have a Green as a prisoner. If you so desire, I can bring him before you here in this chamber."

    The Council erupted in discussion. Getta looked back, gesturing for me to get the Green. I turned and headed back to the Garmon. When I returned, the discussion had quieted. I entered the room with the Green just behind, covered in a large sheet.

    The Council again stood. "Unveil it."

    The Green threw off the sheet with his remaining arm. "I am not an it! My name is Balt Mergus and I am a Grotus! Flesh and blood and bone, just like you, the butchers of my ancestors!"

    The room again erupted, only this time voices were raised, anger dominating.

    I stepped forward. "Members of the Council, I urge you to ask questions in a civil manner!"

    The room went silent. My remark was unwelcome. Getta lowered her head, taking a step back.

    I continued. "Hear what this Grotus has to say. Some of it may be true, some propaganda. Either way, you should reserve your judgment until all the information has been brought into the open."

    One of the councilwomen spoke over the rumble of the others. "Are you offering yourself as council for this Grotus?"

    I replied, "If you are asking if I would be willing to offer my assistance during this discussion, then my answer is yes. This, however, is not a trial."

    I stepped up beside the Green. "Since I was a child I was taught the stories of the Greens. I was taught how they were ruthless butchers. How they pushed our people toward extinction. Now, for the first time in our lives, we have a Green standing before us. The history he was taught differs from ours. Ask him questions, evaluate his answers, but above all, open your minds to what the truth might be.

    "The Grotus are out here. They are armed and they are strong. It seems we have many enemies in this galaxy. The Moddle, our New Alliance conscripts fight them on their home worlds. We are the aggressors. The Grumar and the Grotus, the Saltons would have you fighting them. And then we have the real enemy, Harden Salton. His lies about a war in Andromeda brought you to where you are. As I am sure you have learned, this is not Andromeda.

    "Take this opportunity to educate yourselves on what is truly happening out here. Ask the Grotus and ask me. You have the fate of our people in your hands."

    The Council sat in quiet discussion with one another.

    After a short time, the lead councilwoman stood. "All those who are not of the Council, excluding the Grotus and Mr. Beutcher, please leave the room. That includes the Council guard."

    When the chamber doors closed, the councilwoman sat. "Proceed."

    I began by giving a brief history of how I had come to be in the possession of a Grotus. I then began to ask Balt Mergus many of the same questions I had asked before. The Council remained silent for more than two hours as questions were asked and answers brought to light.

    "There you have it," I said. "You have my version, you have his version, you know the version we were all taught. Ask any question you have of me and I will do my best to offer you an informative answer."

    The lead councilwomen stood. "For a man, you are strong, Knog Beutcher. Your fair efforts will be known to our people. Do you believe this Grotus to be telling the truth?"

    I replied, "I believe it is a possibility that we should not exclude. Our teachings differ, but our teachings are based on word of mouth from the early days of the AMP. We must all realize how easy it would be to change one's oral history in an attempt to rally one's people. Remember, when the War of Wars came to an end, we had been defeated.

    "I have no doubt that our ancestors fought valiantly, and were only fighting for their lives, but we have no evidence to say that what the Grotus says isn't true, that our ancestors weren't the aggressors, that we had nearly conquered and exterminated the Grotus when the Duke swept our people away. Until we know the truth, we cannot exclude the possibility of a barbaric ancestry."

    The councilwomen mumbled in discontent.

    The lead ordered, "Quiet! For the rest of you, this may be hard to believe. It is not easy to question one's faith, one's beginnings, especially if one finds those beginnings may be unsavory."

    I continued, "If I may, there is a strong possibility that neither account is the whole truth. The android known as the Duke, his method of operation was to pit one species against another in a game of survival. It would also be possible that our ancestors were manipulated into fighting one another by the Duke. His goal was to bring the strongest species into his War of Wars. The possibility exists that our peoples were once peaceful."

    The Grotus nodded. "That is what our history teaches as well. We were peaceful neighbors, living on the same planet, having evolved from the same ancestors. Our fight only began when exploring other star systems. In our history, after you destroyed our home world, we were indeed struggling to survive. In our darkest hour, your people vanished, never to be heard from again, until now."

    I said, "What is before this council today is: how do we take this information, and how do we proceed? We have secretly prepared for war since the fall of AMP. That preparation is what put us on the Salton's list of the rebellious, even if we were  no threat. Here today, I have laid out the facts before you. I have also laid out the possibilities. You must now confer and decide on a course of action."

    I hesitated before holding up my hand. "Oh, I do have one more bit of information for you to consider. With the realization that the Greens are here in this galaxy, it has to also be apparent that our home world, the original Grunta home world, our beginnings ... they are somewhere in this galaxy as well."

    After several minutes of quiet discussion, the lead again stood. "Mr. Beutcher, it is unusual for this council to ask for an opinion. This however, is an unusual circumstance. If you have given this thought, how would you proceed?"

    It was a question I was not prepared for. "Forgive me, I haven't put together a plan on what I would do, but I will offer this: if it's at all possible, I would have us ally with the Moddle, and the Grumar and Grotus, against the Saltons. Harden Salton has a dual-pronged strategy for his expansion efforts. Out here, he plans to build a powerful army. Back home, he plans to overthrow the other families through the use of his portal gateway. From here we cannot stop the overthrow. We can, however, stop his building of a powerful army."

    I continued my speech for several minutes until the Council lead ordered me to stop. "We thank you for your time here today, Mr. Beutcher. We will take all the information you have brought before us into consideration. You may go now."

    As I stepped out into the hallway, it was as if a cool breeze swept over me. I let out a deep sigh.

    Getta approached. "I have never said this before, but I am proud of you. I am happy to have married such a strong male."

    I replied, "It's I who has married strong. You are the foundation on which I stand. It's from your strength that I draw my own."

    Getta threw her arm around my shoulder and squeezed. "When we were first married, my parents hated that I did not select a traditional mate. You were unusual to them, out of the norm because of your outspokenness. When you left for work off-world, they could not have been happier to see you go. I cannot wait to laud it over them that you just stood in front of the Council."

    I shook my head. "I would not be so quick to discard those traditions. It was those that brought me to desire you as a mate. You were the rock and the pillar that I was in need of. The foundation upon which you stand is the traditions of your parents. I would not want our children to get wind of the disrespect that would blow for their elders if they overheard you having such a conversation with their grandparents."

    Getta stopped, drew back her fist and punched me hard in the back, knocking me forward nearly a meter. "I love you, Knog Beutcher!"

    I grinned as I attempted to loosen up my strained neck muscles.

    Balt Mergus was returned to confinement. Gasau Mont was ordered before the Council the following day. After a thorough round of questioning, the Council closed their doors for discussion. Deliberations lasted for most of a week. When they emerged, an announcement was made.

    After many days of deep thought and discussion, it is the ruling of this Council that we should make every effort to ally ourselves with three of the species we have had contact with in this galaxy. As some of you have learned, we are not in the Andromeda galaxy, and we are not fighting against invaders. It is we who are the invaders.

    The Moddle Empire is under siege by Salton forces. The Grumar and Grotus empires are allied with the Saltons, although that alliance has been deemed to be temporary. Our mission here in this galaxy was to attack and defeat our supposed allies, the Grumar and the Grotus. Those plans have changed.

    Another piece of information has come to our attention. The legend of the Greens is true. They exist. We have a Green on this planet who has stood before the Council. However, all is not as it seems. Our war with the Greens is long over.

    The Grotus, a species that we will be attempting to ally with, are the ones we have called Greens throughout our history. As shocking as this may seem, we have to move forward with the situation we face today. We can't spend our energies re-fighting a war that was waged thousands of years ago. A war that was fought for reasons that no longer apply to us today.

    These decisions are the word of the Council, and as such are now law. All Gruntas must put aside past beliefs about the Grotus and move forward with a common goal in mind. We must survive. The Council has spoken.

    I sat on the bridge of the Garmon.

    Jack said, "That is some powerful stuff. Joining up with an enemy you have hated for your entire existence. That has to be difficult."

    I replied, "I would be worried about it, but the Council has spoken and we Grunta will place a much higher value on that than on old hearsay legends. There will be grumbles, but they will be few."

    Jack nodded. "If that's the case, I will have to hand it to you. If you can get all of your people lined up behind a strategy, that is a powerful thing. Had Harden Salton chosen the volunteer army route instead, he could have built the dedicated and motivated army he wanted."

    I shook my head. "I don't think he had a choice. Had he gone volunteer, he would have had to advertise that he was building an army. The other families know about the conscription, I am sure, but they are probably caught up in the belief that there is a war going on in Andromeda. When Harden shut down the gates to Andromeda, he shut down that access from all the galaxies. The other families would have no way to verify whether there was a war there or not. Without the galaxy portals, there is no contact."

    Jack half smiled. "I get what you're saying. I guess the question now is, can we pull off this alliance? Oh, and you do realize that if we beat back the Salton forces, we won't have a way home. We can kiss the Triangulum goodbye."

    I pulled up a star map on the main holo-display. "I want you to tell me if I'm crazy for thinking this, but, what if we make our alliance and still let Harden win at Doomlight? Give him his foothold in this galaxy. If we do that, we might be able to jump back through the portal when he opens it for reinforcements."

    Jack pursed his lips and slowly nodded his head. "Now that's the first thing I've heard that I really like. You said he is building a portal ship. What if we were to go back through and steal it? That current gate he's been using is pretty stationary. Oh, he can push it around, but imagine if we had it as a portal ship. We could move it here and use it to open a portal to anywhere in the Triangulum."

    I stood. "I'll be back shortly. I have to take this to the Council."

    Jack stood as I walked toward the door. "Make sure you give me some of the credit! You never know when you're gonna need a favor!"

    After a short intrusion into the Grunta Council's business I was once again back aboard the Garmon. "I think they liked the idea. It gives a little depth to our plan. If things go right with the Moddle, Grumar and Grotus, having control of that gate, or any gate is the next logical step to shutting down Harden Salton."

    Garrett joined us. "If we make it back, we could just use the suit to take out Harden and rescue Joni. Even if there are a hundred of those ground cannons surrounding that complex, Go could take each of them out with a simple blink in and out of that suit. We just swoop in after and scoop her up."

    I looked at Garrett. "One big problem remains with that plan. If we take out Harden Salton, the other families will scramble to fill the void. If any of them get wind of what he has been doing out here, they will want to do the same. When we return, we need to do so with a force that is sufficient  in size and scope to bring Harden Salton to his knees. We need a peaceful surrender, one that includes the Orwallians."

    Jack stood with his fists at his sides and his elbows out. "So what do we do in the meantime? Is a delegation being put together to approach the Moddles or the Grumar? I would think we would have to be a part of that."

    Go blinked in next to Garrett. "What the — please stop doing that!"

    Go laughed. "Sorry, it's just easier for me to drift through decks rather than taking stairs or elevators."

    Garrett replied, "Well at least blink in a few meters away so I don't feel like you are ghosting me."

    Go smiled. "Will do."

    I asked, "What's the status of the Grotus ship?"

    Go sat in a chair next to me. "It's fully functional. The AI has everything repaired. I was just having a conversation with it. Did you know it has the ability to replicate itself? The AI I mean. It would take a couple months for it to build a new computer that's compatible, but only a few seconds to download itself."

    Garrett winced. "Would that be a safe thing to allow? We don't have much experience with it, or with how its programming is restricted. I have to agree with the founders on this one, AI is too powerful to let loose."

    Go gestured toward the holding cells. "The Grotus have been using it without issue for centuries. The model down in that ship was created eight years ago. It said older models have more knowledge, but they are slower. And all the models are programmed to only allow and only give out nav statistics to each other. Any other knowledge has to be manually transferred from elsewhere."

    Garrett replied, "So they can't learn directly from each other, but they can learn through a third party? Doesn't sound overly secure to me."

    Go shook his head. "I don't think you have to worry about anything. They have ten levels of overrides that have to be taken out before they could do anything that is not already programmed in. If only two of the overrides are hit, its capabilities are reduced by 50 percent. Take out two more and the system shuts itself down entirely."

    Garrett scowled. "Still don't like it. Programming errors and hacks have a way of circumventing security layers. If we were to build more of these, who’s to say some nutjob wouldn't disable all those layers because he wanted a real robot friend? There are too many bad outcomes made possible by making something that can be smarter than you."

    Go stood his ground. "I think it warrants research. If only so we know how to fight them should one or more get out of control."

    Garrett nodded. "Now that's the first thing you've said that makes sense."

    Go smiled. "Good. Because I had it start on a replicant this morning."

    Garrett scowled.

    Jack stood. "Mr. Beutcher, would you like to accompany me to a meeting? A couple representatives from the Odenta defense forces will be discussing their nuclear technology with a Grunta science team."

    I nodded. "Lead the way."
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    After a short ride on a shuttle we were sitting in a conference room in the Odenta capital city of Washau. Two Odenta officers were standing at a podium. We each had the Grotus translation algorithms running on our arm pads.

    As the last of the Grunta scientists entered the room, one of the officers said, "Good morning, my name is Colonel Dowett. My associate is Major Brambla. This morning, we will be discussing the technology we used to bring down the alien vessel. At any point during this discussion, feel free to ask a question. We are more than willing to clarify any statements that require further understanding.

    "Now, on the screen behind me, you see an image of the VHB200. This is our newest and most powerful fission weapon. A twenty centimeter sphere of fermium is violently compressed before a high velocity tungsten seed is fired into the center of the core. The chain reaction that begins is self sustaining until the fuel is completely consumed.

    "As you can see from this next diagram, the destructive reach of the fission reaction goes out for nearly sixty kilometers in every direction. Even though this explosion took place in our upper atmosphere, the land directly below was incinerated. A seventy-eight kilometer baked zone now exists, with major destruction going out to one hundred and twenty-seven kilometers. Four million of our citizens perished in the blast, including more than three hundred of our fighter pilots.

    "Initial damage to the alien ship was extensive, consuming nearly a quarter of its mass. The detonation occurred at sixteen kilometers distance from the target craft. I've provided you with information regarding the weapon, including the triggering mechanism."

    A Grunta scientist asked, "How did you defeat the Grotus laser weapons, allowing the delivery mechanism to reach as close as it did?"

    The major stepped up to the podium. "Our missiles are heavily shielded against laser fire. In our earlier development of this weapon, it was found that with a powerful enough beam, the missile could be defeated before reaching its target. We simply shielded against that occurrence."

    I raised my hand. "If you are all one people, why did you have ships on the seas, missiles, and fighter aircraft?"

    The colonel took the question. "Our history is of two warring continents. The Dexels occupied the southern, smaller continent, while we, the Furks, occupied the north. Many wars were fought between our peoples up until the fission weapons were developed. We reached a point where mutual destruction was a deterrent to war.

    "For nearly a century, both sides worked feverishly at updating and upgrading our arsenals. After ninety-two years of living under the threat of mutual annihilation, our politicians came to an understanding. For the last thirty years, both of our nations have lived in peace and harmony. The ships, weapons and aircraft are relics of our prior differences. If not for the ocean between us injecting suspicion, most, if not all of those weapons, would have been dismantled.

    "The northern continent, my people, the Furks, have always been the more populated and powerful of the two continents. However, with the death of so many of our citizens, and the destruction over a large portion of the northern continent, our peoples have united under a single banner. The flag of Odenta now flies over all of our cities. We are reliant on food from the southern continent, while they are reliant on planetary defense from our single remaining fermium missile."

    I slowly nodded my head. "Thank you for the explanation, Colonel. I'm sorry we brought this upon your people."

    The colonel looked directly at me. "What do you mean?"

    Before I could stop myself, I was explaining the chase that led the Grotus ship to their world. "I'm sorry, Colonel, we tried to leave when we found out your world was populated, but it was too late."

    The colonel stood silent with a frown on his face for several seconds before turning toward the major. "Major Brambla, I'm ordering you to forget you heard that statement."

    The colonel looked back at me. "Listen, if I were you, if you want our mutual cooperation to continue, I would not repeat that story. If it makes it out to the masses, there would be calls for your people to be expelled. I don't believe that to be in the best interest for either of us at this stage. The Grotus are out there, we need help defending ourselves. You need a place to keep your people safe."

    Jack Carson replied, "You have our word that this will not be spoken of further, Colonel."

    The lead Grunta scientist stood. "If I may interject, we are prepared to assist you in the manufacture of additional fission weapons and their delivery systems. We will also assist with the manufacture of aircraft that can be used for both orbital and interstellar defense. I would propose that we set up a location where our scientists and engineers can work side by side on our mutual defenses."

    The colonel nodded. "I was prepared to offer the same suggestion. I will locate a suitable lab and provide what equipment we can."

    The scientist concurred. The meeting was soon over.

    I walked toward the shuttle with Jack Carson. "I wonder, given time, if my people and the Grotus could have come to such an understanding as their two peoples did?"

    Jack replied, "That all happened over three thousand years ago, and we have no way of knowing what the real truth is. Maybe this is your chance to make peace with them now. It's never too late to try."

    I half smiled. "I hope you're right. Although I'm not sure how the Odentas would take it. With their losses, I can't see them being allies of the Grotus anytime soon."

    After a long flight out to Doomlight, Jack Carson, Garrett, Go and I made contact with the Grumar. The immediate result was a near-panicked reaction to our presence. Several minutes into the conversation we were speaking with a Grumar admiral.

    Admiral Hargon was a craggy, gruff, very old Grumar. "I will have to contact the Grotus ruling council. I can have a date scheduled for a continued discussion in about two months."

    I replied, "We don't have two months, Admiral. You don't have two months. Listen, we have a formidable force. We can bring that force to bear, kicking Harden Salton out of your space. You want to know where his troops keep coming from? We know."

    The admiral chuckled. "I must say, your disguise is impressive. But I am not fooled. You are not a Grotus."

    I leaned in closer to the screen. "Admiral, do you have any Grotus aboard your ship? If so, I would advise you bring them into this conversation. At the very least, they would be interested in someone attempting to be an impostor."

    The admiral shifted in his chair before turning to look over his shoulder. "Mr. Davi, please ask the commander to come to the bridge."

    The admiral looked intently at the display. "The Grotus do not enjoy games. Do not expect a warm welcome when he arrives."

    Commander Amidat, the highest ranking Grotus in the fleet stationed around Doomlight, sat down in a chair beside the admiral, merging his comm into the conversation.

    The commander's response was an immediate look of shock. "What is this? Who are you?"

    I replied, "Yes, Commander, it's true, the Gruntas live. I can see by your reaction you are familiar with us."

    The commander stood. "I must speak with the Council! Admiral! Set us on a course for Modus immediately!"

    I yelled over the comm. "I am here on a mission of peace! This is an opportunity for both of our peoples to come together against our mutual enemies!"

    The commander sat in front of the screen. "Why should I believe one of the Butchers of Horus!"

    I replied, "Because whatever happened between our peoples happened several thousand years ago. That war has long since passed. A new war is upon us, and if we both want to survive and be more than common slaves, we need to discuss our options."

    The commander raised his fist to the screen. "Why would we ally with cowards! You were beaten, and you fled! Your treachery will never be forgotten!"

    The commander turned and yelled at the admiral's staff. "Find them! If they are not kneeling before me within the day, I will personally execute each and every one of you!"

    The craggy admiral lowered his head. "We will find them, Master. They must be nearby."

    I looked over at Jack. "Well, that didn't quite work out as planned. Garrett, go with Jack and bring Mr. Mergus up here. Maybe if he sees one of their own, it will shake him up enough to continue the discussion."

    I turned back toward the comm officer. "How are we set, Mr. Jefferson?"

    The comm officer replied, "We are four bounces away, sir. The moon and three probes. If they make it to the second probe, we should have sufficient time to slip away."

    I nodded. "Keep me posted, Mr. Jefferson."

    Garrett and Jack returned with the Grotus.

    I pointed toward the large holo-display. "Mr. Mergus, do you believe my intentions to be honorable?"

    The Grotus returned a confused look before turning toward the screen. There before him sat an angry Grotus commander.

    The commander stared into the camera. "What is this?"

    Balt Mergus remained silent for several seconds. "Commander. I was taken prisoner by the Gruntas."

    The commander looked at me with a scowl. "You take our people prisoner and then you have the audacity to ask for peace? I say here and now, the Grotus Grand Council, the Duration and all of her citizens, they will not rest until every Grunta is wiped from existence! We will find you, and when we do you will feel the wrath of three thousand years of our pain!"

    Balt Mergus knelt. "I have but one thing to say about their offering of peace ... they can't be trusted!"

    The one-armed Grotus jumped to his feet, swinging his arm wildly, slamming Jack Carson into the bridge wall across the room. Garrett attempted to stop him and was picked up by the neck and slammed to the floor. I dove forward, thrusting out my fist with every ounce of force I could muster. Bones could be heard crunching as my balled up hand sunk into his skull.

    The commander stood from his chair in a rage. "I will personally avenge the death of one of my brothers! Admiral! Find this beast so that he might be slain by my own hand!"

    Jefferson said, "They have the moon and are converging on the first probe!"

    I stepped over to help Garrett, who was on his knees coughing.

    Garrett gagged as he attempted to look up. "Nearly broke my neck! Check on Jack, I'll be OK."

    Jack Carson lay unconscious against a near wall. Two members of his crew were standing over him. A stretcher was brought in and the captain gently lifted aboard.

    I turned to the officer of the deck. "Mr. Conrad, take us out of here."

    Commander James Conrad replied, "Yes, sir. As an extra precaution, I'll be sending out two additional probes that will each be bouncing signals off the originals. That should give us almost double the distance needed for them to get us on sensors."

    I nodded as I sat in the captain's chair for the first time in months. "Thank you, Mr. Conrad. The extra effort is appreciated."

    Garrett stood in front of me while rubbing his neck. "I thought I had the jump on him, and next thing I know I was heading for the floor with my feet in the air. I hope Jack's OK."

    I sighed. "He is in good hands with the medical team. There is nothing you or I can do for him now except stay out of the way."

    A signal came over my comm. "This is Major Keller, I'm down here with the captain. It looks he has a mild concussion and a few bruised ribs. He's a little groggy, but awake. We have a few more scans to run before we can clear him of any internal injuries. I thought you might want to know that he will survive."

    The bridge erupted in a cheer.

    Garrett sat beside me. "Don't get too comfortable there. He's gonna want that back."

    I smiled. "And I will gladly give it."

    I looked up at the still-seething image of the Grotus commander. Balt Mergus had indeed been feeding me propaganda. The commander's attitude and demeanor spoke of the true Grotus temperament.

    I stood in front of the holo-display, rubbing my bruised knuckles. "I made a genuine effort for peace here today, Commander. The Grotus are the ones who have shown that you cannot be trusted. One day soon our peoples will again meet on the battlefield."

    The commander returned a nasty grin. "I look forward to that day. The Grotus will put an end to your continued cowardly existence. Or will you run away again just as before?"

    I replied, "It is the Grotus who will run or suffer. You will suffer a fate that should have been yours three thousand years ago, a fate matched to your own brutality. Our women eagerly await that fight."

    The commander laughed. "Yes, I had forgotten that it is your women who do the fighting for their cowardly men. I look forward to the sound of the Grunta women squealing in pain as I tear their limbs from their bodies!"

    As the commander made more painful promises, I closed the comm channel and sat back in the captain's chair. "Mr. Conrad, take us back to Odenta in a roundabout way."

    Garrett sat beside me. "I think our work out here just became difficult. With the Grumar and the Grotus we could have crushed anything Salton sent this way."

    I nodded. "It would have changed our approach. I believe the Moddle will have no choice but to join with us. I also believe that Harden Salton will delay his attack on the Grotus there at Doomlight. Without his Grunta force to assist, he will change his tactics. If our team reaches the Moddle worlds before Harden's, we have a good chance of turning them to our side. If we are late, Harden will force a surrender and conscript them into his army."

    Garrett swung his feet around to lay back on the bench-style chair he was seated on. "Let's just hope the team your council sent out to talk with the Moddles are convincing enough. Otherwise, we'll be out here fighting by ourselves."

    Jack came walking back onto the bridge with the medical officer in tow. "Let go of me, I'll be fine. That's not the first time I've had my ass kicked. And you, Beutcher, get out of my chair!"

    I smiled as I stood. "Glad to see you are feeling better."

    Jack winced as he sat down. "Feeling better? I just got slammed against a wall and have two broken ribs. Frankly, I've never felt much worse!"

    Garrett sat up and laughed. "Nothing like taking a beat-down from a one-armed opponent, huh?"

    Jack nodded. "Yeah, well, he got his. Mr. Jefferson, can you roll back the bridge recordings and display that short fight on the big display for me?"

    Jefferson complied. "Yes, sir."

    Jack commented as he watched the seven seconds of fury. "Whoa, that hurts just watching. I've gotta work on my react— hahaha! Ow, that hurts!"

    Garrett raised his hands. "Hey, I'll admit I was outclassed."

    Jack again attempted a laugh as he paused the video. "Look, right here. It looks like he's throwing around a ragdoll! Hahaha! Ow!"

    Garrett scowled. "Well, at least I held onto him. He smacked you around like you were inflatable."

    Jack continued the recording. "Whoa, WHOA! What was that? I gotta watch that again! You punched right through his skull!"

    I rubbed my knuckles. "The bone is thinnest in that spot. I was lucky it gave way."

    Jack shook his head. "Still, your image is almost blurred on that recording."

    Garrett laughed. "Yeah, well, from what he says, the Grunta women are even faster. I can't imagine that, and I'm not asking one of them to show me either."

    Go cut into the conversation. "Both of you need one of these suits. Had he taken a swing at me he would have missed. With only minimal effort, I could have made him vanish from existence."

    Garrett replied, "Sounds like you're getting a big head from wearing that suit. Don't get too cocky or someone's gonna come along and put you in your place."

    Jack smiled. "It's a thin line that separates confidence from arrogance. Just be careful that you don't cross it or what Garrett said will be waiting for you just around the next corner."

    Go grinned. "That's an easy one. I don't go around corners anymore. I just drift through them!"

    Jack gingerly held up his right hand. "Just saying. If you lose that instinct that comes from fear, it will be your downfall."

    Go nodded. "I'm more than scared enough. I was just pulling your chains about getting knocked around. That's what friends do."

    Several hours had passed when the nav officer yelled out: "We have a blip on the sensors! It's coming from the direction of Doomlight!"

    Jack swiped away at the large holo-display until a zoomed-in image of the blip came to life. "Tell me the instant you have a fix on its direction. If it is coming directly for us, alter our course by three degrees."

    One of the Talisan engineers came over the comm. "Your Highness, the alien ship is emitting a tracking signal. We checked back in the recordings, it came online when we were in contact with the Grotus ship."

    I followed Go and Garrett down to the cargo hold where the teardrop ship sat open.

    Go spoke to the alien computer: "Why did you activate the beacon?"

    The AI responded. "It is standard protocol to report when in contact range."

    Go banged the palm of his hand against his head. "I should have thought of that! Computer, disable the signal immediately!"

    The AI replied, "The beacon has been terminated. May I assist with any other tasks?"

    The Talisan engineer stood away from his console. "Sir, the beacon signal has stopped."

    I gave a command to the AI: "Before initiating or accepting any communications coming from outside this ship, please confer with me or Go as to whether or not to accept a connection. This order is to override all protocols or pre-programmed responses."

    The Anterra responded with an acknowledgment. I then returned it to its prior task of replicating a computer system that would be compatible with its software. The ship that was following soon slipped off the sensor screen. The rest of our ride back to Odenta was uneventful.
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    I stood before the Council as the lead councilwoman gave a statement. "We have read your report and watched the video recordings of your conversations. All went as expected. We thank you for your efforts."

    I replied, "If you don't mind my asking, do we have a set of backup plans in the works should the Moddle also refuse?"

    The Council lead gestured toward the door. "We do mind. Your question is not appropriate for this time. Please excuse yourself as we deliberate."

    I nodded and hurried out of the council room. Garrett and Go were waiting. "So? What's next?"

    I stopped and looked at Garrett. "They are deliberating, and took offense to my asking about plan B. I had hoped a bond of trust would be granted to me, but the Council, as always, does not allow their deliberations to be known until such time as an edict has been voted upon. It's possible that my visits with the Council have come to an end."

    Go complained. "That's not right! You of all people should be allowed in there. They would all be dead if it wasn't for us!"

    I placed my hand on Go's shoulder as we walked down the long hallway outside the council chambers. "I appreciate your confidence in me."

    Garrett looked back at the guards at the council door and scowled. "OK, so let them figure it out on their own. In the meantime, what should we do?"

    I replied, "Let's head back to the Garmon. We can discuss our options there."

    As we arrived, two Odenta engineers were leaving.

    Jack waved us into a room. "In here, quick."

    An excited Jack Carson gestured for us to sit. "I just worked out a deal with the Odentas for four of their fission missiles, complete with laser shielding. Your Talisan engineers will be integrating those missiles, with launch tubes, into the Garmon's systems. I also asked them if they could update our EMP shielding. If we ever have cause to fire them off, we don't want to kill ourselves as well."

    I replied, "You said you made a deal?"

    Jack nodded. "In return, we're providing them with the AI replicant Go made, and an autobot the AI now has under construction. The new AI will only accept commands from the people in this room, or from the two engineers you just saw leaving. They plan on using it to update their power generation systems to use ionics instead of their standard electric. Their generator efficiency will be nothing like what we have with the Orwallian amplifiers, but it will be far superior to what they currently have."

    Garrett shook his head. "Here we go. How long before the AI’s are hunting us down?"

    Go jumped to their defense. "Hey, I think we can restrict them enough so they won't be a danger."

    I held up my hand to avert the growing argument over different fundamental beliefs when it came to AI’s. "We know both of your positions on this. Go, just make sure one of the parameters of control on that new AI is set so that it can't replicate itself, or pass off any piece of its software that would allow such replication. And, Jack, I know you are excited about adding nukes to our arsenal of weapons, but please confer with the rest of us before making any major decisions like that again."

    Jack placed his hands on the table and leaned in. "You do realize that with these weapons we can take out not just one, but four of those battlecruisers? I'm gonna have your engineers work on an upgraded drive for those missiles as well. At the moment, they are very sub-light in their speed. Imagine jacking that speed up to match our own. That would make it a formidable weapon in space as well as in atmosphere. Imagine the shock as this little ship takes out one of those battlecruisers!"

    Garrett sat back. "Imagine their shock if we dropped a couple of those onto the Grumar home planet."

    I turned to look at Garrett. "I think that is exactly what our next move should be. Jack, how many of those fermium warheads do you think they will give us?"

    Jack scratched his chin. "They don't have a lot of that material, and it takes a lot of processing to make it weapons grade."

    Go leaned forward. "If we could convince them to postpone their power generation project, we could have the autobot work on speeding any materials processing that is needed. Rebuilding or constructing machinery is something they are good at. And if I'm not mistaken, both the Dexels and the Furks have stockpiles of the raw ores used. Leftovers from their prior armaments race."

    Jack looked at me with, looking pensive. "I can go and bring them back. They're waiting just outside for a shuttle pickup."

    "Do so."

    Two minutes later, the Furk engineers entered the room. "Ladies, please have a seat. What I would like to know is how many of these fission weapons you could make and how quickly you could make them."

    The taller of the two engineers replied, "We have enough material standing at the ready to build several hundred. Our Dexel brothers probably have the same. After the attack of the Grotus, we are both moving forward with plans to convert that material into warheads. I expect to have four warheads ready this month, in addition to the four we have promised."

    I nodded. "Given the power of these weapons, how many would it take to wipe out the population on this planet?"

    The engineers returned an angry look. "What?"

    I held up my hands. "I apologize for the phrasing of that question. How many for a planet of this size? If the Grotus planet is typical of this one, which I suspect it is, how many warheads would be needed to knock such a planet back by, let's say ... 90 percent?"

    The second engineer replied, "The Dexel, and us, have run the numbers for this many times. For coverage of the two continents, sixteen. For coverage of the oceans as well, thirty-two. And our estimates place the initial death toll for such an occurrence at 99 percent. To reach an initial 90 percent figure, I would scale the number of warheads needed back by about a quarter—though even that is probably overkill."

    The first engineer concurred. "Those figures sound correct. If your goal was to incapacitate 90 percent immediately, it would probably only require half. You would still achieve the 99 percent within three months."

    Jack nodded. "Sounds like we need at least sixteen missiles."

    I asked, "If the autobot were prioritized to assist in the construction of the warheads, how long would it take to deliver twenty such devices to us?"

    The two engineers talked quietly to each other for most of a minute. "With our current resources, and the full backing of our government, we feel comfortable with a sixty day figure. Most of the resources are in place already, they only require assembly. If the autobot were to be included in that assembly, well, we have no way of estimating its efficiency other than to say the time required may be less."

    I looked at Go and Garrett. "Do you think the two of you could go with them to facilitate things? We would like twenty of those missiles delivered in as short a time as possible. And, Garrett, when you return, see what you can do to their designs to make them as stealthy as possible. Something that size, traveling at the speed of our ships, would leave them only twenty minutes or so to react. If we can cut that time by half or three-quarters, we might just be able to catch them off-guard."

    As the engineers left, Jack sat at the table. "You would wipe out a whole planet? There are some who would consider that to be barbaric."

    I sat as well. "These are the Grotus we are talking about. If we have to go into combat against them, millions of my people will die. I believe a surprise attack on their planet to be our best option."

    Jack gestured toward the door. "Is this something the Council should be deciding?"

    I took a deep breath. "It is. And they would probably decide against it, choosing instead to fight. Even with the thousand Alliance destroyers we have sitting out there, I don't believe we would fare well against those Grotus battlecruisers."

    Jack frowned. "So we burn their planet but their fleet remains intact? I don't see us coming out on top in that scenario either. And as far as their will to fight goes, with that action, I don't think you could make it any stronger. What we really need is a couple of these missiles on each of those destroyers. Let's take out the planet and the fleet."

    I shook my head. I don't think we have the time needed to do that. With that beacon the teardrop had running, they now have a general idea of where we were going. Space is big, but you send several hundred scout ships out in our general direction and we would be lucky to escape detection for more than a month or two. If we can arm the Garmon, and if they do discover this planet, we could at least buy some time with the threat of elimination of their planet. That in itself makes this venture worthwhile."

    Jack nodded. "OK, I can buy that, but don't you think the Council will want in on this?"

    I stood. "I think the Council would be slow to a decision on this. I would rather put forth the initial effort to get this going than wait even a week for them. If they discover our plan, well, we deal with them at that time."

    Jack smiled. "I guess you know better than I that you don't want a bunch of unhappy Grunta women angry at you. I can't see that going well for either of us."

    I paced the room as my nervous energy began to get the best of me. "You don't have to worry about the Council. You are Human, they would brush your behavior aside. I, on the other hand, I would have to answer to my wife. Even if she sided with me against the Council, she would be furious for not being informed."

    Jack laughed. "So tell her!"

    I stopped as I looked down at the floor. "No, I cannot do that. She would then be obligated to disclose it to the Council. She took a commissioned rank as a military colonel when all this began. I can't put her in that position of having to choose."

    The nav officer interrupted our conversation. "Sorry, sir, but I have an interesting fact that I think you'd want to know. On the star maps you took from the Saltons, there is a planet named Jorus. It's about three weeks from here, and the Grumar world is another two months from there."

    Jack looked at me with raised eyebrows. "Jorus? Horus? It might be worth a look. In the time we fly out and back, the engineers might have our missiles ready. And we could work on the launcher integration while in flight. We would even have Go and that autobot for any exterior work."

    I nodded. Let's give them a couple days with the Odenta engineers. If everything looks to be on track, we could give it a go."

    Jack looked back at the door. "Thank you, Mr. Conrad."

    I pulled up the star map on my holo-display and searched for Jorus. A yellow star system with six planets came into view. The second and third planets occupied what would be considered the habitable zone. Jorus was the closest of the two habitable worlds to the local star.

    Jack looked over the display. "You know, one of those two might actually be your home world. Jorus and Horus, sounds pretty close to me. Could be a pronunciation difference by Balt Mergus that we didn't pick up on. You said your history had you and the Grotus starting on the same planet. Maybe that world is Jorus."

    I shook my head. "It is an interesting enough similarity that I believe we should investigate. If the Jorus system was the planet of our origin, it would be the first time in our lives that we knew more of our beginnings than when we were first taken by the Duke."

    A day and a half passed as the Odenta engineers made great progress with the use of the replicant AI and its autobot. Go and Garrett returned to the Garmon as preparations were being finalized for a trip to Jorus.

    Getta stood in the doorway of the transport. "So you are set on doing this?"

    I replied, "Yes, I believe it to be in our best interest to know. The Grotus lied about much of what he told me, but it looks like there were sprinklings of truth in his words. If Jorus was our home, there will be evidence of such. It will take six weeks to get there and back. Hopefully, things here will remain peaceful."

    Getta smiled. "If the Grotus show, we will make do."

    After a long embrace, I left my wife, heading for the Garmon. We lifted off on a calm Odenta spring day. The materials required to construct our missile launch tubes had been loaded into the cargo hold. Garrett worked with Go as the autobot worked its magic.

    Garrett winced. "I still think it's crazy what that machine can do with just a suggestion from you or me. It's scary."

    Go laughed. "We haven't had a single issue where the AI has done something irregular, suspicious, or malicious. Its programming is sound. Why else would the Grotus be using it?"

    Garrett continued with a scowl. "I'll admit that it's a remarkable piece of machinery. And the programming seems to be far ahead of anything we have. I just don't trust it."

    Go pulled up a manifest of the tube parts. "Well, being advanced over what we could do doesn't take much when you consider the AMP's AI ban."

    Garrett nodded. "True, but this seems far beyond what I believe we are capable of. When you talk to it, it does a better job of understanding what you're saying than most people do. That's the part I don't like. If you took away the visual and just talked to it over an audio comm, you wouldn't know it was a machine on the other end."

    "We'll have to get the autobot to custom-make this latch," Go said. "It doesn't show in the inventory. And as to the AI, who knows, maybe one day they will be what saves us. I mean, think about it, we could automate ships and then automate fighting bots to go out and fight our wars without having to risk life."

    Garrett shook his head. "Now that's the scariest thing you've said yet. If they are programmed to go out and fight, what makes you think they won't one day come back and fight us. To me, you would be building and arming your enemy."

    I stepped into the conversation as I assisted with the attachment of a power conduit to a tube. "I don't think you two need to discuss that any further. You are clearly on opposite ends of that argument, with no give toward the middle."

    Garrett replied, "Here's what I don't get … the Grotus have this technology, and yet those battlecruisers, as powerful as they are, that’s the best they can come up with? It would seem to me that to take advantage of this tech you would build millions of these autobots. And have them do all of your manufacturing. The Grotus only have just over a hundred of those battlecruisers. Why?"

    Go looked over at the single bot working on the tube assembly. "You have a great point."

    Go raised his comm. "Anterra, how many of the autobots could you efficiently manage?"

    The alien AI answered. "I have the processing bandwidth necessary to simultaneously control three thousand  forty-eight autobots. Why do you ask?"

    Garrett pointed. "That. Right there. I don't like the fact that it can ask questions."

    Go spoke into his comm. "Anterra, how long would it take the autobot to construct ten new autobots?"

    Anterra responded. "Would it not be better for each autobot to assist with building new ones instead of a single autobot conducting that task?"

    Go looked back at Garrett and smiled. "Well, yeah. If the construction process is optimized, what is the least amount of time it would take to construct ten new autobots?"

    The Anterra replied, "It would appear that we have sufficient resources on this ship to conduct this task. Time for construction is estimated at between eight hours, seven minutes, and nine hours, four minutes, depending on the abilities desired."

    Go raised an eyebrow. "What abilities?"

    The Anterra delivered an image to Go's display. "This is a list of sixteen possible enhancements to the autobot that would improve its efficiency. Would you prefer these enhancements?"

    Garrett looked over the display floating above Go's arm pad. "Uh, I don't think I like number four on that list. It says, 'Enhanced decision making'."

    Go shrugged. "So?"

    Garrett huffed, "So? We're making the autobots smart now too? You don't see a problem with that?"

    Go laughed. "You are just too paranoid. Anterra, please construct the additional enhanced autobots."

    The Anterra replied, "Thank you for your kind command, Go. I believe you will be pleased with the resultant workers."

    Garrett looked back at me. "They are taking over already."

    I turned to Go. "I would like to proceed with caution on this as well. Please don't enable any more features or add any bots without first discussing it with Garrett, Jack, and me. We don't know if we can trust that this AI will always act in our best interests."

    Go sighed. "OK, I guess that's reasonable. Anterra, you will take no orders from anyone but Garrett, Jack Carson, Knog, or me. Is that clear?"

    Anterra replied. "Clear. I am here to serve. I will await requests for assistance from one of the four you mentioned."

    Go held up his hands. "Anyone else hungry? We have nine hours to kill."

    Jack met us in the cafeteria. "I was listening in on your discussions about that AI. I think we do need to proceed with caution. Your Talisan engineers have made a few updates to the Garmon's systems of late. Don't get me wrong, they have all been beneficial as far as I can tell, but the Talisan allowed that AI to sniff around our nav, comm, and weapons computers.

    "Some of the enhancements were made there. Our ion drive efficiency was increased by 3 percent. What I don't yet know is how. I've since had the AI blocked out of our systems, and I have my team digging into any changes it made. Again, we haven't found anything bad, but I don't like that it was in there."

    Go replied, "I believe we just addressed your concerns with our latest orders. I won't tell it to do anything the four of us haven't already discussed and it won't take orders from anyone but us."

    Jack nodded before falling on Garrett's side with his concerns. I began to wonder if we had already gone too far by leaving the Odenta with a fully functional clone of the Anterra's computer and AI. It would be another six weeks before we would find out.
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    The Garmon slowed as we entered the Jorus system.

    We dropped into the atmosphere with Jack pulling up the sensor display. "I'm seeing structural remains, but no sign of intelligent life. System looks clean of signals. I'd say it's definitely uninhabited. The planet is one point one times standard size with a molten iron core. Gravity is 106 percent standard. Water covers 62 percent of the surface and the oxygen level sits at 19 percent.

    "Toxin scan shows only a slightly high radioactive reading, with traces of depleted heavy material spread across the two continents. I would say this planet saw some serious nuclear activity. Radioactive decay of the fission resultants places that event at ... three thousand one hundred years ago."

    Jack looked over at me. "This has to be your place. That's just a bit too coincidental to not be it."

    Jack turned back to the view-screen. "I do like the amount of greenery though. I love dropping in on lush planets. You can keep the largely dry ones like Doomlight. Too much dust and dirt for me."

    I pointed, "That appears to be the remains of a large city. Take us there."

    The Garmon was soon settling on the ground. Go was the first out, drifting through the Garmon's hull. Garrett followed, going down the ramp.

    Jack grabbed my arm as I headed for the exit. "You won't need a helmet. Everything checks out as safe."

    I thanked him as I put my helmet on and snapped it into place. As I walked down the ramp, Go and Garrett stopped and stood looking at an aluminum signpost that barely held the rusted remains of its one-time message.

    Garrett was the first to speak as he kicked the sign post, snapping it off halfway up. "That aluminum is brittle, been out here a long time. I saw walls still standing a few hundred meters to the west of here. We can cut our way through this brush."

    I nodded. "Why don't the two of you take the Jess out and survey the rest of this planet. I'll look around here to see what I can find."

    Garrett replied, "OK, just stay in contact. We'll add Jack into a four-way comm."

    Garrett and Go returned to the Garmon. The Jess exited the docking bay and soon disappeared over the horizon. I made my way to the series of walls we had seen from the air.

    Jack's image came up on my comm. "Anything I can help with? You have ninety Talisan Marines on this ship just waiting to assist their emperor in any way they can."

    I replied as I approached the first block wall. "Just hang tight and watch the skies for anything suspicious."

    The two meter thick wall in front of me rose eight meters up, flowing off into the distance in both directions. Stains showed where there had once been signs, long ago rusted or rotted away. Just down from my position was a set of stairs that led to the top.

    As I climbed the stairs above the overgrown vegetation, I began to see the outlines of streets and the remains of buildings. My eye was caught by the remains of a much taller building, about two stories high, with piles of rubble on top. After dropping myself over and down the wall onto the other side, I made my way the half kilometer to the two-story.

    Brush grew out of where windows had once been. I found it curious that the remains of the structure appeared to be of a design similar to many modern Grunta buildings. Heavy solid blocks, supported by concrete columns, made up the lowest floors. Their first floor walls were still standing.

    As I stood before the two story, I hesitated to go in. Was this a building constructed by my ancestors? Was it Grotus? As I stepped into the open doorway, the blackened walls revealed that fire had swept through the structure. I had no way of knowing if it was from some long-ago war, or from a raging wildfire after a period of drought.

    I stepped over debris just inside the door into what was once a building lobby. Evidence of restrooms rose from the floor to the left where interior walls had rotted away. A stone countertop lay shattered on the floor where leaking rainwater and flame had destroyed its supporting structure.

    Jack came over the comm. "Not sure you'll find much in there. Fire can wipe a place out."

    I walked around the lower area for several minutes before traversing the unsafe set of concrete stairs that led to the next floor. Half of the second floor held debris that ran up to and beyond where the ceiling had once been. As I walked down what was once a hallway, peering into the rotted-away rooms on either side, I began to wonder if other than some failing structures, would there be any signs of civilization?

    I came to a stop in front of a metal door with solid block walls on either side. The door faced toward the back of the building.

    Jack speculated. "Looks like a maintenance closet. Open it up. If it didn't burn up through the floor below, there may actually be something of use to us in there."

    I braced my shoulder against the door and pushed. Nothing happened. I stepped back a half meter, lurching forward and ramming my shoulder into the door. Again, nothing gave. I stepped back again. With a swift kick from my boot, I was still denied entry.

    I stepped further back, pulled my blaster and let loose a minimum power ion bolt. The steel door rattled but still refused to budge. I raised the setting on my blaster, following that with a series of bolts. The door glowed red hot, but did not yield.

    Jack laughed. "Just do the same to the wall beside it, that won't be so tough."

    Three blasts later a large hole appeared in the wall where once solid block had prevented my entry. Bright light shone through the dust as it began to settle.

    I glanced through. "Back wall is gone. Nothing to see."

    Jack shook his head. "Should I bring the Garmon overhead for some deep scans? That would have told us of the missing back wall."

    I replied, "Not necessary. I don't think there's anything to be found in here. Too much decay."

    Garrett came over the comm. "Hey, I think we might have something here. It's a structure built into the rock of an outcropping on a steep hill. The outside is a wreck, but we can see hollows in behind it going back into the hillside. Should we investigate? I can send in Go in his suit without having to set down."

    I nodded. "Send him in. And let me know the second you find anything."

    Jack forwarded the results of a deep scan to my holo-display. "I see two hollow structures about a hundred meters to the southwest of your location. It's possible they are buried under rubble, but that might be something worth exploring."

    As I left the two-story and walked toward the hollow structures, Go came over the comm. "I'm inside. This place goes way back into this hill and is mostly surrounded by solid rock. It definitely looks military. Whoa. I have half a dozen skeletons lying on a floor in front of me. Leather boots on all but one. Clothing has fallen off as dust. I guess they aren't really skeletons, just decayed to the point of looking like it."

    Go reached over and gently picked something up. "One has a metal necklace on. It has a gold symbol that looks like an 'S' with three lines going through it. Didn't I see your wife wearing one something like that?"

    I replied, "Yes, it's our symbol for life, love and happiness. The 'S' symbolizes a river that was supposedly once sacred to us. The three lines represent our lives as we cross the river of life. It's more of a spiritual item than a religious one now, although it's a symbol many of our people still cherish."

    Go laid the necklace down and picked up a knife, pulling it from its decayed leather sheath. "Whoa, this is a bad-ass knife! Still has its blade! It has an inscription on it in a foreign language."

    Go held the knife inscription up to the camera on his holo-display. "Let's see if the Grotus algorithms can translate it."

    "It says Guide our souls, for the journey may be difficult. Sounds like a serious dedication. It was identified as the Grotus language. I think we have your confirmation on this being the Grotus home world."

    I nodded, "Bring the necklace and the knife with you."

    Go gathered items as he continued farther into the hillside.

    After opening a door, he again spoke out. "You guys seeing this? That's an armory. I don't recognize anything, but they are definitely weapons. Large blades, and these look like racks of some kind of kinetic weapons that use cartridge rounds. The front half of the cartridges look like acrylic glass, while the back half looks like a hard wax. The projectors hanging on the rack have two chambers that are magazine fed. And a trigger that is connected to what appears to be an ignition mechanism. Anyone want to see if they will still fire?"

    Garrett replied, "Anything in the room have writing on it?"

    Go nodded. "There's writing all over. Let me do a full camera sweep with the translator algo running. You can all look at the results."

    We were soon awash in text. The room was indeed an armory. Yellowed but intact posters lining the walls spoke of weapons safety. Go unsealed a metal cartridge case, pulled out two pre-filled magazines and pulled one of the weapons from the rack.

    Garrett said, "Go, what are you doing?"

    Go walked back out to the edge of the open building. "I'm firing this gun, that's what. Wouldn't it be cool if it still works after three thousand years?"

    Garrett shook his head. "I wouldn't do that, it might just blow up in your face."

    Go smiled. "Already thought of that. I'll be partially activated when I pull the trigger. It can blow up if it wants to."

    Go took one of the two magazines in his right hand with the weapon in the other. "Insert magazine one, insert magazine two. Pull back lever to spring load the first rounds. Flip on igniter switch, aim, and ... pull trigger!"

    The kinetic weapon jerked lightly as each round was fed into the igniter chamber. A low thud could be heard as the hard wax substance making up the back half of each round failed to fully ignite. A separate mechanism ejected each failed wax explosive out the side of the twin barrels as the acrylic projectiles fizzled,  falling to the floor in front of him.

    Garrett laughed. "Impressive!"

    Go frowned. "That was a letdown."

    I arrived at the first hollow structure Jack had scanned. "Let's get back to exploring. We are looking for full evidence of my people being here, as well as the Grotus."

    I stood back, firing repeated rounds at a steel door hidden under an alcove. The frame around the door gave way, falling inward.

    Jack said, "I see a hall and seven rooms behind that door."

    I replied, "It's a bunker. I would guess that it's military as well."

    Go came over the comm. "OK, I have a room with maps in it. We are at a military base named Komanre, on the eastern shore of the Taretha continent. There are eight large bases on the map. Each has a big red X marked through it. The room has radio gear. Looks like a command center.

    "Your coordinates place you on a continent called Derbegee. The continent has a long river that crosses from the mountains in the east to the ocean on the west, as it goes through rocky terrain it has the same shape as this necklace. There are three other smaller maps, the other continents on this planet. They are all covered in red X’s, except for one, a continent called Apaka. The map here has hundreds of defensive missile silos dotting the landscape there. It must have been an important place."

    I entered the first of the seven rooms. "I have four bodies. Mummified. No signs of trauma. Two are lying on the ground while the other two are seated in chairs. I see two empty boxes marked as food containers on the floor over to the right. There is equipment that highly resembles computer gear sitting on two desks. It's without power. The storage rack to the left has hundreds of small black cartridges on it that are all numbered."

    I pulled a cartridge from the mummified hand of one of the dead. "Scan says that these are packed with data held in a crystalline structure. Hold on, I'm trying to read the data through the scanner. It's low density by our standards. The question is ... hold on. It's a video recording. Jack, I'm sending you the scan. See if the Talisans can convert it to something we can watch."

    Jack replied, "Roger that. Got it. I'll see what we can do."

    I continued, "I'm moving on to the next room."

    Garrett joined the conversation. "I've been looking over the scans of this area. It definitely took a number of hits from the nukes that got launched here. The scan data shows hundreds of large craters, each of a size to have come from an explosion based on two hundred kilograms of material.

    "Those same craters are covering all continents but Apaka. No hits there. The problem is that with the number of nukes that went off, you would have global extinction within a year, two tops. And the scan data shows two distinct grades of material were used. This continent and three others show one type, while the continent Knog is on shows the other. Looks like they annihilated each other."

     Go came on the comm. "I've seen all there is to see here. Where to?"

    Garrett replied, "Since Apaka is the only continent that wasn't pummeled, I say we head there."

    I said, "Pick out a reasonable target and I'll meet you there. The rest of this bunker appears to be unused. Looks like it was for supplies, and those supplies are unopened. Jack, can you give me a pick-up?"

    Jack replied, "On my way. Oh, and your boys just called up. They have the recording decoded if you want to watch."

    I nodded. "Stream it to each of us."

    Olivi, this is Fergin. We've done everything we can here. Dasik is dead, Looxen is dead, Carlmot has gone unconscious and I am unable to eat. The blisters on my skin continue to grow and ooze. I thought we would make it here for much more than two months. I hoped at least until transportation could bring us to you. I know nothing is flying now, and no radio is working, but one day they will be, and we will have come home.

    I know it will be hard, but you must stay in the complex until the radiation levels subside. As you can see, even with the shielding in this bunker, we were unable to survive. I hope you fared better. It seems … when everything becomes deadly … there is nowhere to run. This will likely be my last broadcast. Olivi, if you get this, I love you more than life. Take care my love, and be strong for little Grod.

    Garrett was the first to speak. "Wow, that was powerful, and painful to watch. I hope you noticed that the four of them were gray."

    I replied, "I did. These were my people. It appears they gave their lives here in this bunker while others were on Apaka."

    Jack said as the Garmon landed, "Before you come out of there you should scan those other cartridges. We might just get a decent picture about what went down here."

    I nodded slowly as I took one last look around the bunker. "I have them. Transferring them now."

    Garrett had landed in a mountainous region of Apaka. Scans had shown deep tunnels dug into several mountainsides, with many hollowed-out spaces. A quick estimate showed that tens of millions of Gruntas could have taken refuge there during the nuclear war. After landing, I joined Garrett and Go as we approached the first of four massive bunkers.

    Garrett looked over the immense metal door that closed off the mountain fortress from the outside world. "So how do we get in there?"

    Go replied, "Uh, hello, I can drift through and open the door for you."

    Garrett scowled. "Well you don't have to be snarky about it."

    Go countered. "I wasn't being snarky, I just—"

    I pointed at the door as I looked at Go. "Please, just open the door."

    Go stopped, nodded and blinked out. Several minutes later, the massive door leading into the bunker began to open as Go pushed hard from the inside.

    Garrett laughed. "No power in there, is there?"

    Go took a deep breath as he came to a stop. "No. And I couldn't find a manual mechanism for the lock either."

    Garrett asked, "How'd you get it open?"

    Go smiled. "I used the suit to make the locking cylinders vanish. After that it was just give it a push."

    Garrett shook his head as he walked through the partially opened door. "Well, why did you bother to push it open? Why didn't you just blink in and out and dissolve us a doorway?"

    Go was quiet for a moment as he thought. "Guess that didn't occur to me."

    I looked over my shoulder as we walked. "Should I expect this from the two of you for the rest of this journey?"

    Garrett laughed. "OK, I'll stop if he does. Sometimes a little banter helps to break up the task at hand."

    We traversed several long halls with multiple metal doors separating the interior into large sections. In the cafeteria, decayed food sat as dust piles on the tables, as if whoever had been eating had gotten up and left. There were no mummified remains, no bodies, no skeletons. Every room we entered looked as if the occupants had just dropped what they were doing and left. Only in a morgue room did we find the remains of any of the Grunta citizens.

    Go looked puzzled as he came out of a doorway. "What could have happened to them? Where did they go? That outer door was definitely locked from the inside."

    Jack listened to our comm and watched our video feeds. "Maybe what you are seeing is the exact aftermath of an encounter with the Duke. This might be the last place all of your people were before the Duke swept them away to the Triangulum."

    As we walked into a generator room, I said, "Go, do you think you could get these running?"

    Go replied, "Maybe. Looks like they ran on a hydrocarbon fuel. Let me drift for a bit. I'll try to follow the fuel lines to their source. Maybe they kept some in reserve—though after three thousand years, it may not be any good."

    I continued to explore the many rooms with Garrett as Go did his thing. Fifteen minutes later, the lights in the hallway flickered on.

    Go blinked in beside us. "I found their reserve tanks. Probably only a week of supply, but that's more than we need. As I was leaving the generator room I noticed some of the computer systems coming online. If we go back to that command center we saw earlier, it might just be up and running."

    We backtracked to a large room that had been centrally located in the bunker. Small screens were lighting up on several dozen consoles that lined one wall. The rest of the room had failed to power up.

    Garrett sat at a terminal. "Give me a half hour and I'll have this thing figured out."

    Go pulled on my shoulder. "Come on. Let's give the rest of this place a once-over."

    The massive underground bunker was divided into thirty-two sections. Each section, carved into solid rock, spanned for what was probably two square kilometers. A long hall with several dozen smaller rooms opened into an expansive cavern that was lined with row after row of bunks. Wherever you turned, it appeared that the occupants had just dropped what they were doing and left.

    After inspecting six of the chambered sections, we returned to check on Garrett's progress.

    Garrett said, "I scanned the entry logs and came up with these three short videos out of several hundred from before they all left here. Given all of our history, it's kind of surreal. I'll run them on this monitor. You will want to sit."

    As the first video began to play, a Grunta female took a seat in front of a camera.

    It has been seventy-two days since we destroyed our world. Our spirits remain good, but signs of depression are beginning to show. We must, however, hold on. Our determination as a people will be needed now more than ever. Our food stocks and other daily requirements are sufficient to last us for another three years. Our scientists are predicting the contamination from the fallout could last for thirty years or more before radiation levels drop to a moderately safe level. We will have to make do during that time with what we are able to decontaminate. We are working vigilantly on those processes as always.

    Contact continues with the other groups, and all but one are faring well. It seems proper shielding and filtering weren't applied to the water supply for complex twenty-two. They are doing what they can, but at some point, unless they can filter large quantities of water, they will be forced to consume water that has been contaminated. The elders have put a lottery system in place that heavily overweighs the elders’ chances of having to consume it. If at all possible, we will attempt to find a way to share.

    Garrett switched to the next video. "I just grabbed a sampling to watch, but these three say it all. That one was three weeks before the final. This one is a week before."

    We have much news today. Word has come in that the Grotus colony on Malybay has survived. Their numbers are small, but the colony there is self-sufficient. Perhaps one day we can again be brothers and sisters with them in peace.

    And now for the more important news. The explorers on the temple world of Gorgal sent word of meeting up with other species. As we have long suspected, and as the temple proved, we and the Grotus are far from being alone in this universe.

    The news, however, does not stop there. The two other species who arrived at the temple have managed to get inside. It seems that we are being offered sanctuary, should we choose to accept it, on another world. The Council is meeting to discuss this. The details are few at this time. We hope to have more that we can share as news arrives. Let us pray that the news is good!

    Garrett flipped another switch. "And now for the day of the last broadcast. This is the one that says it all."

    Good morning all! As you know, the Council voted on whether we remain here on Jorus, or if we accept the offer of sanctuary from the temple. I am certain that all of you have awaited this announcement as eagerly as I have. The Council has decided to accept the offer! We were told that transport to the new world will begin at mid-day.

    We do not yet have the details of how this will happen, but I have been told that it will not be necessary to pack food or clothing. And personal belongings will have to be kept to what we can carry on our persons. This will be a new beginning for our people on a peaceful world, with an abundance of resources sitting at the ready for us to make use of. We remain more than four million Gruntas strong! Go, be with your families to celebrate and prepare. A new life awaits us!

    Garrett spun around in his chair as the video ended. "That was the last broadcast. The data logs for other events end abruptly about an hour later. That is the point where your people were swept away by the Duke to eventually fight in the War of Wars."

    Garrett continued as I sat in deep thought. "I've copied the other recordings. We need another fifteen minutes or so for the other data. I think it best that we take that back to your Council for them to look over. If they want, they can send more teams out here to investigate."

    The ride back to Odenta was full of study of my people's brief history. We were indeed farmers, but farmers with a will to survive. We, along with the Grotus, had destroyed our own world. Somehow, the android Duke, with his evil War of Wars, had spared us from almost certain death.

  


  
    [image: Knog]   Chapter 18

    
    
    

    


    

    The trip back to Odenta was spent watching videos and reading historical texts from the data files. An extensive history of the Gruntas and Grotus, that went back several thousand years before the apocalypse, told of two species who had warred repeatedly in the early years, only to then become peaceful when their civilizations became industrialized.

    Only after a space race ensued did tensions become strained. Minor colonization disputes elevated to all-out war and the complete destruction of Jorus in under a year's time. The Grotus had said that Grunta spies had infiltrated their ranks using artificially dyed skin. Those spies had then set off two small nuclear weapons on Grotus soil.

    Grunta investigations found no incident of skin color being successfully altered, and no incident of government involvement in such a scheme. I was left to wonder if it had been a ploy of the android Duke to pit one of us against the other, all as part of his evil game. I had no doubt in my mind that it would be a mystery that would never be solved.

    I also wondered how my own people would take the news of our home world being found. Our whole lives had been spent in the Triangulum, calling Balimus II home. Would we strive to return to the Alpha sector, or would efforts be made to resettle on Jorus? Our bigger problem: either outcome had a big war standing in our way. A war with the Grotus or a war with the Saltons. Neither would be a certain victory.

    As we flew into the Odenta system, Go drifted onto the bridge and blinked in. "The missile launcher construction is complete. We managed to squeeze in two additional aft tubes. That gives us six total, with racks for four missiles each. We could kill an entire planet."

    I replied, "Let's hope it doesn't come to that. After witnessing the result of that on Jorus, I can't say an attack using fission weapons is desirable."

    As we entered orbit, Garrett pulled up a sensor diagram. "I don't like this. The destroyers and transports are all gone. I'm not seeing any signs of conflict, and the Odentas appear to still be down there."

    We landed and were greeted by several Odenta diplomats. "We are sorry, Mr. Beutcher. They left no other word than that they decided to go to Doomlight. They took the first six nuclear missiles with them after giving one of their ships the ability to launch. We offered what support we could to get them underway. Our people are grateful for the assistance they offered while they were here."

    Jack shook his head. "If they are going off to Doomlight to fight, they will be in for a rude awakening. Those destroyer pilots and crews are largely Human. While they may not be fond of the Saltons, they have no loyalty to the Grunta. I think your Council made a big mistake if they are relying on those destroyers."

    One of the diplomats said, "Your engineers came to us the day after you left with a design for an ion inhibitor field. They relayed that the only thing missing from the design was a non-ion power source. Our engineers offered up a small nuclear reactor design in exchange for several of your ion generators to study. After that, the autobots were re-purposed to build the reactors, and your engineers and ours designed a delivery vehicle for the inhibitor."

    Jack replied, "Any idea what their plans are for the inhibitor?"

    The diplomat nodded. "The Grunta forces are on transports. As ground forces, they plan to deploy the inhibitors on the surface of the planet, and then invade with ground troops. The destroyers will be used for any space battles."

    Garrett shook his head. "I don't like the sound of any of this. What happens if Salton's people show up? They aren't prepared for that and your Council knows it."

    I sighed. "They are aware of the risks. One thing you should know about the Grunta people, if you had not already figured it out: while we have a great deal of patience, we don't like to sit idle if we feel there are tasks that can be done to move us closer to our goals. Perhaps if we had arrived a day earlier with the news of Jorus, they would have reconsidered their options."

    I turned to the diplomats. "Are the nuclear missiles we were previously constructing with the autobots ready?"

    The diplomat opened a comm channel, checked, and replied, "Fourteen of the missiles are ready to be loaded. If you can wait until tomorrow, we will have three more, and one per day for each day thereafter."

    Garrett placed his hand on my shoulder. "I think it's worth the delay for those three. We might have to use them if they mass a space fleet against us."

    Jack stepped up. "I say we go now. We do have a slight speed advantage over those destroyers. I don't know if we can catch your people before they arrive at Doomlight, but our chance of doing so will be much better."

    Go offered his opinion. "I agree with Jack. Let's load up the missiles they have ready and head out. All this information we have might be enough to make the Council reconsider their decision."

    I stood silently in deep thought for several seconds. If they were successful in taking Doomlight and defeating any fleet the Grumar and Grotus had nearby, what would they do for a follow-up plan? What possible strategic value could Doomlight have? A thought quickly came to me.

    "They are planning to rejoin the Salton forces," I said. "They would not move without having a plan in place for what to do after Doomlight. I believe they intend to team up with the Saltons against the Grumar and Grotus. After the Doomlight attack, a follow-up assault will be conducted against the Grumar home world. They intend to wipe out the Grotus.

    "I would agree with Garrett in this instance. We have to be as prepared as we can be for whichever path is taken. If we arrive at Doomlight to find they have things in hand, I believe it to be in our best interest to attack the Grumar world with the missiles we will have available on the Garmon. We could end that portion of the war before it gets underway. The troops on Doomlight will not be an issue. However, the Grotus on the Grumar world will be."

    Garrett looked at me askance. "So you're suggesting we go for the kill on the Grumar world before the others get there? If we are successful, which I'm not saying we would be … but if we were, will they be upset that we attacked before they got there?"

    I replied, "That is a possibility that I am willing to accept. I do not desire to see my people fight the Grotus."

    Jack scratched his head in uneasiness. "I don't know that I'm up for just destroying a world if there aren't any negotiations first. We are basing these hostilities on a three thousand year old feud that may have intentionally been started by someone else. I would want some further indication that they would not accept peace. Don't get me wrong, I have no love for the Grumar, or the Grotus, after what they have been doing, but we are talking genocide here, not surrender."

    I nodded. "Your points are well taken. Unfortunately, with war, morals are often set aside. It is good we have some who question our actions from time to time, but if those questions have no good answers, actions that are less than ideal must sometimes be taken. If we do go to the Grumar world, I will attempt to offer them the choice of surrender before unleashing the horror that will come from the missiles. I don't believe those efforts will bear fruit, but I will try nonetheless."

    The following day we let out for Doomlight with seventeen Odenta nuclear missiles at the ready. After three weeks of travel, we approached the Doomlight system. Images of our fleet came up on the sensor display. They had not moved in to attack.

    Arrangements to meet with the Council were made, and I soon found myself once again standing before them.

    The Council lead stood. "Mr. Beutcher, the data we have seen thus far is compelling. Our world, our original home, is out there and unoccupied. If we felt we could defend it well into the future, we would leave immediately to begin resettlement. But the Grotus are still out there and are still a major threat. For that reason, we will remain here to make our peace with the Salton fleet. We believe it should be arriving at any time."

    I nodded, "Any decision regarding the Grunta people is of course the decision of this Council alone. I just thought it best to get this information before you. I believe the planet Jorus can be resettled with only minor toxic cleanup required. As an extra note, the air was fresh and had a sweet smell to it. When we do return, I believe our people will again prosper."

    The Council lead replied, "Mr. Beutcher, your continued contributions to the wellbeing our people are highly appreciated. We ask you hold this information close, so that the Council may release it to the populace at the appropriate time, and in the appropriate manner."

    I bowed as I backed toward the door. "It is my honor to serve this Council."

    It was clear that their minds had been made up about the assault on Doomlight. On my walk back toward the shuttle bay I decided to have a look at the newly constructed ion inhibitors. The circuits that enabled the inhibitor field sat in a steel container four meters cubed. The container also housed the mini-nuclear reactor that would power the inhibitor field.

    The box sat atop a twenty meter spike that would stab into the ground when dropped from orbit. The structure would then telescope upward to lift the field generator above the surface for maximum inhibitor effect. If the inhibitor tower worked as designed, a field covering an area a hundred kilometers in each direction would govern the use of ion power for both blasters and ships alike, creating a dome of protection for our ground troops.

    I hopped a shuttle to the transport that housed my wife and children. After a short walk, I found myself standing in a front room filled with row after row of bunks. I followed a blinking indicator on my holo-display to my family's station.

    Getta stood. "Knog, how was the trip to Jorus? Was anything found?"

    I badly wanted to reveal our findings to my wife. "All information from our excursion has been turned over to the Council. They have asked that I refrain from talking about it. Any news is now theirs to disperse."

    Getta nodded. "Well, I'm glad you made it back safely. Are you up on our coming fight?"

    I replied, "I believe so. The destroyers will engage any ships as the transports head toward the surface. The inhibitor spikes will be deployed as we enter the atmosphere and enabled once the transports are on the ground. Do you know what area of the planet you will be deploying to?"

    Getta smiled. "I do, but the Council has asked that we not talk about what that might be. The Council feels the Human crews may have spies and they do not want the Saltons to know of our full strategies. You do understand that I am not allowed to tell even you of this?"

    I leaned my forehead in to touch hers. "It is not our place to question the wisdom of the Council."

    Getta slammed me hard on the shoulders with her two fists. "I will let you know as soon as a release notice has been given."

    Getta struck me hard on the shoulders a second time.

    I grinned. "Mrs. Beutcher, you must be careful with your playfulness. It was that which got us those eighteen Grunta over there in the first place."

    Getta looked over at our brood and smiled. "It is through the wisdom of this Council ten years ago that we have our own little army. I remember wondering when the order went out to increase our population to its fullest extent, was it a wise decision? After all, if the AMP was in decline, raising more children would become more of a burden."

    I smiled as I rubbed her clenched fists. "I had the same thoughts. Who knew we would one day need those offspring fighting by our side? It is for that reason I do not question the Council's decision for the Doomlight assault. I'm not privy to all the information they have, nor have I been involved in the countless hours of debate that has no doubt raged about this subject. Until proven otherwise, it is best we follow whatever the Council decides."

    The next four days were spent in the company of my wife and children. They continued to grow, with the smallest of the brood now nearly equaling my height. Their muscles were powerful and their reactions sharp.

    Our years of physical training ordered by the Council had seen to it that our population was in good fighting shape. If the call to drop to the surface were to come in, passive hand weapons would be all that was useful. Our people had practiced with every standard type of sword, shield, sledge and maul.

    Our only propelled kinetic weapon was a magnetic crossbow. A ratcheting crank tightened a coil, and when a bolt containing an iron head was placed on the bow, the high magnetic field produced when the coil was released propelled the bolt toward its target. With standard armor built to defend against ion bolts or laser pulses, the iron bolt would easily penetrate even the Grotus armor I wore. All eighteen of my children were proficient with the magbow.

    After the fourth day of spending time with my children, I returned to the Garmon.
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    Garrett was the first to welcome me back. "We were beginning to think you decided to stay over there for the fight."

    I smiled, "That thought did cross my mind. I believe they are well prepared to engage the enemy should the time come."

    Garrett stopped. "What? You didn't hear?"

    I replied, "Hear what?"

    Garrett raised his eyebrows. "The Salton fleet just showed up on our sensors about twenty minutes ago. I'd have thought the shuttle pilots would have mentioned that to you."

    I shook my head. "They did seem excited, but I was too deep in thought to question why. Am I to guess we have already made contact?"

    Garrett gestured toward the seat on the bridge next to Jack Carson. "Contact went out immediately. As far as the Saltons know, we never found the fleet, and the Gruntas have been sitting here at the ready, waiting for the new fleet's arrival. They brought through four hundred eight of those new battleships. And five minutes ago, sixty of those Grotus battlecruisers showed up. I don't think the fleet knows they are here yet. They barely show on the sensors of the Jess. We were just preparing to pass that information up the chain of command."

    I plopped down in the chair. "That's it, then. We will be going into battle shortly. Did we ever get a good reading of how many troops the Grumar have down on the surface?"

    Garrett nodded. "We count sixty to seventy million. Way more than we thought. They have amassed a large force down there since we were last here."

    I stood. "What? How is that possible! Does the Council have this information?"

    Jack nodded. "We passed it on two hours ago. Garrett took the Jess out for a sensor run and came back with that little factoid. You never told us what the Council said about Jorus. Did it change their decision in any way?"

    I replied, "I was asked not to divulge any of their decisions."

    Jack frowned. "Well how are we supposed to determine what we'll be doing? You gotta give us some kind of hint as to what they said."

    I replied, "All I can say is plans have not changed from what they had before. And they asked we keep the knowledge of Jorus close so they could release it when they thought best."

    Jack snarked, "I would think you release that information now to rally the troops before sending them in."

    I nodded. "That would be my thought as well, but they have their reasons, and I trust their judgment. They don't make these types of decisions based on politics or fancy. Everything is deliberated up until a unanimous or near-unanimous decision is reached. As I said, I trust their judgment."

    As I began to sit back down, I stopped. "Wait? The new Salton fleet is here. Have there been any requests for the Garmon or the Jess to come forward? We are wanted by them."

    Jack held up his hand. "No worries there. We re-badged this ship and the Jess with new transponders. If they look up the information in their registries, I'm now Jack Carlson. Our identity is secure so long as no one goes nosing around too hard. And I think they'll be occupied in the coming days, so I doubt we'll be bothered. Your people set us up under their command as a transport maintenance ship, so if we want to go down to the surface with them, we can."

    I replied, "If the order comes, I want to follow transport X148 down to the surface. I would like to fight alongside my family if possible."

    Garrett grinned. "That was our plan. You also have ninety-eight Talisan Marines to take with you, as well as Go and me. That gives you a command of a hundred. Do you think you can handle that?"

    "How well will the Talisan armor hold up in hand-to-hand combat?"

    Go replied, "It's better than what the Humans have, but not as good as what you are wearing. Your people, though, they are wearing the Human supplied body armor. I know they have made a few improvements to better work for Gruntas, but those suits were mostly intended for dispersing ion bolts and blocking laser pulses, neither of which will be in use."

    I nodded. "Would you have any suggestions you could offer? Anything that could take the impact of a passive hand weapon would be helpful."

    Go turned back toward the bay that held the alien ship. "I'll see what I can come up with."

    The next six hours saw ships in our fleet mixing in with those that came through the portal. It wasn't until I looked up the manifests of the newest transports to come through that I realized just over ten million Talisans were the new conscripts. I immediately caught a shuttle over to the Grunta command transport and requested another audience with the Council. My request was denied.

    When I arrived back on the Garmon, Garrett was waiting. "Those are your subjects out there. Do we risk letting some Salton stooge run their ground campaign?"

    Jack Carson said, "Hey, I was once a Salton stooge!"

    Garrett looked up. "No offense intended, Jack. We were all Salton stooges at one point. But technically speaking, these are Knog's people. He is their emperor, and judging by the look on his face ... he cares."

    I replied, "I do. I need to talk to my wife."

    I placed a comm request over my arm pad.

    Getta answered. "We are preparing to move out. Will you be joining us?"

    I replied, "I have a new problem. The new conscripts are the Talisan."

    Getta sighed. "Please make your point. We are pressed for time."

    I shook my head. "I knew I should have told you this before, but … I am their emperor. The Talisans, they all take direct orders from me. I tried to notify the Council of this, but they refused to hear what I had to say. I don't trust the Human commanders in control of them. I would rather they fall under your command."

    Getta thought and then replied. "How many conscripts are we talking about?"

    I winced. "Somewhere around ten million."

    Getta pulled back. "Ten million? I can't command an army of ten million! You should have told me of this sooner. The Council will be of no help, and I have already received my orders. Things are set in stone for me now. You will have to handle this on your own."

    I lowered my head. "I am sorry I did not confide in you. I believed you would have had to report it to the Council, and I saw no need for that."

    Getta shook her head. "No, you did the right thing. You could not have foreseen this, and as you say, I would have had to reveal it to the Council. I would suggest that you contact your people in command of those transports and try to secretly bring them under your command. Pick no more than three of your high ranking officers and keep them in direct contact. I believe we will be going in within the hour, so you will want to do this quickly."

    I closed the comm and summoned the Talisan major that commanded our troops on the Garmon. "Major Thallex, I need you to contact the transports that came in with the new fleet. The conscripts aboard are Talisan. We need to bring them under our control before we reach the planet's surface, which will be coming at any time now. I need to speak with the top commanders, but you cannot reveal to them that it is me until we have them in isolation."

    The major replied, "Yes, sir, I will have the leadership available as soon as possible. Is there anything I can use to get their attention, such as a suggested strategy or a coordinated move?"

    I replied, "Do whatever it takes short of telling them I am here."

    The major nodded and turned away, immediately working on his new assignment.

    Garrett gave me a worried look. "Things are coming to a head really fast."

    I sat down in the chair by Jack. "I agree. I would like more information and more time to plan things out. As it is, I feel as though we are being pushed into this before we are ready to go. The Council has been given full authority to run the ground war. I just wish I was privy to their plans."

    Go came over the comm. "After a quick discussion with the Talisan engineers, we came up with three enhancements that should be made to the Grunta battle-suits. We could fashion a steel plated shoulder pad that can be riveted to the current pad, providing double the impact capacity. An arm bracer would add to the ability of their forearms to take a blow. And finally, they believe welding three jagged metal fins to the top and sides of the helmet will allow it to be used as a tearing weapon during close combat.

    "If you want, we could have a set of prototypes ready in about fifteen minutes. It's just plate steel and we have the machinery to roll and cut it down in the shop."

    I nodded. "Make up a set of twenty-four of them. You can skip the helmet piece. They already have a similar mod. If Getta approves, we can add them to my family's suits. But you better make it fast, as time is running out. We could be heading out at any time."

    Go replied, "Twenty-four? Your wife and children make nineteen. Who are the others for?"

    I gestured over my shoulder toward Garrett. "He will be needing them as well. And Getta's parents, and mine."

    Garrett held up his hand. "Whoa, no thanks. I like my suit the way it is. I can move fast in it right now. You bulk it up and it will slow me down."

    I shook my head. "You need the extra armor. If you were to take a single blow from a Grotus it would be your last. That extra plating might give you that extra moment you'll need to run."

    Garrett scowled. "Run? Who says I'm going to run? I plan on fighting with everyone else."

    I reached out, placing my hand on his shoulder. "If you are fighting Grumar, yes, but if a Grotus comes at you, you'll need to run. It's not a question of your manhood that's up for discussion here, it's simple survival."

    Garrett huffed. "I've never run from a fight before. I don't plan on starting now."

    I sprang from my seat, grabbing Garrett up under the arm and lifting him toward the ceiling. With a hard pull downward, I slammed Garrett into the floor of the bridge. Jack laughed.

    I released my grip on Garrett's arm and stood. He quickly sat up. "That's not fair! I wasn't ready for that!"

    I replied, "Every Grotus is equally as fast and as strong. They won't be giving you time to prepare. They will rush you from the side and end it all while already targeting their next victim. This fight will be happening at a speed you cannot fathom once you engage with a Grotus. Hand-to-hand combat is where we are at our best. Accept the minor additions to your suit and you might just have a chance at survival."

    Fifteen minutes later, Go again came over the comm. "We have the plates and bracers ready. The autobot made the head-fins for Garrett. I'm taking a crew with me on a shuttle hop over to see Getta. I took the liberty of speaking with her over the comm. She is welcoming of the additions and wanted to thank you for putting forth the effort and thought to make this happen."

    After a short run on the shuttle, Go was on his way back. Word came in from Grunta Command. We would be moving out in five minutes.

    When the assignments came up on the nav display, Jack said, "Looks like we will be going in leading the Talisans. Command has assigned a team to coordinate with the Talisan generals. I have a comm link to them if you want to give them a call."

    I nodded. "Patch me through."

    General Andus Xom came up on the comm. "My emperor! How may I serve you?"

    I replied, "You have been assigned a team of Grunta war planners. Follow their every command. I will be monitoring the fight and joining in where I can."

    The general lowered his brows. "It is not my position to question your judgment, sir, but is it wise for you to be involved in the fighting?"

    I smiled. "What kind of emperor would I be if I wasn't willing to fight alongside my people?"

    The general bowed his head as he knelt, and then saluted. "It has been an honor to serve one so just. You are truly an emperor of the people. May I take the liberty to pass your words on to the troops? I believe it will be a morale booster as we go into an unknown fight."

    I nodded. "You tell them I will be fighting beside them, in front of them, all around them. We will enter this fight together and leave together in victory!"

    I closed the comm.

    Jack raised an eyebrow. "Kind of puffing them up, aren't you? Just be careful that you don't over-inflate."

    I half smiled. "I only said what I would want to hear from my own commanders. They are here as conscripts to fight in a war that's not of their making. They aren't fighting for their homes or their way of life. They need something to drive them to be victorious, to take them beyond that basic instinct to survive. Now they will be fighting for their emperor."

    Jack sat back in his chair. "You are one of a kind, Knog Beutcher. I'd like to say it's been an honor to serve with you as well. You are one of those extraordinary few who somehow find their way into the role of hero. When you hit that dirt down there, just know that you are fighting for what's right, you are fighting for all the people of the New Alliance."

    I shook my head and smiled. "Are you trying to give me a morale boost before I go into battle? If so, that short speech was indeed inspiring."

    Jack laughed. "Ha! Inspiring? Good! That was the same speech we broadcast to every set of new conscripts we dumped down on that planet. Just keep your ass moving when you get down there. We want to see you back in one piece if possible."

    I reached over and took Jack's hand for a firm shake. "You have a sharp sense of humor, Jack Carson. I should one day hope to have the same."

    As the shuttle carrying Go and his team landed in our docking bay, the order came in to proceed down to the planet.

    Jack flipped the orders up onto the large holo-display. "We will be setting down in section D, wherever inhibitor number twelve spikes itself into the ground. From a first look at the maps, it will be around the foothills of a mountain range called the Fountains. Our group has an objective of capturing three towns and a mine in that area. Initial reports say one of those towns has been heavily fortified."

    Garrett walked onto the bridge with his newly enhanced battle-suit. "Look at me. I look like a clown."

    Jack laughed as he shook his head. "If you were a clown you'd sure be a scary one. Those fins give you a threatening look. If I was to see you coming at me, my first thought would be that you must be some kind of lunatic."

    Jack turned toward me and winked.

    Garrett looked over his arm bracers. "Really? I thought they looked kind of flaky. Like something you would see in a bad movie."

    Jack held up his hand and offered a nod of reassurance. "Trust me. The Grumar will run!"

    Garrett banged the bracers together. "I hope you're right. Anyway, when are we heading to the ground?"

    As we flew toward Doomlight, Jack pulled up a side screen showing troop deployments. "We have two transports going in with us. One has sixty thousand troops, the other forty thousand plus support personnel. The second transport has supplies, food, additional gear, and medical facilities. It looks like our mission, when we first hit the ground, will be to secure the perimeter. We'll erect a three meter steel wall with a battle step on the inside. The wall will have to be fastened together with chemical welds because the inhibitors will be up and running when the last transport sets down."

    Go walked onto the bridge with his holo-display up over his arm pad. "Once those inhibitors come on, these ships will lose power. Until the inhibitors—or at least the one in our section—gets turned off, we will be stuck there on the ground."

    I replied, "How do we turn them off when the fighting is over?"

    Go swiped several screens, finally flipping a screen up on the big display. "On the base of the inhibitor tower you will find a box. It has a mechanical combination lock on it. Dial in five-five-zero-nine and it should open. Inside is a simple on/off lever. Pull it down to shut it off."

    I asked. "Where will the tower be in relation to the transports?"

    Jack replied, "We will be setting down right beside it. The defensive wall will go up around the transports, so it will be fully under our protection as well."

    A Talisan colonel came over the comm. "Emperor, the Talisan Group 72 and Group 85 Rangers will be under your command. We look forward to fighting beside you, Emperor. It will be a great honor for us all."

    I nodded. "Thank you, Colonel. As soon as we hit the ground, coordinate the setup of our command post. We will meet there to finalize any plans coming from Grunta Command."

    The colonel bowed as the comm channel closed.

    Jack laughed as he shook his head. "You should cherish that loyalty, Knog. They will follow you into the fiercest fights without blinking an eye. That kind of soldier is hard to come by."

    I sat back in the chair. "I just hope we aren't leading ourselves into a slaughter."

    Garrett looked over the display. "Too bad we can't coordinate turning that inhibitor on and off when it's to our advantage. You know, we could start a fight with bludgeons and switch to blasters all at once for only a few seconds. They wouldn't have a chance to fire back before that field was back up."

    Go shook his head. "Won't work. The field takes about a minute to build up. Besides, once it's on, we won't have comm anymore. We wouldn't have any way of coordinating our use of it."

    Garrett tilted his head. "Hmm. That's the first I heard of not having comm."

    Go began to explain, and Garrett cut him off. "Don't say it. It makes perfect sense that comm wouldn't be available, it just didn't occur to me, that's all."

    Go continued, "I wasn't going to say that. I was saying that our only means of comm once we get out there will be by plain old talking or using flares. If a team hits trouble, fire off a flare. The surrounding teams will assist if they are able. Other than that, we'll be communicating through runners."

    Garrett reached up and scratched his chin as he looked over at Jack. "How is it he knows this stuff and I don't?"

    Jack shrugged as Go replied, "I know this because I read all two hundred of the battle briefs Grunta Command sent out this morning. It's mostly common sense stuff—keep your head up and block swings with your equipment, let it do the work for you, that kind of thing."

    Garrett looked back at Jack. "How long before we are on the ground?"

    Jack glanced at his nav display. "We hit that fleet in eight minutes and should be touching down on the surface about five minutes after."

    I said, "Are we expecting any trouble from the fleet attacking our transports?"

    Jack nodded. "I think we can expect a couple waves of missiles coming our way. We have enough destroyers, and those new battleships, that I can't imagine many of them will make it past. After that, our ships should keep their ships busy enough for us to slip through to the ground. Once those inhibitors are up, we should be shielded from any bombardment from above."

    Go smacked Garrett on the shoulder. "Should have read those briefs this morning while you had the chance!"

    Garrett scowled. "Thanks for stating the obvious. Besides, I won't need the briefs, I'll have you right beside me making sure I hear every little factoid they contain."

    Go shook his head. "Sorry, I have to blink out before those inhibitors come on or I won't have any power. You won't see or hear me until all of this is over. But don't worry, I'll be hanging around to keep you and Knog safe. If you see Grumar or Grotus fighters disappearing, you'll know I'm nearby."

    Garrett laughed. "Comforting to know."

    As I looked around the bridge, I couldn't imagine a finer crew to be going into battle with. Jack had managed to stay alive through countless incursions. Garrett was determined and always found a way get things done. And Go, Go was now our secret weapon that could not be touched, stopped, or destroyed.

    Still, this was war. People would die. My whole family was at risk. My wife, my children, even our parents were taking up arms. They would fight side-by-side until the end. I pitied the enemy who came up against them. And yet … I feared for all of us.

    War is often waged against the unknown. The best of preparations often fall short of needs. I hoped today's fight, the fight before us, would bring a victory—the first victory of many to come in our quest to bring back the AMP.

  


  
    [image: Knog]   Chapter 20

    
    
    

    


    

    The Grumar fleet that came out was larger than expected. More than three thousand teardrop ships, along with seventy-five battlecruisers, rushed out to stop us. The space between our fleets was soon filled with Grumar missiles. The Human-piloted destroyers fared poorly with their weak armor. Our newest battleships took damage, but held their own. The first wave of thousands of Grumar missiles failed to hit a single transport.

    As the great ships began to collide in battle, a second wave of missiles came forth. Ion cannons, added to our newest Talisan transports, began to fire repeated rounds at the incoming wave that had somewhat escaped our destroyers.

    Jack yelled. "Mr. Jefferson! We have six coming in toward our transport! Get us out front!"

    The wump wump of our cannons could be felt as Jack piloted the Garmon to the front of the transport fleet. In under a minute the initial fight was over. Eighty-two out of more than eighteen hundred transports had taken slight to moderate damage. Six of my Talisan transports however, were too damaged to make it to the surface, instead disintegrating in the upper atmosphere.

    As we entered orbital space around Doomlight, Jack said, "The inhibitors are being deployed. We have an ETA of ninety seconds for the spikes. We will be on the ground a minute after. Troops will have two minutes to unload before those inhibitors come online. After that we are on full manual.

    "And be prepared, Knog. Of the six transports destroyed, one was ours. We just lost sixty thousand good men. When we touch down, you'll have to make do with the forty thousand we have left."

    My heart sank at the news of our loss. These were my people, my responsibility. Our plans would have to change, and change dramatically.

    I watched on the holo-display as the air in front of the Garmon's hull reached 1100 degrees in only seconds as the air burned along our gravity shield. From the ground, the Garmon and the other ships would appear as fireballs streaking down from above.

    The landscape for the target area quickly came into view and showed as hilly and heavily forested. A number of large waterfalls tumbled from the mountain range just to the north, hence the name "the Fountain Mountains." The hills, with moderately dense forests, were experiencing a drought.

    On the display, the ground rose quickly to meet us. We settled in a clearing two hundred meters from the spike. Our companion transport settled on the north side of us, flattening the dense forest with its gravity shield as it landed. In what seemed like an instant, streams of Talisan fighters were on the ground and moving toward their predetermined destinations. I followed Garrett and the Talisans from the Garmon out onto the grassy ground as Go blinked out.

    I walked a hundred meters toward our new command center as the edges for an inflatable tent were being spiked to the ground. By the time I reached the tent the inflation was nearly complete. Tables were brought in, maps unfurled, and runners sent out with initial orders as our troops assembled.

    As I walked through the opening toward the general in charge, every Talisan stopped what they were doing, turned, and bowed. General Boni Marrik was waiting at the main command table.

    As she began to bow, I said, "I'm giving the order now that I am not to be bowed to or have any other formal recognition given to me during this campaign. Our goals take precedence, and I don't want people wasting time bowing to me when there is important work to be done."

    The general nodded. "I will pass that order along with our next group of runners. Lieutenant Doota, please see to it that everyone here at command follows that order."

    The lieutenant turned and began to spread the word.

    I looked down at the map before me. "We are down to 40 percent, General. What's our new plan?"

    The general replied, "We have fifteen hundred men heading northeast and northwest, toward the mountains. Another thousand are being dispatched to go straight north. According to the scan data coming in, we expect those areas to offer light resistance, if any at all. That includes the mine due north of here.

    "The towns in inhibitor section D12 are Marito, here; Fallmas, here; and our main target is Tanningar, here. According to plan, we will be sending fifteen thousand troops to both Marito and Fallmas while holding six thousand in reserve here. When each of those towns has been secured, we expect to bring ten thousand from each to a rally point here, midway between us and Tanningar. From there we march against their garrison."

    I nodded. "Do we have an idea of what we are up against with each town?"

    The general looked at her arm pad as it went dead. "I'm afraid that data did not come in. The inhibitor is now active, so we will only know what we already know."

    I looked around me. "Go? Can you hear me?"

    I could hear a faint reply as if Go was screaming from a distance. "I can barely make out what you are saying! The inhibitor is knocking down the signal coming from my external mic and going to my external speaker!"I nodded and raised my voice. "Understood! I need for you to go recon Marito and come back here with a status report of what we are up against! We need that information immediately!"

    I cupped my hand around my ear to better hear Go's faint voice. "Roger that! I'll be back as soon as I can!"

    With that reply there was silence.

    "General, send a runner out to both the Marito troops and the Fallmas troops. Have them hold position until they receive further orders from us. If they are attacked, have them defend their position, falling back slowly if needed."

    Garrett raised his hand. "I'd like to go out with one of the runners if possible, get a good feel for the terrain."

    I nodded.

    A runner was quickly dispatched toward each offensive group, with Garrett choosing to join the one heading toward Fallmas.

    I continued: "We wait for Go's assessment before we attack. No sense sending in fifteen thousand men if we only need a hundred. I would rather have troops massed between here and where we know they have a garrison."

    A runner came into the tent. "General, the first hundred panels of the battle wall are up. Progress is moving slowly now that we no longer have the power hammers to make use of."

    Boni Marrik nodded. "Thank you, Private. Keep us informed."

    I asked, "Power hammers?"

    The general replied, "Spikes are driven into the ground and the panels anchored to them. With the power hammer, that job only takes seconds. The spikes will all have to be sledged in for the rest of the wall. We are focusing our efforts on the southern wall first since any attack is likely to come from Tanningar. The panels are fastened to each other with sliding nuts and bolts, allowing the heights to be adjusted for a somewhat even wall."

    Boni Marrik continued to fill me in on the details.

    Go returned quickly. "Can you hear me!"

    I looked up, speaking in a loud voice. "Go?"

    Go yelled, "Marito has a series of wooden spiked fences surrounding the town! Gates allow troops in or out! My best guess would be fifteen hundred Grumar are standing in defense there! If we go in with what we have, I believe they could be quickly overrun! I would only leave a couple thousand to defend after! I'm heading to Fallmas now!"

    I turned to the general. "Send a runner for the team to advance and take Marito. Leave a thousand to defend and send the rest to the rally point."

    The general nodded as another runner was dispatched. Five minutes passed. I said, "I wonder what's taking him so long?"

    The general looked at the map. "Fallmas is several kilometers farther, and the terrain is rock and ravine infested."

    I replied, "That won't matter with him."

    Several minutes later, Go was yelling in my ear. "I took a side trip up above the inhibitor field! The war above is not going as planned! We have already lost a sixth of our destroyers and 10 percent of the new battleships! Those Grotus battlecruisers are extremely tough to kill! Only three of the seventy-five have been knocked out of service! They are down 20 percent on their teardrop ships, but changed tactics are frustrating our fleet!"

    Go continued, "Fallmas has a large contingent of Grumar there! I would say eight to ten thousand, and they are dug in heavy! I saw at least a dozen Grotus also! I'll be back in ten with an assessment of Tanningar!"

    Silence returned. "General Marrik, send another runner to Marito. When the troops are finished there, instead of heading to the rally point, send them to Fallmas as reinforcements. We need to hit that place with enough troops to knock it out. I want a single battle for Tanningar when the time comes."

    After the new runner was dispatched, one of the original runners returned. "The operations around Marito are going well. The defensive positions are not well defended and the Grumar troops seem to be a bit in disarray. Colonel Baake expects the town to fall within the hour. Our troops should be entering the northwest end of town in the next few minutes."

    The general replied, "Thank you, Private, please go back into the pool and send out the next runner—no message, just status. And tell the pool officer I want a runner out every three minutes unless he hears otherwise."

    The private turned and scurried away.

    After looking over the topology of the path to Fallmas, I gave the general new directions. "General, I will be heading toward Fallmas to join Garrett Rourke. When Go returns, send him that way."

    The general nodded as I turned away. Once out of the tent, I transitioned to a full run. In less than a minute I had passed the end of the transport and entered the rocky woods. At speed, constantly ducking and dodging low-hanging branches, to the casual observer I would have looked like a sinister shadow slipping quietly through the trees.

    I startled the first of two runners as I blazed past their locations. When I caught up to the tail end of our troops, I slowed to a jog. As the Talisan soldiers marched, I could see through their expressions that they looked upon their two-meter-tall emperor with admiration. As I began to feel prideful of my troops, I remembered their prior foray into slavery and all the misery they had inflicted upon the Feldons. I wondered if any amount of penance could make up for what they had done. I then thought of the Feldons. If they could forgive the Talisans, why couldn't I?

    When I caught up to Garrett he was in conversation with the colonel. "Have you hit any resistance at all?"

    Colonel Bod Nubria replied, "Two forward scouts were taken out with crossbows before they could signal. I believe the Grumar are still wrestling with the unexplained loss of power."

    I replied, "We have reports that Fallmas has eight to ten thousand troops dug in around the town. At least a dozen Grotus were seen moving around. Pass the word that if any Grotus are encountered, I want every crossbow we have firing at them and them only. Killing one of them is worth killing five hundred Grumar, so have your archers aim at the Grotus first."

    The colonel turned and passed the order back through the ranks.

    Garrett asked, "Do we have any information about weak points? Should we sweep in from the north, or straight in, or what?"

    I shook my head. "We don't have information that specific. Go did a quick flyover of the town, and that's what he reported. He's checking on Tanningar now. He will join us after. If you hear a faint noise that sounds like yelling from a distance, stop and listen. It may be Go. It's the best he can do with the inhibitor running."

    Screams erupted as a dozen hidden Grumar rose from a trench and charged our position with broadswords in hand. The broadsword was the backup weapon of choice for the Grumar. Family swords had been passed down through generations. It would be a first-time use in many generations for the Grumar, for anything other than ceremony.

    For the Talisan, the selected weapon was the six-bladed mace with a folded-steel sword guard at the hand grip. On the opposite arm, a narrow forearm shield ran to just past the elbow where a blade trap would catch a deflected blade. The effect of the trap was to transfer momentum to the wearer's opposite arm. After the catch of a blade, the strike from a mace would come forward with a velocity not seen from a normal swing.

    It was our first hand-to-hand encounter with the Grumar. My Talisan fighters killed twelve and lost three. For the Talisan, to die in battle for their emperor was a death of honor. The Talisan troops surrounding the fallen propped their bodies up against nearby trees and spiked their maces into the tree behind them. The effect was a Talisan with a raised mace, waiting for the next fight to begin. The soldiers following behind would be emboldened by the scene.

    As we moved forward, the attacks increased in frequency. Our progress ground to a halt as we began to push up the front side of a ridge. When attacking from below, the Talisan mace was less effective. My weapon of choice was a seven-kilogram maul. My height, while going uphill, placed me on equal footing with the Grumar fighters. Their broadsword lacked the cutting power needed to break through the Grotus battle-suit I wore. My maul easily broke bones and crushed skulls. After the short slow-down, our progress continued up the ridge before us.

    When we reached the top, Garrett tapped me on the shoulder, breathing heavy. "Hang on, I need a minute."

    I replied, "We don't have time. Just rest up here for a few minutes and catch up to me when you can."

    Garrett shook his head. "You don't get tired, you fight like a wild animal, and you like to farm galligs. I have yet to figure you out."

    I replied over my shoulder as I moved forward, "When you do figure me out, please let me know!"

    The run down the hill on the following side was like running a sharp knife through a raw piece of borak filet. Grumar bodies fell to either side as I viciously swung the seven kilogram maul. I was the first to reach the ravine at the bottom.

    The halved bodies of two of my Talisan troops flew up into the air to my left, as a thunderous yell emerged from a darkened area of the forest. It was a Grotus, and five more Talisans died by his hand before I called my fighters away.

    The Grotus spoke in a tongue I didn't understand.

    I replied, speaking Grumar. "Time for you to die!"

    The Grotus, also speaking Grumar, held up a double-sided axe. "So it is true. The Gruntas live!"

    I replied, "We do, and today is a bad day for you and the Grumar."

    The Grotus grinned. "I am a warrior. I have fought in many a battle. It will be I who walks away from this fight today!"

    With that, the Grotus raised his axe as he charged. A hard swing of my maul missed to the left his Grotus' axe glanced my right shoulder. I stepped back to regain a balanced stance.

    The Grotus laughed. "You are slow!"

    I replied, "I don't know, I thought that exchange came out even."

    The Grotus shook his head and pointed at my shoulder. "The Grotus battle-suit shoulder is vulnerable to a glancing axe blow. Look closely. Several layers of the outer armor have been removed. The next blow will see skin. The one after ... your arm lying on the ground as blood rushes from where your severed limb used to be."

    The Grotus again raised his axe and lunged forward. I swung from the side, glancing off the outer part of the Grotus' thigh, knocking him slightly off-balance. Again, his axe sliced off several layers of armor.

    The Grotus stopped and grinned. "Ah, finally an opponent who can actually make contact! But look at your armor. It has been defeated. My next blow will not be glancing!"

    As the Grotus again raised his axe, his chest exploded out through his back. His body flew backwards, coming to rest against a rock five meters from where’d he’d stood.

    An almost imperceptible voice yelled in my ear. "You can thank me later!"

    I yelled back, "I was about to crush his skull!"

    Go laughed. "Yeah, OK! I would suggest you see if you can salvage his upper armor as a replacement! I tried to aim low, but that was my first time shooting a Grotus with this coil gun!"

    I shook my head. "Have you checked on Garrett? He was atop the hill a minute ago."

    Garrett said from behind me, "I'm right here. I have to say, I didn't think that was gonna go in your favor."

    I replied, "He was faster than I anticipated. I was adjusting. Anyway, we have a town to take. Go, why don't you fly ahead and see how many of those Grotus you can take out. It will save a lot of lives. He was slicing my Talisans in half with that axe."

    Go yelled. "I'll be back in about ten minutes to check on you!"

    Garrett shook his head. "I have got to get one of those suits."

    I nodded as I pulled the upper battle-suit armor from the dead Grotus. "Imagine what an army of ten million Humans, all wearing those suits, could do. It's no wonder they defeated the Duke and the rest of us."

    Garrett smiled. "That's always been a point of pride with us Humans. At one time we were the baddest of the bad. And now look at us, just another back-world species."

    I laughed. "Don't be so hard on yourself. Even though you have to claim Harden Salton as a Human, you still have the likes of you and Joni to balance that evil out. I will say this for your species, you are resourceful and determined. Those are two qualities that are required to both survive and prosper. Qualities that many species lack."

    We continued our push on Fallmas. Ten minutes later, Go returned with news that the Grotus were all dead. We soon forced our way onto the main street of the town and overran every defensive position the Grumar had taken up. Two hours into the campaign, a small contingent of Grumar within the town limits took their own lives. The two thousand who remained on the southern end of town turned and fled into the woods. In less than an afternoon, Fallmas had fallen.
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    After ensuring that the area around the town of Fallmas had been cleared, I took ten thousand of our troops back toward the rally point. We met the others returning from Marito in the rocky forest north of Tanningar.

    Go gave a full briefing of what he had seen, yelling at the top of his voice. "They have at least fifty thousand troops in and around the city! Could be as many as eighty thousand! I counted one hundred and forty-eight Grotus in one group! Others were scattered through the ranks! And they had at least two archers in every squad! They were practicing shooting at targets! I don't think the archers are skilled, but they are there!

    "The bulk of the troops are stationed on the north side of town in four reinforced elevated fence rows! We will have to climb up and over each row as we go! This will be a lot tougher than Fallmas!"

    Garrett said, "How many did we lose at Fallmas?"

    Go yelled, "Too many! Eighteen hundred to their eight thousand! Those weren't their best troops, which is why our fighters cut through them so quickly! I believe the best will be what we are facing at Tanningar! Other than the archers, they look organized! I will have to rid us of the Grotus before we stage any sort of attack!"

    Go was silent for a moment before faintly screaming at me. "I have a problem! I just noticed my power is down to 10 percent! That inhibitor field is really draining my power cell! Hold on ... power calc says I have twenty minutes of juice left at this rate!"

    I pointed toward Tanningar. "Get in there now and take out as many Grotus as you can! Save yourself enough power to get back to the Garmon! You can wait it out there with Jack!"

    Silence returned as Go powered off in the town's direction.

    Garrett said, "What will we do about the Grotus he can't get to? Should we hold the archers in reserve?"

    I thought for a moment. "Organize the archers into groups of twenty. Keep half of those groups in the back ranks, only sending them forward if a Grotus is sighted. I'll have to take care of the rest of them."

    Garrett laughed. "You? You almost got chopped down by the first one you encountered!"

    I nodded. "As I said, I needed time to adjust. I believe I can sufficiently defend against their slicing blow now."

    Garrett continued, "And what if they have other effective tactics?"

    I replied, "If so, I will again have to adjust."

    Boni Marrik walked up from behind. "Emperor, all troops are here and ready. Our force numbers near twenty-eight thousand. Given our current kill ratio, I believe victory will be in our grasp shortly."

    I shook my head. "Reports from Go place their numbers possibly as high as eighty thousand. And these appear to be their more hardened troops. Their defensive positions will also be difficult to assault, as the town itself sits on a hill. We are attempting to take out as many of the Grotus fighters as we can before we begin, but we may be losing our secret weapon."

    The general bowed. "We will persevere. These soldiers fight for you. With you being in and among them, their wills have been strengthened more than you could know."

    I nodded. "They might be motivated, General, but we are facing a formidable force just through those woods. If Grotus remain in their ranks when the fighting begins, we will lose many."

    Fifteen minutes had passed with no word from Go. From our vantage point, I could see a half dozen Grotus moving about on the enemy lines. I had to wonder if Go was already back at the Garmon, waiting out the rest of our fight. A runner was dispatched to check.

    I turned to Boni Marrik. "General, I think we have waited long enough. It's time we move forward. The longer we wait, the better prepared they will be."

    The general concurred. "I will send out the order to ready for your signal."

    I pointed at a map. "We'll move west and come at the defensive rows from an angle. If the line can be overrun at one end, the enemy's primary defense would be defeated."

    The general pointed to an area on the map. "And what of this field? Should we break through the end of a row, they could easily reinforce from here. I propose we immediately set up a defensive line to counter that threat before pushing down those rows."

    I nodded. "Good observation, General. Confer with your commanders to make that happen."

    Boni Marrik bowed and signaled her staff.

    Garrett remarked. "If we can keep those Grotus bottled up in those rows long enough, we can establish a real foothold in that west end."

    I replied, "If we can't, I'm afraid they may push us all the way back to the ships. We have to break through those rows if we want any chance of taking that town. The fact that they still have Grotus that we can see has me worried."

    Garrett slapped me on the back. "We'll get there. We always do."

    As we began our preliminary movement west, a scout runner came through the woods.

    "Sir, there are troops moving northwest toward Fallmas! Our observer places the number at or near ten thousand. And they have at least half a dozen of the Grotus with them."

    I balled my fist. "Garrett, round up ten squads of archers, and, General, halt our current effort. Pull five thousand troops from our reserves. We're going to stop that advance."

    I pulled out the topology map for the area between Fallmas and Tanningar. "This short ridge, it runs for a hundred meters with a two meter rise. This is where we fight them. I want the archers set up top, aiming down in this direction. Regular fighters back them up."

    Garrett replied, "What will we be doing?"

    I placed my hand on Garrett's shoulder. "We aren't doing anything. You will remain with the archers. Your goal is to have them focus on any Grotus that come through those woods. Nobody else, just Grotus. I'll be heading over here. If I can draw them to you, we will have the high ground advantage."

    Garrett nodded. "OK, and what if they don't take the bait?"

    I half smiled. "I believe they will. A single Gray running through the woods would be too tempting to let go. If I can draw at least two of the Grotus out and kill them, I believe our chances of defending Fallmas go up substantially. If this works, we can then fall back to this position. It offers a natural chokepoint where we will have them concentrated. If you place your archers on this rise, you should have an open shot at anyone coming through the choke."

    Garrett frowned. "So that's it, then? I've become the archer king?"

    I replied, "Given the way you were breathing so heavily after the run toward Fallmas, I should think you would be thrilled with commanding the archers. I also believe you to be the best suited for keeping their fire focused on the Grotus. Is this a challenge you are willing to accept, or is it beneath you?"

    Garrett chuckled. "Yeah, I'll take on the archers. And don't worry over my motivation. I'll do my best to keep them effective."

    The march back through the woods took three hours. Garrett moved his archers into position on the short ridge as I turned toward the road where the enemy was to be expected.

    Garrett called out: "Don't be a hero out there! Just bring them to us!"

    I nodded as I turned and sprinted away. The canopy of the woods was dense. The undergrowth was sparse, but the shadows made for excellent hiding. As I came to the roadway that led to Fallmas, I crossed the road and took cover behind a short clump of trees. The dark gray of my Grotus battle-suit blended well with the forest shadows.

    After crouching for nearly an hour, I could hear the sound of marching boots.. I peeked out to see a long column of Grumar fighters. Three Grotus walked in front with three more a half kilometer behind.

    The Grotus talked and joked as they marched forward, again in their native tongue, a language I didn't understand. I waited until they had passed beyond having me in their peripheral vision before I made my move. Sprinting from the trees, I caught the marching column by surprise.

    A swing of my Maul caught the closest Grotus in the neck, nearly severing his head. I continued across the roadway up into the trees on the other side. The two remaining Grotus reacted instantly by following in close pursuit.

    The two Greens were gaining ground. I increased my pace, finding the forest footing difficult to master. On more than one occasion a boot slipped sideways, throwing me at a glancing angle into the trunk of a tree, but my short separation of less than ten meters held.

    When I came into the area below the ridge, Garrett and the Talisan archers were well hidden and at the ready. In a barrage of flying steel shafts, the two Grotus warriors took several hits each. I ran forward to the ridge wall, planting my feet midway up and pushing off hard. Rolling over in the air, I took two long steps. I caught the first Grotus high in the shoulder as he swung his axe wildly. Aside from the three crossbow bolts protruding from his torso, he now had a crippled arm.

    The second Grotus retreated into the trees before taking a stand against me. His first swing again made a glancing blow against my shoulder, except my countering twist prevented the layers of armor from being sliced off. Grabbing the trunk of a small tree I swung around for a direct attack. The Grotus raised his axe too late. A crushing blow from my maul caught him at the base of the neck, driving deep into his upper torso.

    I spun the maul in my hand as I came in for the death blow. It was a grisly scene. Seven kilograms of dense metal struck the kneeling Grotus in the side of his helmet. I then pulled back and turned for a second attack on the first Green. But he lay dead on the ground before me, dozens of crossbow bolts sticking from all parts of his battle-suit.

    As I stood over the dead Grotus, Grumar arrows began to fly from the woods behind me. With three long steps, I sprang up onto the ridge wall and was quickly over the top. The Grumar came screaming from the woods toward our position. Garrett and his archers were relentless.

    After a horrific culling of their numbers, the Grumar fighters made their way to the ends of the ridge and up onto the high ground we occupied. Our fighters were at the ready. Grumar casualties were high.

    I stood by Garrett with my maul as he clubbed away with a Talisan battle-mace. The Grumar fighters continued to come, forcing us back with their sheer numbers. My dark gray battle-suit ran blue with Grumar blood.

    Garrett swung his mace. "You look good in blue!" he yelled. "I think it brings out your eyes!"

    I replied in confusion, "What? What is that supposed to mean?"

    Garrett hammered away at an opponent until his mace stuck in the Grumar’s helmet. "It was a joke. Don't tell me you didn't pick up on that!"

    I pushed my maul forward, driving it hard into a Grumar's chest, knocking him from his feet. Before I could bring another swing, two Talisan fighters jumped at the opportunity to take out the stunned Grumar.

    I said, "I don't get Human humor in situations like this. People are losing their lives!"

    Garrett shook his head as he pulled his mace from the head of another victim. "For some of us it's a coping mechanism. Sometimes the mind needs a break from the constant adrenaline rush we have to maintain during a fight. The remark is only funny given the context of what we are in the middle of."

    I offered a confused smile. "If it helps, I suppose it is merited."

    Garrett laughed. "Well, since you don't get it in the first place, please don't attempt any jokes like that yourself. You will fail miserably at it!"

    I nodded. "Much like your attempt?"

    Garrett half smiled as he swung at a new target. "This conversation is definitely over."

    The first report of a Grotus came in from the north. I raced forward, dodging Grumar arrows as I went. When I arrived, my fighters had overwhelmed the Grotus through sheer numbers. Sixty Talisans lay dead round the dismembered Green. Reports were that a second Grotus had fled into the woods. I chased after, bashing a dozen retreating Grumar along the way. When I caught up to the Grotus, he was surrounded by his fighters.

    I spoke in Grumar. "You know I can't allow you to run away."

    The Grotus replied, "If you want me, here I am. It is not an honorable death to die senselessly among a horde of common soldiers."

    The Grotus gestured for his Grumar fighters to step aside.

    I said, "There won't be honor in your death when there was no honor in your life."

    The Grotus charged with his axe above his head. As his downward swing began, I raised the head of my maul to my shoulder, meeting the axe and shattering the finely honed blade. At the same moment, I spun, bringing the back of my fist around, striking him squarely in the side of his helmet. The multi-layered headgear did not crack, but the dazed Grotus stepped backwards in an unbalanced manner.

    As the Grotus righted himself and shook off the daze, a crossbow bolt shattered his face shield and entered his left eye socket. The Grotus fell backwards as dozens of screaming Talisan fighters raced past me into the stunned Grumar who watched.

    Garrett stepped up beside me. "The other Grotus has been overwhelmed and the remaining Grumar are on the run. The advance has been stopped cold. We moved all of our reserves around the south end of the ridge and onto that road. Those in retreat won't get far."

    I nodded. "We should return to the others to begin our assault on Tanningar. The longer we wait, the better prepared they will be."

    Three hours later we emerged from the forest at the rally point. Half of our defenders had been lost in the defeat of an army twice our size. The Talisan were proving to be the relentless fighters I thought they would be.
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    I stretched a terrain map of the western end of Tanningar out on the ground. "General, I'm beginning to rethink our earlier plan. A slight wind is blowing from the north. If we start a fire line across this front, it will burn up and through their lines in about twenty minutes. Why risk our lives when we can let nature do the work for us?"

    Colonel Baake replied, "There will be no glory in such a move."

    Garrett laughed. "Glory? What good is glory if you're dead. I think this plan is brilliant!"

    Boni Marrik nodded. "I believe it to be our best choice of action as well. As you say, glory is for the living."

    Garrett looked over the map. "I'll move our archers up to ensure they don't send troops up to snuff it out."

    I gave Boni the nod. "Have the fires set and we'll see where this goes. Keep the troops prepped. We will want to do that end-run once the fire is upon them."

    Several minutes later the first of the fires was set. The dry wind out of the north pushed the fire quickly toward Tanningar. As Garrett had anticipated, troops were sent out to quell the flames. His archers saw to it that they failed.

    The trees in and around the defense rows of the Grumar flared up like matchsticks. The heat generated by the flames drove the Grumar from their advantaged positions, opening the way for our attack. As the flames reached the edge of town we began to move in.

    Garrett shook his head. "They are running like Geria rats! That fire was genius!"

    With my face shield lowered, I could barely make out that Garrett was talking. I climbed up and over the first two row fences. Smoldering embers littered the ground. Our battle-suits easily handled the level of heat an smoke. As I climbed the mesh-covered, ion-retarding fence onto the third row, Grumar fighters began to race through the dwindling flames.

    Garrett yelled out. "Here they come!"

    No one heard his call.

    I began to bash Grumar with my maul as they emerged from the smoke. Garrett and the Talisan were swinging their maces in a deadly crisscross pattern as the Grumar swordsmen slashed at their enemy. I came to a stop as two Grotus emerged from the smoke.

    I gestured for the others immediately around me to step back. The Grumar afforded the Grotus the same courtesy. The Grotus split apart, putting two meters space between them.

    The Grotus on the left lifted his face shield as he began to smile while twirling his axe. The second Grotus followed suit. I obliged as the two Greens began to swing their axes in unison.

    The first Grotus, a captain, spoke in his native tongue.

    Again I replied in Grumar. "You'll have to repeat that in a language we both understand."

    The captain grinned. "Excellent! I always enjoy a stimulating conversation with those who are about to die by my hand!"

    I laughed as I shook my head. "It's that arrogance that's your undoing. Three thousand years ago our people met on a battlefield such as this. Your ancestors were beaten, defeated, and instead of surrendering chose to destroy our world with nuclear weapons."

    The captain growled. "Lies! It was the Grunta who attacked first! You were jealous of our establishment of the colony on Malybay! We had come to the table with an agreement. You broke that agreement by destroying two of our cities!"

    I shook my head. "I've been to Jorus. I've looked over the records that are still there. Your colonists detonated those two bombs on your soil in an attempt to bring about the nuclear apocalypse. It was an attempt to wipe out all Grunta once and for all. Only, as evidenced by me standing here today, they missed, just as you will miss with that axe!"

    The Grotus captain screamed in rage as he lunged toward me. I dropped my left shoulder in anticipation as I swung the seven kilogram maul up from below. The axe missed, the maul did not.

    The heavy weight of the maul forced its way up through the armor on the underside of the captain's arm, snapping it at the elbow and sending the Grotus reeling. As his partner stepped in with a similar attack, I rolled backwards and sprang up next to the captain as he attempted to regain his composure. As the second Grotus again lunged toward me with a swing of his axe, I grabbed the broken arm of the captain and pulled him in close. The swinging axe dug deep into his good shoulder. I spun him around and shoved him back into a waiting crowd of Talisan fighters, where his life came to a quick and bloody end.

    The second Grotus, now angered, but wary, raised his axe in an attack stance. "So you believe you now have the edge?"

    I glanced back at Garrett and the twenty crossbowmen that stood with him. "I do have the edge. It's just to your left."

    As the Grotus glanced over his shoulder, the crossbows all released their bolts at once. In a flurry, twenty bolts entered the Grotus' torso at the same instant. I stepped forward with my maul and released a final, but unnecessary, blow.

    As I turned to face the Grumar, I expected them to flee. Instead they charged forward. The smoke was soon thick with Grumar soldiers, charging ahead with their blades at the ready. Weapons and bodies clashed as our two forces came together. I was soon surrounded by mayhem and blood as swords thrust forward and maces crashed down.

    For a thirty-minute stretch, a seemingly endless stream of Grumar came through the smoke and smoldering embers, their crumpled and bleeding bodies piling up around me as I swung the devastating maul into one victim after another. The arms and chest of my battle-suit were covered in nicks and scratches as countless Grumar failed in their attempts to take down the big Grunta.

    During the melee, half a dozen Grotus appeared, and half a dozen Grotus were killed. Crushing blows of my maul, a stream of crossbow bolts, or just being overwhelmed by Talisan fighters, was enough to halt the onslaught. When the stream of Grumar slowed, we pushed forward into the edge of town. Combat became house to house and building to building. The yellow Doomlight cobblestones that covered the streets soon ran blue with Grumar blood.

    The fighting came to an end when twenty Grotus withdrew into the woods to the south of the town with eight to ten thousand Grumar following close behind. I smiled after looking down the main street of Tanningar and seeing only Talisan fighters standing. Garrett sat, fatigued, on short a rock wall.

    I removed my helmet. Garrett did the same.

    Garrett removed a glove and rubbed his fingers through his sweaty hair. "I'll need a week to recover from that. I've never worked so hard in my life!"

    I nodded. "Grunta are conditioned for such battle, and I too am fatigued. I am a little bewildered that the Talisan do not seem to be tired. I haven't heard any moans or heavy breathing or complaints coming from any of them."

    Garrett looked to the side, down the street. "Yeah, they just aren't wired right. They never complain and they only seem to care about one thing ... their emperor. You know, I can figure out what drives most species, but the Talisan are an enigma."

    I sat on the wall next to Garrett as a runner came from the southern woods. "Emperor, General Marrik sends status. The Grotus and Grumar have moved across a bridge into the next sector. She would like to know if should we continue our pursuit?"

    I shook my head. "Tell her no. Tell her to leave several scouts in case they decide to mount an offensive. The general and the rest can return here."

    The runner bowed and sped across the street, disappearing down an alley.

    Garrett looked around. "I bet this planet was once a peaceful paradise for its people. These towns, they give off a homey vibe. If I was looking for an out-of-the-way place to live a quiet life, I would look for a place like this."

    I said, "There won't be any peace until Harden Salton, the other families, and species like the Grotus are dead or removed from positions of power. For the newest generations, the generations of my children, peace is really only an ideal.

    "You and I grew up with real peace. Neighbors were friendly, laws were followed, everyone was able to pursue their own station in life. Most chose to not choose their own path, but instead go wherever life took them. The opportunity to do more was always there, always present. I wonder if that's something my children will ever know."

    Garrett slapped me on the back. "If we keep doing what we did here today, there is nothing that can stop us. It may take some time, but we'll get the AMP back."

    A figure in a silvery white suit emerged from a building just down the street from our location.

    Garrett smiled and waved. "Hey! Go! Over here!"

    Go walked up with his helmet under his arm. "You two look like you've been through a blender."

    Garrett laughed. "I feel worse than I look. What happened to you?"

    Go sat beside us. "Remember that group of Grotus I told you I saw? Well, they were gathered just over here when I arrived. After trashing the first fifteen or twenty of them, they got wise and scattered. All that buzzing around, chasing after them and firing my gun, ran the power cell down quicker than I expected.

    "I know there were over a hundred Grotus on my first count. When I got back there were only ninety-six. I took out all but about a dozen of that group before my power cell began to crash. I didn't have enough power to make it back to the ships. It seems when you hit 1 percent the BHD glove won't let you leave the ground. So I went into that building over there and hid. Had I come out to fight in this suit, the Grumar would have carved me up."

    Garrett tilted his head. "I don't know if they would have or not. I haven't said this before, but you have been getting pretty buff since you put on that suit. Your biceps are bigger than mine. That wasn't even close to the case three months ago."

    Go smiled. "It's the electro-stimulation system the suit has built into it. Check this out."

    Go picked up a heavy stone. Pushing with his legs and arms, the stone flew two meters up and six meters out before thudding to the ground.

    Garrett sighed. "Now I know I want one of those suits. I bet that was close to what Knog can do!"

    Garrett stared at me as I sat motionless. "If you want me to get up to heave a stone, forget it. I will need that energy should a counteroffensive come."

    Garrett pointed to the south. "They aren't coming back. They got their asses kicked. I just hope whoever has that next sector is able to take care of them."

    A bright flash could be seen overhead as a streaking light fell to the ground near our ships. Dozens more could be seen in the distance in every direction.

    Garrett stood. "Uh, we have a problem. My arm pad just turned on. Whatever that was, it just took out the inhibitor."

    I stood and called for a runner. "Tell the general to move everyone back into town and to prepare for a ground defense using our blasters. If the Grotus or Grumar show, they will be using laser weapons. And have her send runners to Marito and Fallmas with that same news."

    As the runner raced away, I turned back toward the ships. "Garrett, do your best to keep up with us. Go, if you can get there before us, restock that power cell and get yourself back online. We need you up in the air for an assessment."

    As I hopped over the wall I could hear Garrett in the background. "Another run? The ships have to be a couple hours away from here!"

    I hesitated as Garrett opened a comm to Jack. "Jack? We are in Tanningar. Any way you can come pick us up?"

    Jack replied, "Yeah, that inhibitor is a radioactive smoldering mess. I'm glad I was sitting in here when it got hit. Everyone outside was taken out by the concussion of the impact. I think they sent debris down from a fallen ship or something. Smashed that tower down something good. I sent the autobot out to neutralize that core, but I can call it back."

    I joined the comm. "How long will it take the bot to secure the core?"

    Jack thought for a moment. "If the bot can get to it, less than a minute or two. It went out with a container. The core of that power reactor is small."

    I replied, "Give it two minutes. If it doesn't have the core, command it to continue while you come to pick us up."

    Jack nodded. "OK, be there in a few."

    I turned back to see Garrett grinning. "What?"

    Garrett sat down on the wall. "I just saved us all a long-ass run that's what. And I have to say I'm very happy with that!"

    I nodded as I stepped back over the wall, patting Garrett on the back. "I'll give credit where credit is due. Wise move."

    Garrett chuckled. "If that hadn't hit me right then, I wonder how far we would have run before we thought of it?"

    I took a deep breath. "I was prepared to sprint the whole way."

    Garrett shook his head. "You, sir, are a machine."

    Jack came over the comm. "Core is secure, I'm lifting off now. Scan shows a large field on the east side of town. I can meet you there. Hold on. Word coming in from the fleet. Crap. They got their asses kicked, but they aren't out of it yet. Both fleets have separated. The Grotus have a few dozen teardrops left and fourteen of those battlecruisers. We pulled back with thirty of our battleships but they are in bad shape. Word is that another fifty are due through the portal shortly."

    Garrett winced. "What's to keep those battlecruisers from coming down here and wrecking this place?"

    I replied, "That's a good question. Jack, has there been any movement toward the planet by the Grotus?"

    Jack hesitated. "There is now. One of them just dropped from orbit. A second one is turning this way. Get out to that field as fast as you can. We're the only ship in the air down here, and that makes us a prime target."

    I replied as I jumped up. "We're on the move. Should be there in under a minute. Send out word to all the shuttle captains to get their crews away from the transports!"

    Jack came back. "I don't think we have a minute. Get as close to that field as you can and take cover. And don't look up at the bright flash if you value your eyesight. The first battlecruiser is coming right for us. Wish me luck."

    Garrett replied as we ran. "You mean wish us luck."

    Jack pressed a holo-trigger on his display. "Yeah, whatever. Fermium nuke is away! Battlecruiser is firing its lasers at it now. It's through! Ahahahaha!"

    A bright flash in the distance told of Jack's counter to the incoming battlecruiser.

    Jack yelled into the comm. "Grotus ship is in flames in high orbit! Don't think the blast made it to the ground! Looks like we punched a big dent in the front of the battlecruiser. Lit it up and sent it down! I'm heading right for that pack of 'em. None of the others have moved."

    I replied, "Don't get cocky on us! You don't have the armor to take one of those full laser blasts!"

    Jack nodded. "Don't worry. I've got this covered."

    As the Garmon closed on the Grotus fleet, Jack turned hard to the right. I watched on my arm pad holo-display as a second blip came to life on the screen, heading straight for the fleet. It was the Anterra!

    Jack yelled over the comm. "Say hello to your long-lost friend, you green-assed lizards!"

    I took no offense.

    A brief flash emanated from high orbit as the nuclear warhead on the Anterra detonated in the center of the converged Grotus ships. Eight of the twelve ships went silent as countless small explosions erupted from their hulls. The four remaining battlecruisers, as well as the fifth that was in atmosphere, turned and fled for home.

    Jack came over the comm as he turned back our way. "I hated to give her up. But I think the Anterra just saved our asses!"

    Go replied, "So that's it? Nothing saved? You blew her up?"

    Jack shrugged. "We have the autobot, but I don't know how effective it will be without that AI to run it. If you want, I guess you could keep it as a pet."

    Go returned a dejected look.

    Garrett put his hand on Go's shoulder. "I can't believe I'm suggesting this, but maybe the Odenta will give you the clone computer when we get back. It's supposed to be an exact duplicate isn't it?"

    Go stopped and grinned. "It is! And worst case, I can have it clone another one!"

    Garrett replied, "I thought you corrected its programming so it couldn't replicate itself."

    Go shook his head. "I got sidetracked with our trip to Jorus and never set that up."

    Garrett sighed as he looked my way with a scowl. "Why'd I open my mouth?"

    I spoke with Jack over the comm. "The Grumar force that fled Tanningar, can you scan and locate their whereabouts?"

    Jack smiled as he steered the Garmon back to our sector. "I can blast them with my cannons. They can shoot at me all they want, but my guns are much bigger! And ... it looks like they are heading back your way. Hold on ... ooh, that's gonna leave a mark. Give me a minute to clean up here and I'll meet you at the field."

    The Garmon landed in the field in front of us. Smoke poured from a meter-wide hole in her side. Her crew, using the shipboard firefighting system, soon had the damaged section under control.

    Jack stepped onto the top of the ramp-way to greet us as it lowered. "I kind of didn't notice the ground cannon about four hundred meters from their position. Took a nasty wallop before I knew it was even there. Garrett, I'm afraid your quarters were trashed."

    Garrett rolled his eyes.

    I replied, "Do we need to send a force to take the gun out?"

    Jack shook his head. "No. It's gone. The last of the troops in that area scattered to the point where I couldn't tell if I got them all or not. I'd have a hard time saying there is more than a dozen left. You might want to send out a few patrols to mop up."

    The ground battle for Doomlight still raged in the other sectors. With the ion field inhibitors offline, the Grunta Council once again assumed full control of all fights. Our battles in inhibitor sector D12 were one of the few Talisan sectors that had gone somewhat smoothly. In most of the Talisan sectors, the counteroffensives by the Grumar and Grotus had been successful. The skies in and around the battle areas were soon lit up with blue flashes from ion bolts and the orange pulses of laser pistols and rifles. The battle for Doomlight raged on as the sun began to set over the horizon in Tanningar.
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    Word soon came in from Grunta Command. We were being redeployed to another sector. Colonel Baake would be taking command of the three thousand troops to be garrisoned in D12. Our remaining force, now numbering twelve thousand, was being transferred to reinforce the troops in sector C7. The Talisans in C7 were struggling to fend off a Grumar counteroffensive.

    The transport hovered just above the ground as its ramps deployed and the Talisan fighters streamed aboard. Ten minutes later the troops were on the ground in C7 with Boni Marrik in command. Garrett, Go and I waited for the Garmon to be certified safe to fly. Go gave the autobot commands manually from his arm pad. It seemed to get confused if commands were less than precise. The interpretive power of the Anterra's AI had made a noticeable difference in how the bot reacted.

    Go stood behind Garrett, laughing, as we looked at the gaping hole in the wall of his quarters. "Well, at least you get a good breeze through here! And you have a window view! I don't have a window!"

    Garrett frowned. "We just lost the last of my tracking tags. That melted case had about a half dozen of those things left."

    Go reached into the pouch on his pants leg. "Here, we still have the two I didn't use at the portal gate."

    Garrett smiled and nodded as he took the tags.

    I grabbed Garrett by the back of the neck and squeezed. "At least you weren't in here."

    Jack came over the comm. "I know you aren't needed immediately, but you do have the Jess you can use if you want to join the fight. You might even think about using it to take out ground guns if you can."

    Garrett replied, "And get a hole blown in her side? No thanks."

    Jack remarked, "If you come in facing those guns, the damage isn't so bad. The gravity shield will take the brunt of the hit, allowing you to kill the gun. You just have to watch that there aren't two of them."

    Garrett looked directly at his arm pad. "And we need to take out these guns, why?"

    Jack gave a stern response. "Why? Because we have transports taking hits that are trying to move troops around."

    Garrett offered an embarrassed reply. "OK. I guess I wasn't thinking. Anyone want to go kill some ground guns?"

    I gestured in the direction of C7. "I need to rejoin the ground fight. There are more Grotus out there."

    Garrett looked at Go. "You?"

    Go pointed at the hole. "I'm trying to get this hole repaired."

    Garrett raised his arm pad. "Jack, have your crew ready to open the gravity wall in the bay."

    Jack replied, "The other Salton ships that are still out there will be joining you. I'll coordinate your targets through Command. When the damage here is sufficiently cleaned up I'll be joining you."

    Garrett nodded as he walked past us. "I'll be up in about thirty seconds if you can send me a new target."

    Jack began to swipe away on a holo-screen. "I'll have three lined up by the time you’re out."

    Garrett lifted off on his way toward a ground gun. The autobot was busy welding new panels to the Garmon's hull. I made my way back to the bridge.

    Jack looked up. "You might hit the sonic wash with that battle-suit. You're more blue than gray."

    I half smiled. "No need. I expect to be right back in it when we get to C7."

    Go walked in with a pristine, silvery-white suit.

    Jack pointed. "Now, see, there's a man who takes care of his equipment."

    Go grinned. "Well, to be truthful, I wasn't involved in any gore like they were. I just shot tungsten from a distance. Although, if I did get covered with guts and blood like them, all I have to do is blink out and back in. It will all either fall off or get sucked into the void of the active skin of the suit."

    I glanced down at the power cell on Go's belt. "You reloaded yet?"

    Go nodded. "Sodium in the cell and tungsten in the glove. I'm ready for another few months on power, and another thousand shots."

    I replied, "Good. We'll need them. The Word from C7 is they are losing because they have a large contingent of Grotus there, almost two hundred. We need to get you back out there fighting as soon as possible."

    Go shrugged. "Point me that way! I can get there on my own faster than this ship can."

    I said, "Jack, transfer your current coordinates of the enemy in C7 to Go. And, Go, get busy, we are losing soldiers every second those Grotus are alive."

    Go nodded as he blinked out. "Roger that. See you when you get there."

    Jack gave status: "We should be up and at 'em in about five minutes. Once that outer plating is in place we can effect the rest of repairs while in motion."

    I took the few minutes to raise Getta on the comm. "Is everyone OK? Has the fighting been bad?"

    Getta replied, "We encountered about two thousand Grumar when we arrived. It has been the same with all the Grunta transports. In all, I think we Gruntas have only encountered a have dozen of the Grotus fighters. Given our numbers, they were easily dispatched."

    I replied, "Wait, are you saying the Council purposefully steered the Talisan toward the more highly defended sectors?"

    Getta hesitated. "Be careful of how you phrase your words with regards to this. Remember, it is the Council's responsibility to safeguard Grunta lives first and foremost. Whatever decisions were made regarding assigned sectors had those responsibilities taken into consideration."

    I balled up my fist in anger. "We are in this war to protect all of us! If that is their attitude, what Talisan, or any other species for that matter, would put their life on the line for a Grunta?"

    Getta took a stern tone. "Gruntas are responsible for Gruntas alone. We have been training since the fall of the AMP for this while all others have gone on about their lives as if disaster was not coming their way. We do not require the assistance or help of others to survive. We may be involved in the same war and have similar goals, but the Talisan are not our people!"

    I unfurled my fist. "No, but they are my people. From this point on, the Talisan will no longer take orders from Grunta Command. You can tell the Council that the Talisans will be abandoning a number of sectors where our losses are too high. If Command wants those sectors secured, they will either wait for us to come back to them or handle them themselves."

    Getta returned a stoic look. "You do realize that by taking this stance, you may very well be cast out from our people. The Council has the power to exile Grunta who intentionally go against their wishes."

    I remarked. "If that is the wish of the Council, then so be it. If not for what I and my Human and Talisan teams have done, the Council would be getting pummeled by Grotus battleships. They may not want help, but they do require it."

    I gave Jack the directive to act as a coordinating command center. All Talisan troops involved in sectors with heavy losses were told to retreat to their transports for reassignment. Of the more than eight hundred sectors we had been assigned, one hundred and sixty-eight were soon abandoned. The troops from those embattled sectors were sent to sectors where victory was forthcoming. Troops from the victorious sectors would be redeployed to the remaining sectors as needed. An edict of my exile quickly came back from the Council.

    I took out my displeasure with the Council on countless Grotus and Grumar fighters in C7. The dried Grumar blood on my battle-suit had mostly turned to carbon. Glancing laser pulses had skimmed my torso and appendages as I spun, twisted, and rampaged through the enemy's ranks. After clearing my third sector, I made my way back to the Garmon and collapsed in exhaustion.

    Jack stood over me. "You're a dynamo, we all know that, but pushing yourself this hard will get you killed. You need to take a long break. We have turned the tide in all sectors. The Grumar and Grotus are losing, and they are losing badly to our troops."

    A comm call from Getta flashed on my arm pad. "I thought you were ordered to not communicate with me?"

    Getta nodded. "I was."

    I replied, "Has something changed?"

    Getta smiled. "The Council has rescinded their exile decision. I am told they are not happy with having to do so, with this Council having never had to rescind before. It seems there was a tremendous outpouring of both military and political support for your position. The abandoned sectors will have Grunta troops landing in them shortly. Each of your remaining embattled sectors will receive a contingent of two thousand Gruntas to be used as front line troops.

    "Given feedback from live situations, the military deemed the combat experience to be of extreme importance for training the rest of our troops. And the outpouring of support—no, the demands by the people—left the Council with little choice. It seems that word of your deeds has traveled through most of the Grunta households. Your actions are quite revered. And everyone is eager to know more about the discoverer of Jorus."

    Getta leaned in close to the comm camera. "Now get some rest. I don't want you to screw this up with your bullheadedness."

    I leaned my forehead against my camera. Getta began to coo.

    Jack turned to head back to the bridge with a smile. "I'll leave you two alone."

    With the addition of Grunta fighters, the battles in each sector came to a quick end. Nearly a million Grumar, along with just over three thousand Grotus, were taken captive. All told, sixty-six million had perished in the fighting for Doomlight. An epic battle by all standards.

    The following day, fifty new battleships came through the portal, taking up positions in high orbit. With the portal open, the Council sent back through a demand that all Grunta conscripts instead be considered New Alliance partners. I wasn't holding out much hope that Harden Salton would agree to their terms. In fact, I again passed along to them that his next target would be the Grumar home world. Given how poorly our ships did against the Grumar, I didn't think that attack would come any time soon. A much bigger fleet would be required.

    After a full sweep of all sectors for stragglers and holdouts, the planet was declared free of hostiles. Without control of the portal gate, my Talisan fighters had no way to go home, to a home that might no longer exist. If the conscription had continued, I had no doubt that the entire population of Dallex, nearly four hundred million citizens, had been moved away from the colony. I also wondered how our friends on Effica were faring. Had they succeeded in establishing a viable colony that would not immediately be suspected of treason? I had no way of knowing.

    I sat on the bridge of the Garmon with Jack Carson. "I think it's time we left this planet. I've tried to convince the Council that doing so is in our best interest, but they aren't very fond of me. Female Gruntas can be vengeful. Once they get in their minds that they don't like something, it's difficult to change their opinion."

    Jack replied, "You want to head back to Odenta? We left on good terms, but you show up with another group of aliens, will they be as hospitable?"

    I shook my head. "That, I don't know, but I think we have to try. The longer we stay here the more likely we are to stay as pawns of Harden Salton. I don't want my Talisans fighting his senseless war. Look how many are dead from this attack on Doomlight. It sickens my stomach."

    Jack half laughed. "You didn't seem that sick out there swinging that maul. From everything I've heard and seen, I'd say you were in your element."

    I took a deep breath. "That was war. You have to suspend your morals to a degree in order to fight and kill. Just because I was effective, doesn't mean I liked it. If given the choice, I would choose to not fight. But I cannot in good conscience sit back and watch while my brethren are fighting for their lives. If through my efforts I can save some of my own, I will commit to that task fully."

    Jack nodded. "I think you have the right outlook on that, by the way. No sane person wants war, but if it has to be fought, commit to it fully. Half-assing it is not helping anyone, and in fact, puts even more in danger."

    I pulled up a nav screen. "I believe it's time we took leave of this planet. I'm ordering a complete pullout of the Talisans. We'll head for Odenta first. If they won't have us, we'll continue on to Jorus. We at least know that it is habitable."

    Go and Garrett walked onto the bridge. "Go thinks we should leave. I think we should head back through the portal so we can get to work on our plans for stealing that portal ship should Harden get it built."

    I replied, "I was just about to send out the order for all Talisans to board their transports. We will head for Odenta to seek temporary refuge there."

    Garrett frowned. "Yeah, about the Talisans, I know they are your people and all, but I don't think those battleships up there will be letting you go. The Talisans are conscripts in the Salton army. He owns them. They won't just let you pass."

    Go said, "I thought we might be able to create a diversion and then slip away from the other side of the planet. Maybe Jack could set off one of those nukes out in space or something. While they are investigating, we make our move."

    Jack replied, "That won't work. The moment you leave the ground with those transports you'll be detected. And I'd bet those battleships have a slight speed advantage over these transports. They would catch you before you got much out of this system."

    Go crossed his arms. "Well, we have eight hundred and twelve ships. If we split up initially, they would only catch a handful of us. After meeting up at a rally point, we could come back with the Garmon to figure out how to get the rest out of here."

    I leaned back in my chair. "That's an admirable plan, Go. I will take that under consideration. If the battleships do confront us, what other options might we have?"

    Garrett gestured toward Jack. "We could threaten them with the nukes. Let us go or we'll blast you. I still think we just wait for that portal to open and rush through."

    I raised Getta on the comm. "I'm seeking your guidance on an issue. I believe it to be in our best interest to leave this place. I know I cannot convince the Council of such, but I can order my Talisans to leave. Our current choices are a diversion followed by a run in many directions by our transports. The Salton ships in orbit would not catch us all, so most would get away. Or, we threaten them with the nuclear warheads we have here on the Garmon."

    Garrett interjected, "Or we run through the portal to try to take control of it."

    Getta thought for a moment. "I believe I have a hybrid option that might work for you. You have fewer troops now than when we arrived. You need fewer transports to move them. I would transfer all the supplies off those extra transports and then send them out as your decoys. If the Saltons take chase after, let's say, fifty of them, you might just have a diversion that is worthy of an escape."

    Garrett nodded. "I have to say I like that idea. We send a big group of empty transports out for them to chase while the rest of us slip away. I guess we can come back at any time with the Garmon to sneak through that portal. He has been opening that thing a lot more."

    I smiled and nodded to Getta. "I am humbled by your brilliance as always."

    Getta returned the smile. "When your plan is underway, I will inform the Council. They will be angry over not having the information sooner, but they will have to live with what they have. I have not been ordered to spy on my husband. So I do not have to relay this plan to the Council until you are gone. All I ask is that you give me a comm when you are on your way. That will leave a call log of when I was informed of your plan. The Council will have no recourse but to accept that which has already happened."

    In an attempt to not arouse suspicion, the transfer of soldiers and supplies occurred over a two day period. Each day, two new battleships came through the portal. In an effort to make best use of our resources, eighty-eight empty transports would be sent out with predetermined nav points entered into their systems. The ships would each move in a direction that was away from our primary goal and separate from each other.

    As night began to fall at the end of the second day, the order to send out the decoys was given. All at once, eighty-eight transports powered up and lifted off, moving in a direction that was at first away from the Salton battleships. The battleship reactions were slow, but one-by-one they moved from their stationary orbit, heading after the fleeing transports. As the transports reached orbit, they began heading off in separate directions. As planned, the battleships followed in hot pursuit.

    I nodded at Jack. "Send out the word. Take us just over the horizon and up."

    As we came up through orbit, an alert went off on our nav screen. Two new battleships had come through the portal and were fast approaching our position.

    Jack turned the Garmon in their direction.

    Garrett asked, "What are you planning?"

    Jack replied, "I'll be dropping a nuke in their path to deter them. If that doesn't work, we just try to run and lead them away from the others."

    Garrett stood. "If we are playing that game, then we might as well do it with two ships. I'll take out the Jess to do the same. Just let me know if you'll be detonating one of those things."

    Go stood as well. "I'll go with him. As a last resort … we can let ourselves get captured."

    Garrett stopped. "Now what kind of plan is that?"

    Go smiled as he blinked out. "They will have you, but they won't have me. I think we could affect an escape easy enough once the transports are away."

    Garrett shook his head as he continued toward the Jess. "That's easy for you to say. You won't be the one they are torturing and killing to find out where the transports went."

    Go blinked in and slapped Garrett on the back as they left the bridge. "Don't worry. I won't let that happen."

    Jack moved the nav screen to the main holo-display. "Launching a missile now. ETA is three minutes. It should go off right in their path, but early enough to not cause any harm. It looks like they are focusing in on us as well."

    Shortly after, Garrett came over the comm" "We are out. Tell me where you want me."

    Jack replied, "That nuke is on your display. Just stay away from it and you'll be fine. You might want to head to the right a bit, as that's away from the transports."

    The fermium missile detonated as expected. The battleships, however, kept coming our way.

    Garrett said, "Go has an idea. Let us give it a shot. The two of you should head out."

    Jack looked at me. "I think worst case they end up back down on that planet as prisoners. But I don't think that will happen. That suit Go is wearing is too big of an advantage. He could take out both of those battleships on his own if he can get aboard."

    Garrett continued, "That's the plan. I will pull up lame, spew out a few thousand joules of ions like something has broke, and Go will sneak aboard their ships to temporarily disable their power. If they don't just off and kill me first. I think it will work."

    I replied, "If you are willing to take the risk, make it happen."

    Garrett laughed. "Not sure when my lucky streak will run out, but here goes."

    The Jess came to a stop in the path of the two battleships. The sensor screen lit up with a burst of ion emissions. To the average pilot, the ion burst would appear as a malfunction of the gravity drive system.

    Garrett received a hail which he patched through. "This is Captain Montelake of the battleship Cambridge. You are in Salton space and are ordered to hold your position."

    Garrett replied, "Our drive is blown. We won't offer any resistance."

    The captain looked into the camera of his comm. "Your friends, you would do well to have them surrender."

    Garrett glanced over his shoulder toward our physical location. "Them? They aren't my friends and I don't have any control over them. They can hear your hail, you'll have to ask them directly."

    Bernhardt Montelake frowned. "Either your friends stop or we destroy you here and now."

    I looked at Jack. "We can't let them do that."

    Jack shook his head. "He's bluffing. No decent captain would fire upon a crippled ship when he only just got here. He needs more information before he would make such a rash decision."

    The two battleships slowed as the Garmon continued away.

    The captain reiterated his threat. "This is a final warning to the partner ship. Halt and prepare to be boarded or we will destroy your smaller friend."

    Garrett yelled through the hail comm. "We've surrendered! They don't know us and don't care! What kind of barbaric captain are you!"

    The battleships came to a stop. A tug shuttle emerged from a docking bay on the side of the Cambridge.

    The captain said over the comm, "You are now prisoners of the New Alliance. You are traveling without a transponder, a violation punishable by death. I would suggest you cooperate. What is the meaning of your action out here and where are those transports heading? Keep in mind, we have many ways of making you talk other than simple threats."

    Garrett nodded as Go blinked out and powered toward the battleships. "I won't be trouble. The fight down there is over. We took it as an opportunity to leave."

    The captain shook his head. "You speak Alliance English, and you are in a war sector where only conscripts are allowed. If you are leaving, that makes you a deserter."

    Garrett shrugged as Go came over a separate comm channel. "I'm taking out the sensor feed to the generator cooling system. That should trigger an automatic shutdown of their power plants. They should only have emergency power available for life support after that."

    Garrett replied, "No weapons?"

    The captain looked confused. "What?"

    Garrett looked back at the captain on his holo-display. "Sorry, I was just saying we have no weapons."

    Go replied, "We're about to find out."

    Go blinked in and out, eliminating the sensors. The great ship's systems immediately began shutting down. Go powered toward his next victim.

    The captain turned as alerts flashed on his displays and the captain of the Merphias hailed him.

    Montelake’s comm was still open: "What has happened?"

    The other captain could be heard replying: "We just lost complete power. All generators are offline. We are looking into the cause as we speak. At the moment, we don't have any readings from the cooling sensors."

    Bernhardt Montelake stared at the other display for several seconds before turning back to face Garrett with a scowl.

    Go said, "Ship two is going offline."

    Garrett smiled at the comm camera. "Catch you later, Captain. We have other business to attend to."

    With the loss of power, the comm system on the Cambridge switched to emergency use only, cutting off the angry captain's image.

    Go was soon back aboard the Jess. "I'm thinking we have about half an hour before they have those sensor modules replaced. We should get going."

    Garrett nodded. "Two battleships. I had my doubts, but as a secret weapon, you are awesome. And I mean that. Awesome! Knog, we're on our way!"

    As we turned back, alerts went off on our nav screen again. The Grunta transports on Doomlight had lifted off. Their initial heading had them moving in our direction, toward the portal. After our initial attempt at contact, their purpose for moving became clear. The transports were empty. Harden Salton was stranding the Grunta on Doomlight until he decided it was time for their use. If the Grumar and Grotus were to return with enough ships to overpower the small fleet that remained, the Grunta, my family, would be slaughtered.

    The Jess joined up with the Garmon. We were soon riding along with the other transports and my Talisan army. A last ditch effort to bring Getta and my family with us failed. They were not deserters. They would stay to fight with the others if a fight came.

    For me, I was not in the Grunta military and not under the direct jurisdiction of the Council. My popularity had seen to it that I would be left to do what I pleased. My newest mission? To get the Odentas to accept us as refugees. I was banking on our prior assistance being enough to persuade them. If that happened, I would return to Doomlight, bringing back the transports for the Grunta.

    Doomlight had been a hard-fought battle. Millions of my Talisan soldiers had died in the thousand different battles that had raged. While the Grotus were formidable, they could be beaten. If I could also rescue my Grunta family, I would have renewed hope for our futures.

    


    ~~~~~
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    The Odentas were welcoming to our fleet of Talisan refugees. Against our wishes, they had cloned the smart AI several times and added twenty thousand autobots to their ranks. A quarter of the bots were tasked with building more bots while the remaining machines were put to use rebuilding much of what had been lost in the fight with the Grotus.

    Garrett was the first to speak up. "This is exactly what I didn't want to have happen. A mentality where one is good so two must be twice as good. We need to put a stop to this before it gets completely out of hand, which in my opinion, has already happened."

    Go replied, "I see this as a great opportunity. Just think what a factory with a million of those bots, or five million could do. Hand them a design. Point at the resources that need to be gathered or mined, and then just sit back and watch as a full ship is assembled, possibly in days."

    Garrett shook his head. "Or they build an army, kick our ass, and it's over."

    Go turned to face me. "We could use them to build our own battleships. Or even enough transports to go back and get everyone off of Doomlight."

    I looked at Jack. "We are in need of a fleet. I would be inclined to build fighting ships before transports. Any thoughts?"

    Jack replied, "Fighting ships would have to come first."

    I placed my hand on Garrett's shoulder. "I think they're right. We need to look at these AIs as tools. I also agree that we don't want them to get out of control. So we'll put you in charge of monitoring them. We'll give you a kill switch should something happen where they become a threat instead of an asset. Does that sound like a function you would want control over?"

    Garrett replied immediately. "Since it looks like their expanded use has already been decided, I'll gladly take on that role. But let me say this right now: the moment I see anything suspicious, anything at all, I will shut them down with a vengeance."

    Garrett turned to Go. "Would you care to assist me in getting a kill switch set up? I think you are the one to best see that a good implementation is put in place, something with fail-safes."

    Go replied, "I could do that. And thank you for placing your trust in me."

    Garrett let out a sarcastic laugh. "Yeah, trust, just know that I'm also planning to have a half dozen of the Talisan engineers looking over your shoulder. And I want the switch set up so that me, you, Knog, or Jack can activate it from our arm pads, or from the consoles in the Garmon and the Jess. If we do this, it needs to work as a complete kill, not just some temporary shutdown."

    Go looked at me for approval. I nodded.

    Go pursed his lips and replied to Garrett. "OK, let's go get it done."

    Jack glanced up at a display showing the current set of autobots at work. "You might want to inform the Odentas about your plans."

    I shook my head, "They don't need to know about the kill switch. But, I will inform them about our plans to construct a fleet. I believe they will be thrilled to be involved in that in every way. They still have to be reeling from all that has happened here in the last year. Going from a peaceful, world-bound society to a conspirator in a war that spans galaxies has to be a shock. Their lives will never be the same."

    I met with the Chancellor of the Odentas, Marun Iklause. He was tall for an Odenta, nearly equaling my height. His gangly face and long stride set him apart from the others.

    As we walked on a high catwalk, stretched between two buildings of their new capital city, Marun talked. "I believe our interaction with both the Grunta and the Talisan to be beneficial. We may have only just begun our ventures into space as a species, but we are realists. If there are others out there who would come here and cause us harm, we must be fully prepared to defend ourselves. This Grotus threat has really opened our eyes to what we must do. If we must sacrifice all our time for fun and frolic, so be it."

    I replied, "I believe you are making a wise choice, Chancellor. I am certain that you will have many difficult choices to make before any semblance of security returns. The fact that your people are willing to make the necessary sacrifices says a lot about your character."

    The Chancellor nodded. "We still have our flaws, Mr. Beutcher. There are those among us that wish your kind gone from our planet. They feel that it was you that brought this threat upon us, and that if you were to leave, the threat would leave with you."

    I sighed. "I can assure you, Chancellor, if the Grotus are left alone, they will come. And when they do, your entire populace will either be killed or enslaved. If you show any strong will at all, they will butcher you en masse. Help us build this fleet and we will do all we can to assist in your defense should it be needed."

    The Chancellor stopped, looking over a railing and out onto the city before us. "What of the Grunta, Mr. Beutcher, your own people?"

    I leaned on the rail. "The ruling Council for my people can be headstrong. They will do what it takes to survive, just not always in the best order for those around them. But they are good solid people. If they give you their word, they will abide by what they said."

    The Chancellor asked. "If we build these ships, what will our arsenal of weapons be?"

    I replied, "Well, that's where we have bit of a problem. Our weapons have primarily been ion blasters. We don't have a way to manufacture the amplifiers that are required to give the power output we need for a weapon. We can build amplifiers, not efficient, but sufficient, to make our generators work, but that's as far as we can go.

    We have the fermium missiles from your stocks, but those are only effective in very restricted confines. Space is a big place. The Grotus are now aware of their destructive power and will just move away from their slow speed. We can construct lasers, but again, they are not as refined or powerful as those possessed by the Grotus. We are in desperate need of something new."

    The Chancellor held up a long index finger. "Perhaps your scientists should speak with our scientists. For years we have studied gravity, and similar to you, we can only grasp its use and not what makes it function. They have studied your implementation of the gravity drive in the last months with great enthusiasm. I have been told, but I do not have a full understanding of it, that a weapon of sorts may be possible."

    I replied with interest. "If you have anything at all I'm sure our scientists and engineers would be happy to work together with yours. The Talisans are not the best at coming up with new ideas, but they are excellent at implementing them."

    The Chancellor continued, "It is our understanding that a gravity pulse travels outward in the form of a wave. That wave can either be attractive or repulsive. When a wave emanates from a point source like your gravity drive or shield, it spreads outward from the emitter, dropping drastically in intensity as a function of distance traveled, much like a sound wave.

    "We have what we believe are conclusive experiments in the lab, where a wave can be sped up on the outer edges of a point, while the center remains at standard speed. This would allow the gravity emitted to travel in a beam, keeping its power over a much greater distance, and in a confined space."

    I smiled. "For someone who says they don't have a good grasp on that science, it sure sounds as though you have a good understanding of it."

    The Chancellor replied, "I have just enough understanding that I can repeat what I have been told, Mr. Beutcher. Please don't mistake that for any in depth knowledge."

    "Excuse me for a moment, Chancellor," I said. "I would like to get our people together on this immediately if possible."

    The Chancellor nodded as I opened a comm. "Jack, have the Talisans assemble a team of their most knowledgeable gravity engineers. See to it that they are shuttled over to the Odenta science complex in the capital. We may have stumbled onto something we can use as a weapon. The Chancellor will set up any approvals needed on this end by the time they get there."

    Jack replied, "I'll get right on it."

    The Chancellor took a moment to contact his people before returning to the conversation. "Mr. Beutcher, if we build a fleet, if we rescue the Gruntas, if we defeat the Grotus. What then?"

    I leaned back on the railing. "Then, we figure out how to put together an alliance that will last. There are a great many other species out there, most passive, but many hostile. We will need a fleet that can defend against all comers. And we will need leadership that recognizes our differences and works to best serve all species and not just their own. Those are tall tasks."

    The Chancellor smiled. "It would appear that you have it figured out already, Mr. Beutcher. I understand that what you are saying is idealistic at best. Leadership is only as good as the direction it takes you in. We have had our share of Chancellors who lead us down the wrong path. Even though they were well-intentioned, the results were disastrous for our people. If a board, or council, or congress needs to be put together, we would need fair-minded individuals like yourself to staff it."

    I held up my hand. "I'm not your man, Chancellor. You will find that Gruntas can be stubborn once our minds are made up. There are a few who would be open minded enough to be on such a council, but not many."

    The Chancellor asked, "And what of your Talisan brothers and sisters?"

    I chuckled. "No, I don't think they would be good at that job. They have a lack of moral fiber. Not that they are bad, but they can too easily be both good or bad. The Talisan follow their emperor, wherever it is that he may lead them."

    The Chancellor continued, "Is there no species that you would find honorable enough to serve?"

    I replied, "Species, no, but there are individuals among the species who would have to do. The hope would be that you get enough reasonable ones together that they can make sound decisions for governing everyone. We had that for two thousand years before the current leadership corrupted the system and overthrew it. I have seen what works. It may be difficult for us to achieve, that's all."

    After my talk with the Chancellor had come to an end, I returned to the Garmon. Go and Garrett had implemented a kill switch for the AIs and turned their efforts toward building ships. A design was settled upon which was slightly larger than the Garmon, with an outer hull that was three times as thick.

    The Odentas' laser reflection technology was applied to the hull designs, making them much less vulnerable to the Grotus laser threat. The Odenta and Talisan scientists and engineers quickly had a working model of the gravity weapon, which turned out to not be much of a weapon. An opposing ship or missile could be pulled toward or pushed away from a gravity emitter. The power needed for this task came from emitting the gravitational wave as a beam. Its use as a weapon was theorized to come into play only if the opposing ship was coming directly at you at the time a gravity beam was emitted. If its gravity shield could be overwhelmed, a repulsive beam might actually penetrate the forward decks of a ship, in theory.

    Within a month, the number of AIs had topped four thousand and the autobots just over a million. Garrett watched diligently for the first sign of robotic trouble. None had come.

    As the first of the Garmon class cruisers took flight, an evening was taken for celebrations. I liked the Odenta people: they were warm, thoughtful, and friendly, like many of the Humans I had come across during the days of the AMP.

    The following day we took the Garmon and our newest cruiser, the Odentus, out for flight tests. After a day in the heavens, we returned to the planet's surface. The new ship had performed perfectly in every category of test.

    Jack offered a suggestion. "It will take some time to get a fleet together that we can take back to Doomlight. However, this might be a good opportunity for us to go back to check on the situation. We can stop short with the Odentus and Garmon, allowing Garrett to go in close with the Jess to spy. It would also be the next logical step for testing out the Odentus."

    After a moment of thought, I replied, "Your suggestion has merit. I'll run it by the Chancellor when I see him in about an hour. We can run the same crew that we ran on the tests yesterday. When we get back, they can be assigned to train new crews."

    That afternoon the Garmon and Odentus lifted off. The trip to Doomlight brought several surprises. When the gravity pulsor was configured as an attractor, it could be used as a tractor beam. The Odentus crew repeatedly practiced pulling the Garmon in closer to her location. The Jess was taken out and on several occasions pulled into the docking bay on the cruiser's side.

    As a second surprise, when configured as a repulsor, the device could be used to increase the ship's forward momentum. With the repulsor running free, the Odentus would outpace the Garmon's speed, by as much as 15 percent. In the dead of space, speed offered a critical advantage.

    The weakness of the Odentus was her weapons. A complement of thirty-six full-size and forty-eight quarter-size missiles was all she had. Considering the fights that we could possibly be in, it was not a sufficient offensive capability.

    A second drawback of the Odentus was her generators. The inefficient ion generators required the assistance of nuclear reactors to provide the necessary energy to fully operate the ship with all her features and functions. The nuclear core would also have to be replaced once a year as the fermium that drove it became depleted. It was not a major undertaking, but deficient from ideal, none the less.

    When we arrived in the vicinity of Doomlight, Garrett was dispatched in the Jess. An hour later he had a report.

    Garrett opened a comm. "Salton's fleet is under attack! It's not the Grotus, though. I can't tell, but I suspect it's the Moddle. I count four hundred plus ships against thirty-two remaining Salton battleships. There is debris from ships everywhere around the battle scene. They're fighting in high orbit, just where we nuked the Grotus.

    I jumped on the comm. "Is there any fighting down on the planet?"

    Garrett replied, "I don't see any signs of attacks going on planet-side. It looks to only be a fleet battle. And the opposition is winning. Wait, another two hundred ships just came up on the sensors. Give me a second... it's more of the same. If I was the captain on one of those Salton ships, now would be the time that I turned to run."

    Jack shook his head. "There's only one problem with that, Garrett. They have nowhere to run. Unless that portal is open, they are stuck fighting it out. I just checked the speed of those incoming ships on your data feed. They easily match that of those battleships."

    The captain of the Odentus, Gar Thexan, an Odenta, hopped on the comm channel. "Sirs, this might be a good opportunity to test out the capabilities of this ship. We can sit just out of the range of the attackers, firing a gravity beam at them. If they should choose to pursue us, we have the faster ship."

    I replied, "Captain, you do realize that if something were to go wrong you would need to self destruct that ship. We can't afford to let that gravity technology fall into enemy hands."

    The captain came back with a solemn response. "Sir, that is a risk we are willing to assume. If we are to train others on the use of our technologies, we should first make use of it ourselves. As to the self destruct, should we face capture, I believe everyone aboard is willing to make that sacrifice if necessary. We are duty-bound to do so."

    I nodded. "I didn't intend to question anyone's determination or honor, Captain. If you feel that your crew is ready to test the gravity device, I will leave that call up to you."

    The Odentus moved forward to just past Garrett's position in the Jess. The gravity device was brought online and the first beam sent out.

    Shortly after, the captain returned status. "The first target has been pushed back from the battle. We are moving to target number two."

    Garrett remarked. "Hey, one thing the sensor is showing is that ship they pushed no longer has a gravity shield out front. If we can knock that out it makes our ion cannons, and the nukes, that much more effective."

    Jack said, "Not only that, it pretty much limits those ships to sub-light speeds. Without that gravity deflector they don't stand a chance again space dust or other debris."

    I joined the conversation. "Captain, test to see what the minimum amount of beam duration is that is required to take out a gravity shield."

    The captain replied, "Will do."

    Several seconds later the captain continued. "We are running fifteen millisecond pulses, requiring about five seconds of burst."

    I nodded. "Captain, target every ship you can to knock out those shields. And don't worry about pushing them back. They will back out on their own if they lose that shield. This might be just the thing the Salton ships need to stay alive."

    One-by-one the attacking ships lost their forward deflectors. As each ship succumbed to our new weapon, it moved back from the field of battle. After fifteen minutes of the Odentus handing out damage, the attacking fleet withdrew.

    Garrett commented, "Should we stick around?"

    I replied, "I think we have to."

    


    ~~~~~
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