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   Chapter 1

 
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 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."



   Chapter 2

 
An audio hail came over the comm with a harsh tone: "This is the Salton fleet commander, Paulus Figg. You are in Salton space. Identify yourself."
Jack replied, "You might want to lighten up on the attitude there, Commander. We just saved you from certain death. A nice thank-you might be in order before demanding identification."
The commander opened his video feed. "My apologies. We appreciate your assistance. Now, who are you? In violation of Alliance law, you do not have a transponder running."
I laughed. "No, we are hardly in Alliance space, Commander. How many ships did you lose?"
The commander growled. "I am asking the questions here! Now, who are you?"
A familiar face stepped in behind the commander. It was Colonel Dag Madigan.
After quiet words were exchanged, the colonel stepped up to the comm. "Mr. Beutcher. Thank you for your assistance. The answer to your question, sixty-two ships."
The commander pulled the colonel back from the comm. "That is privileged information, Colonel! Whose side are you on?"
The colonel replied, "Sorry, Commander, but I can vouch for our friend here. He is on our side. And if I were you, I would listen to whatever he says."
The commander scowled in resentment.
I said, "Look, Commander. Those were the Moddle. You are at war with the Moddle. They will be back. And from the looks of the debris field around your fleet, I would say you were not only losing, but losing in a bad way. You would do well to heed the colonel's advice. Now, as far as who we are, let's just say we are on your side and leave it at that."
The commander pushed his way back into the comm view. "Our scans show that their deflectors failed. By what mechanism were you able to make that happen?"
I smiled. "We have our methods, Commander. And those methods will remain with us exclusively. If that fleet should return, and we aren't here to assist, you will end up like the rest of that debris floating around you."
The commander scowled before turning toward his officers. "Bring us around, Miss Harvey. Lieutenant Match, bring those cannons online!"
The colonel placed his hand on the commander's shoulder. "Sir, what are you doing?"
The commander spun to face Dag Madigan. "Colonel, I am in command here! Your advice is no longer desired. Return to your quarters. This is a command issue and you no longer have a place on this bridge."
The colonel rolled his eyes as he turned away from the comm.
The commander directed his attention toward us. "Whoever you are, this is a Salton fleet battleship of the newest issue. You would do well to prepare yourselves to be boarded."
I opened a comm to the Odentus. "Captain, if you would, please, I believe the ship that is approaching has hostile intent. If you could knock down his forward deflector that would be appreciated."
Several seconds later the approaching ship lost its deflector shield as its forward gravity emitters failed.
I returned to the comm with the commander. "Mr. Figg, I would advise that you drop back below light speed. Without that shield, your hull is vulnerable to debris strikes. And from what I can see, you are surrounded by debris."
The commander scowled as he gave the order to slow.
I continued, "Sorry about that, Commander, but we can hardly afford to allow you or anyone else to take us captive. And as a reminder, one that I'm certain you do not need, this is a war zone. You would do well to move your ships back to that portal area to await reinforcements. If the Moddle return, they will continue their slaughter."
I switched comms to Garrett. "We'll be heading planet-side to talk with the Council. I recommend you stay out here with the Odentus and keep watch. I don't like us both being down there at the same time with the Moddle waiting out there somewhere."
Garrett nodded. "I'll be here. Just be prepared to run if needed. We can only slow one of those Moddle ships at a time. I actually thought we would be stuck with them for a while. At least someone in their fleet was smart enough to have the ships with no deflectors ride in close behind the others on their way out. If they had stayed at sub-light, it would have taken them a week to move away."
I replied, "Mr. Carson had that same realization a few minutes ago. Just keep yourself safe. I don't think we'll be long."
Jack set the Garmon down in a city where the Council had taken refuge. After a short walk, I was guided into a building with a conference room. After ten minutes of my pleading for the Council to make every effort to leave Doomlight, I was told it would not be happening.
The Council lead held up her hand. "Mr. Beutcher, we are again thankful for your assistance with the Moddle, but our reason for remaining here has not changed. The Moddle and the Saltons view us as an asset. We don't particularly care which party has control of the space surrounding this planet. What we do care about is having the chance to fight against the Grumar and the Grotus. We believe the Moddle and the Saltons would both provide us with that opportunity. Any planning beyond that event is premature."
I nodded. "It's my desire to eliminate the Grotus as well. I believe we could better do so under our own terms. I can return with the transports needed to move our entire populace back to Odenta. They are willing to join with us in any effort to rid the galaxy of the Grotus. That would include building our own fleet."
The lead councilwoman gestured toward the door. "Thank you for your input, Mr. Beutcher. We have important items to discuss."
I nodded, turned and strode out into the hallway.
Go was waiting. "They're more stubborn than you are."
I replied, "Please tell me you weren't in there."
Go looked around sheepishly. "If you want, I can go back in to see what they are saying about you now."
I shook my head. "Please don't. If they got wind of that I would be locked up for high treason. They don't like me as things stand. I don't need to give them more reasons."
As we walked, Go continued: "I don't get why they wouldn't want to leave if given the chance."
"They have their reasons. And it's not my place to question them."
Go asked. "What's next?"
I gestured toward the Garmon as we approached. "Jack will be taking us to the town where Getta is stationed. I'll be spending a few hours there with my family before we head back to Odenta."
Go sighed. "Still no chance of convincing them to come with us?"
I walked up the ramp-way into the Garmon. "Not a chance. They will do as the Council instructs."
I continued to the galley and sat as the Garmon lifted off. Go walked past and returned with two cups of the Odenta's version of coffee.
I took a sip. "This a poor substitute for the real stuff. Too salty for my taste."
Go laughed. "And yet you've been drinking it every day for a month."
I half smiled as I blew the heat off before taking another sip. "Unfortunately, that saltiness starts to grow on you. I'm hoping my taste buds won't be tainted by the time we return to the Triangulum."
Jack came over the comm. "We're landing in Harmond. We should only be a few hundred meters from Getta. When you exit, head down the street to your left."
I stood. "I'll be back in a few hours. If anything shows on the scans, or if Garrett or the Odentus calls, don't hesitate to fill me in with the current status."
Go nodded.
I walked from the galley down a flight of stairs to the main hallway on deck one. The ramp-way was down and I soon found myself walking up a street with circular houses to either side. Several of my children were waiting as I reached the house Getta had been assigned. It was evident repairs had been made, and more were underway.
Getta yelled from the side yard as five of my kids ran forward to begin licking my arms: "Over here!"
When I reached her, we touched foreheads. "What is it you have going on back here?"
Getta turned to face the beginnings of a rock wall. "We are building livestock pens. There are feral animals running loose all over town that resemble galligs. Garot and Bareta have gone out to capture one. If it has a decent taste, we'll fill up the pens. Won't hurt to make a few extra credits while we are out here."
I smiled. "Always the businesswoman."
"Just being prudent. We don't know how long we'll be on this planet."
I sat on a bench constructed from two stumps and a rock slab. "I had another meeting with the Council."
Getta looked over as she placed a rock on the wall. "And?"
I sighed. "And they haven't budged on their desire to stay right here. I believe we could move everyone back to Odenta. Certainly we could do that in two trips with the ships we have, but they have no interest in doing so."
Getta brushed off her hands and sat. "And what of the Odentas? What would they think of your plan?"
I leaned forward, placing my elbows on my legs. "The Odentas think it's an excellent idea. They want badly to attack the Grumar and Grotus on their home world. They would welcome anyone with the same desire. I believe that's also the desire of the Council, but they seem locked into staying right here. The battles that rage above us are not of concern to them."
Getta replied, "They must have their reasons. And they have kept us safe so far, giving us no reason to doubt their decisions."
I huffed. "We have saved them twice now. Saved all of you twice now. Go made a statement today that I believe to be true. That they are more stubborn than I am."
Getta laughed as she put her arm around my shoulder. "The Council is made up of Grunta women. We are as stubborn as they come. I don't know why that would be a shock to anyone."
I spent the next two hours talking with my wife and joking around with my children. They were healthy and strong. Four of the eighteen were already as tall as I was. In three months they would reach Getta's height and beyond. Any Grunta parent would have been proud to call them their own.
After saying my goodbyes I was escorted back to the Garmon by my family.
As I stepped up onto the ramp-way I was surprised by a gesture from my mother-in-law. "Knog, one moment. Come here."
I stepped down and stopped in front of her. "We are all proud of your efforts, Knog. All these years I've had my doubts about you. But you've proven me wrong."
I nodded. "Thank you for your kindness, Mayla. It's the strength and resolve of both you and your daughter that I stand upon."
Mayla poked at my shoulders. "Puff out your chest. I have a gift for you."
I took a deep breath and pushed my chest out until it felt like my lungs would burst. Mayla cocked back her fists and gave me a chest beating that took me within a breath of my life. When she finished, she bowed her head and stepped back. I glanced over at Getta with tears of both joy and pain in my eyes. Getta stood in silent disbelief.
I turned and walked to the top of the ramp-way, where Jack was waiting. "Man, that hurt me from all the way back here!"
I gritted my teeth as I replied, "It's a good hurt, Jack. One I will not soon forget."
Jack gently patted me on the back as I continued into the ship. As we began to lift off, I hailed Garrett on the comm.
Garrett answered. "All quiet up here. Scans have all been clean. Hey, what's wrong with your eyes? Things OK with the family?"
I nodded. "Things are very good with the family. I'll tell you about it on our ride back to Odenta. We should be pulling alongside you in a few minutes."
Garrett half smiled. "I'll be here."
Go blinked in beside me as I sat in a chair on the bridge. "What happened to you?"
Jack laughed. "He has a mother-in-law that likes him."
I looked toward Go. "You look like something is on your mind. What have you been up to?"
Go half looked away. "Nothing. I just took the time to do some flying around. Looks like your people are settling in for the long haul here."
I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "They are committed to following the Council's decisions. I believe our best option is to get back to Odenta and to build more ships. If we build a dozen of the Garmon class light cruisers, we should have enough to keep the Saltons, Moddle and Grumar away from attacking this planet. After that, we build transports to move the people. The Council will have to listen to reason at some point."
Jack leaned back as we rose through the atmosphere. "Your culture still baffles me. Your men staff all the government offices, but your ruling council is all women, and you all seem to answer to your wives, who are the stronger of your species."
I replied, "It wasn't always so. Before the War of Wars, there was a time when our men had the say in most everything. Our women had the strength, but were prone to emotional outbursts that often led to fights. When the War of Wars came, it was about survival and not about being civil to one another. Just after, the Council was formed. The men were blamed for losing in the War of Wars. Truth be told, it was our mistake of underestimating the Humans that cost us the war. Looking back, it was good we lost, but we paid a heavy price, and the men were blamed for getting us into the situation to begin with.
"The heavy decisions are now left to the Council while the men handle the day-to-day tasks of running a government. That system has worked well for two thousand years. It makes my questioning of the Council's decisions difficult to justify."
Jack looked back at the nav screen as we approached the Jess. "Well, if it's any consolation, I think you are doing the right thing. Sometimes it's good to have someone spouting the opposing view. Helps to prevent the herd mentality that develops from like-mindedness."
I questioned Go about his behavior on several occasions as we journeyed back to Odenta. When we reached our final day of travel I cornered him in the galley.
I blocked the door as he got up to leave. "You know I can just blink out and go through you, right?"
I replied, "You could, but you won't. Instead, you're going to sit back down and tell me what has been on your mind for the past few weeks. Something is stuck in that little Human brain or yours and the wheels just keep going round and round."
Go looked up at the ceiling in thought before lowering his eyes toward me. "When you were with the family, I did some flying around."
I lowered my head slightly. "Yes?"
Go glanced to the side and continued. "I may have done something you wouldn't approve of. And I may have overheard something that you might not want to hear."
I crossed my arms. "Does this have to do with the Council?"
Go nodded. "I'm sorry. It's just curiosity got the best of me and I couldn't quit thinking about what it could possibly be they were discussing. And what I heard, I don't think you will want to hear."
I leaned in. "What you heard. Does it affect the safety of my family?"
Go rolled his eyes. "In a big way."
I unfurled my arms and placed my fists on the table. "Tell me what they said... word for word."
Go took a deep breath. "OK. It seems the Council has a few secrets of their own."
I motioned with my head. "Go on."
Go looked at me for several seconds. "Your people weren't conscripted."
A feeling of shock came over my body. "What?"
Go removed his helmet, setting it on the table and wiping the sweat from his brow. "I said they weren't conscripted."
After several seconds of pause, he said, "They volunteered."
I sat forward in confusion. "What? Who volunteered?"
Go cleared his throat. "The Council volunteered your people for conscription."
I sat with my jaw dropped for several seconds before I momentarily regained my composure, replying with a heated response. "And why would they do that?"
Go placed his hands flat on the table in front of him. "They did it because Harden Salton told them about the Grotus. He promised to let them fight and kill the Grotus on Doomlight, and then on the Grumar home-world."
I sat back in silence for nearly a minute as I gathered my thoughts. "This is hard to believe."
Go replied, "I promise you, I heard them discussing this in a very heated manner. I thought there were going to be fights breaking out at several instances. There are those in the Council who side with you, but they are in the minority. When the final vote was cast, it was unanimous. They will continue to wait for the assistance from the Saltons. They fight with the Alliance."
I shook my head. "They risked everyone. They chose to disrupt everyone's lives just to go after the Grotus? It doesn't make sense. We are planners. We make every effort to put things in place before undertaking anything of significance. We do that so we have the best chance of success at completing whatever that plan is. This seems like a reactionary decision, which is very uncharacteristic of us. There must be something else going on for them to take this action."
Go held up his hands. "If we go back, I can drift in and listen to whatever they have to say."
I looked Go in the eye. "Why didn't you tell me of this when you first found out?"
Go lowered his gaze. "I just kind of panicked and didn't know what to think of it. I knew it would be news that you didn't want to hear and might not believe. And I knew you'd be angry with me for going back in there after you asked me not to. I'm sorry I took so long to tell you. What are we going to do?"
I was silent for several seconds as I thought. "I don't know. Don't mention this to Jack or Garrett until I've had some time to think."
Go nodded. "I'm just glad to finally tell you. Keeping that information to myself has been like being eaten alive from the inside. And since this is your people, it's better that it's your information to tell. If you need a sounding board at any time, I'll be here to... hear."
I reached across the table and took Go's shoulder in my hand. "Thank you for telling me this. And thank you for going against my wishes back there. The Council's decisions of late have been an enigma. At least we now know what they are basing those decision on. I don't understand their initial reasoning, but at least we know enough to ask the right questions now. Something more than a shot at the Grotus has to have been offered. Before I approach the Council again, I will need to know what that is."



   Chapter 3

 
We landed on Odenta to fanfare. The chancellor had a special celebration planned for the planet's first space heroes. Word of a first encounter with the enemy had spread quickly. The Odentas were a proud people. And given their recent losses, the successful mission would give a huge boost to morale.
After a lengthy speech, the chancellor joined me at a gala in honor of their new alliance partners. "We are moving forward rapidly on all fronts of ship construction. The autobots number more than four million strong with 70 percent working directly on ship construction. Another 25 percent have been directed toward resource allocation, mining, refining, and transportation of materials. The remainder have been tasked with upgrading our industrial infrastructure to support these efforts, and to replicating themselves."
I replied, "I saw twenty-two ships on the scans when coming in. Have they been fully flight tested?"
The chancellor nodded. "They've been conducting daily drills since coming online. Since your departure, our engineers have identified several dozen design flaws. We've made the corrections to the fleet. The Odentus should be receiving those updates in the next few days."
I smiled. "It sounds like everything is going as well as it could be. What kind of production numbers are we seeing?"
The chancellor gestured toward my arm pad. "I've had links to the data created that you should have access to. Check under production status. There should be a page showing the ships under construction along with estimates to complete."
I pulled up the display. "We have sixteen ships under construction at the same time?"
The chancellor nodded. "And eight new bays will be added within the week. It really is a remarkable sight to see. The assembly of one of those cruisers can be completed in three days. The bots are very efficient at building sub-components and pre-assembling large sections. The bays are only used for final assembly, which is where the three day figure comes from. When this event concludes, I would be happy to show you a ship under assembly."
I replied, "I'd like to see that. What I'd also like to see is a new transport design. The Salton ships are adequate, but slow. They leave the occupants vulnerable to attacks from armed ships. I would like to see a new design that can carry more personnel and which includes the gravity beam technology. That technology, by the way, has proven to be incredibly useful at neutralizing an opponent's ship."
The chancellor selected a glass of a local wine from a tray as it passed. "Our engineers have come up with another use for the gravity beam. A small ship equipped with the beam would be a formidable ground assault vehicle. Ground fortifications and structure would be easy targets for such a weapon. They are also working on a handheld version that would be similar to a rifle. They call it a GPR or Gravity Pulse Rifle. The beam housing has been completed. Powering it is still an issue, but one they believe can be resolved."
I said, "You should ask your engineers to try to design a power supply that will work within an ion inhibitor field. If we had that weapon against the Grumar and Grotus on Doomlight, my Talisan fighters wouldn't have had the losses we did. In fact, we might not have lost anyone."
The chancellor took a sip from his wine. "I'm certain you are looking to return to Doomlight. Do you have an idea of when that will happen?"
I nodded as I shook the hand of an Odenta dignitary. "I want to go as soon as we have enough transports ready to carry fourteen million Gruntas back here. The ships would need supplies to last at least a month, and I will have to convince my people to leave."
As the speeches and other events surrounding the gala began to wind down, Marun Iklause escorted me to the first of the sixteen ship assembly bays. Thousands of the meter-tall autobots were busy tacking welds and tightening bolts. Immense cranes moved dozens of large sections into place as I watched. Within an hour of my arrival, the first two decks of eighteen were laid inside the previously empty frame. The ordered assembly moved along at optimum speed.
Marun said, "Shortly, you will see the first of the gravity pulse turrets that were added to the design. It's a reduced size from the main gun. The current design of the GPR came from this effort. Each turret houses four guns which will be capable of defending against Grumar missiles. They will also be effective at warding off smaller ships, such as individual fighters. There will be sixteen turrets down the side of each ship, with four additional forward and aft. I would suggest that we also add turrets to any transport designs."
I nodded. "I think that's an excellent idea, Chancellor. Anything we can do to protect those transports is a good undertaking. I'm beginning to see a way for us to bring about an invasion of Modus. If we can build a sufficient amount of transports and load them up with those inhibitor spikes, I believe the Grunta Council would elect to come with us."
The chancellor replied, "It would be the obvious choice. Have you thought about sending a scout ship or two out to Modus to observe? Knowing your enemy’s strengths and weaknesses ahead of time would be advantageous."
I pointed at a ten-meter-wide assembly as it was hoisted from a rolling platform below. "Is that one of the turrets?"
The chancellor nodded. "I believe it is."
I moved farther down the catwalk on which we stood to have a better look. "I've been thinking about a scout mission as well. If we do one, I want to be on it. I want to see exactly what's going on out there. But I need to get the Gruntas off Doomlight first."
The chancellor said, "Our engineers have calculated the time it will take your ship to reach Modus. Seven weeks is a long voyage. If the gravity beam option is added to your ship, a week can be taken off the journey. If you first visit Doomlight, you will need an additional two months before you start off for Modus, the time it will take to venture to Doomlight and back. From your prior explanations of the scan technology you have available, I would think it best for you to send a recon team to Modus now while you are preparing to gather your people from Doomlight."
I rested my elbows on the railing. "I'll have to talk it over with Garrett, Go, and Jack. If the decision is made to send them to Modus, how long would it take to configure the Garmon with the gravity beam technology?"
The chancellor touched a comm device that rested in his right ear. "Captain Dalga, ask one of the AIs for a time estimate to install a gravity beam on the Garmon. And get another estimate for adding two of the prefabricated turrets to her hull."
"Yes, sir," the captain replied.
As I continued my chat with the chancellor, the captain reported, "Sir, an install of the full weapon will require us to divert 8 percent of our resources for a period of fifty-six hours. The turret additions would require an additional twenty-three hours. Would you like to implement these changes, Chancellor?"
The chancellor looked at me with raised eyebrows. "Your call, Mr. Beutcher."
I took a deep breath. "I suppose we will want those on the Garmon anyway. Pass along the order if you would."
The chancellor nodded. "Captain, please schedule the updates to the Garmon to begin immediately."
The chancellor touched his earpiece. "Is there anything else I can assist with, Mr. Beutcher? If not, I must be getting back to my wife. She does require that I spend at least a minimum amount of time at home."
I smiled. "Thank you, Chancellor. And go see your wife. You are more than deserving of a break."
I hailed Garrett on the comm. "Get Jack and Go together if you can. Meet me by the main conference room in front of the Odenta engineering building. We need to go over a few things and make a few decisions."
Twenty minutes later, the trio followed me into the empty conference room. "Here's what I have: we need to retrieve my people from Doomlight, and we want to do a recon run at Modus. While the Garmon is being updated, I want the three of you to ping the Odentas about every bit of stealth or spying technology they have. I want a list of possible upgrades we could make and a plan as to how we would go about doing it. I want you headed to Modus within the week if possible. It's a long ride out there and back, but we need the data for what it is we will be facing when we get there. We need to know if we will be expecting a hundred of those battlecruisers or a thousand.
"I've been thinking about what we might do if we eventually put together a ground assault of Modus. Drop in the troops, drop in inhibitors, and add a ground gun that will function when the inhibitor is on. The ground gun would be like one of these turrets and would be used to keep them from just dropping debris on the inhibitors from above."
Jack raised his hand. "Wait. Does this mean the nuke 'em strategy is off the table?"
I shook my head. "Nothing is off the table at the moment. If we do split up and you three go out to Modus, I want an eval of targets for both the nuclear option and a full-on ground assault."
Garrett offered a half laugh. "I don't see what the difference is other than destruction on the ground. You will still be killing just about everyone there. At least if you bomb from orbit you don't risk your own people."
Go replied, "Yeah, but you kill everyone, regardless if they are fighting or not. I have to agree with Jack on this one. At least the ground assault gives them the option of surrender."
I frowned. "I wish that were a possibility, but the Grotus will not surrender. And given that the Grumar worship them, they will not surrender, either. Even if we go in as a ground assault, we may have to kill everyone, at least every Grotus. There is the possibility that the Grumar would surrender to my people if the Grotus were all dead."
Jack said, "When will the Garmon be ready?"
I replied, "I would give it three days. I asked the Odenta to upgrade her with one of the beam guns, and with a turret on either side. Are you familiar with the turrets they are adding to all the ships?"
The three nodded.
Garrett raised a finger. "What about the Jess? Is there anything we can do to her? That increased speed option from that gravity beam would be a welcome one."
I looked at Go. "Can you get with the engineers to see what's possible for the Jess? Any advantage we can add to any of our ships should be done while we have the ability and the time to do it. And if you haven't already done so, you might look into repairing the coffee maker. If I have to go in her for any length of time, I'll want my coffee."
Go laughed. "OK, I'll make sure the brewer is functional, and I’ll see to it that any updates that can be done, are done."
After several meetings with the Talisan and Odenta engineers, a transport design was settled upon. Each transport would house two hundred fifty thousand individuals, with the ability to sustain them for up to three months of travel. That travel time could be indefinitely extended with the use of supply ships.
Construction began immediately, with the first of the transports set to take flight within a six day period. I marveled at what the AIs and autobots were able to accomplish in such a short time span. Our target would be to build forty of the Mega transports. When combined with the transports we had, the entire Grunta population could be moved at once. Initial scheduling had the last of the great ships taking flight in thirty days' time.
When flight tests were complete, I would once again make a run to Doomlight. The Council would have to see it my way. I would convince them to return to Odenta with me, where we could plan out the assault of Modus. There would be no need of involving the Saltons. Plans could be drawn from data returned by Garrett, Jack, and Go.
I boarded the Garmon as she came off the line for a flight test. "Did the engineers give you instructions for making use of the gravity beam?"
Jack nodded. "I've been going over them for two days in a simulator with my crew. I'm excited to see what speeds we can achieve. The gravity drive on this ship is more efficient than the ones constructed by those bots. Not by much, but anything can be everything when you are in a fight."
Garrett and Go walked onto the bridge.
"Are we ready?" Garrett said.
Jack sat in the captain's chair. "Mr. Jefferson, let's see what she can do."
We watched intently on the view-screen as the docking clamps were released. After a slow taxi upward, the bay was cleared and the throttle was pushed to full. We left orbit in only a few seconds and achieved top speed in under a minute.
Jack smiled. "Mr. Jefferson, bring the gravity beam online please."
Jefferson replied, "Beam is charged and ready, Captain."
Jack nodded. "Enable the beam, Mr. Jefferson. I want to see data points for speed on the screen every five seconds."
Jefferson complied.
 Jack smiled as the numbers climbed. "We have 10 percent, 12 percent, and climbing!"
When the data settled out, the beam technology had added 18 percent to the Garmon's top speed.
I slapped Jack on the back. "You command a very fast ship, Mr. Carson."
Jack nodded. "I can't say I've ever achieved, or seen anyone else achieve, this velocity, Mr. Beutcher. This is outstanding!"
Garrett crossed his arms as he laughed. "Man, what I wouldn't have done to have this kind of speed on the Jess when I first got her. Could have added years to my life rather than what I spent in open space just traveling."
Go said, "It does eat fuel, though. Instead of a biennial refresh of the cesium cores for the ion generators, you may have to change them out every year."
Garrett laughed. "Hey, with that speed, who cares."
Jack replied, "I think I see Go's point. Where are we going to get new cores?"
I gestured toward the nav screen. "We have transports we can cannibalize. And there is always a new stream of them coming through that portal, so long as Harden Salton wants this galaxy. Speaking of such, if we can get my people away from Doomlight, we could try a trip through the portal again to check on the progress of Harden's portal ship. We'll want to be there when that ship goes operational if we want a shot at grabbing it."
Garrett nodded. "If we can't grab it, we need to destroy it. That single ship would be a more devastating weapon than anything else in all the galaxies. I would take that over a million of these fission missiles."
Jack gave an order. "Mr. Jefferson, take us back to the docks."
I held up my hand. "Hold on. What can we do to test out the turrets? Do we have any target drones, or anything like that to send out?"
Jack replied, "Target drones? Not a chance. We're lucky to have a handful of passive probes. And I wouldn't want to risk damaging them."
Go stepped up. "I can go."
Garrett laughed. "If he's going, I want to sit in one of those turrets!"
Go crossed his arms. "No, really, I can go. I have the sensors that will tell what we are seeing from one of those beams. Just dial it down to begin with, and we'll go from there."
I shook my head. "That doesn't sound like a good idea. What if that suit gets overwhelmed?"
Go replied, "It won't. And we don't have to be traveling at speed to test those turrets. We can be at a dead stop."
Jack ordered the Garmon to a stop. "Mr. Jefferson, bring our velocity to zero. Knog, I think Go will be fine. The beams from these cannons can be set to a reduced output. We can use that at least to test out the aiming mechanisms."
After several minutes of discussion, my caution gave in to reason. Go blinked out and readied for the first of several dozen firings of the gravity beam defense weapons. If the turrets worked as designed and an attack of Grummar missiles were to come our way, the Garmon would have the ability to prevent a strike.
Go came over the comm. "OK, hit me with what you got!"
Garrett walked over to the weapons officer. "Let me press that button."
The officer moved back from the console. Garrett fired the weapon with a smile.
Go said, "OK, I received a fifteen millisecond beam of forty-six Gees. What output were we expecting?"
Garrett looked down at the console. "One hundred. Move two meters to your left and a meter up."
Seconds later, Go replied, "OK, I'm there."
Garrett fired a pulse. "What'd you get?"
Go checked his sensor data. "I got 97 Gees."
Garrett punched in a set of numbers on the console. "Move to the right five meters and down two meters."
Go nodded. "In position."
Garrett again fired the turreted weapon.
Go smiled. "That one was 100 Gees."
Garrett turned back to face us. "We have optical alignment. The directional sensors have been reset to match. I'll apply those settings to all turrets. We can do a random sampling to see that it took."
With the turrets aligned and the speed enhancement tested, we returned to the docks at Odenta. The following day the Jess came out of repair dock with a scaled-down main gravity beam and a turret. Tests showed a 16 percent improvement in speed.
After a battery of tests on the Jess, Jack, Go, and Garrett departed Odenta in the Garmon with two Odenta cruisers alongside. The trip out to Modus would take just under six weeks.



   Chapter 4

 
Four weeks after the departure of Jack, Go, and Garrett, the fortieth mega transport was run through flight testing. With the fleet in good standing, the chancellor held a small ceremony where he promoted Gar Thexan to the position of fleet admiral. From what I had witnessed of Gar, it was a promotion which was well-deserved.
Thirty-six cruisers, forty mega transports, and two hundred transports that had been used by the Talisan, were supplied and formed up for a flight to Doomlight. Gar would be my new partner for conversations.
I said, "What did you do prior to accepting a position with space command?"
Gar replied, "I spent sixteen cycles on an ocean-going carrier. I was the captain of one such vessel when the Grotus attacked. I have to tell you, that was a miserable day. I lost a hundred and three of my hundred and eight pilots. The five who survived had their planes down for maintenance. Every pilot who took to the skies was killed, more than half of those by our fermium missile. It was the most difficult day of my life."
I nodded in sympathy. "That has to be hard with knowing many of those pilots."
Gar looked toward the bridge floor of the Odentus. "I knew them all, and many of their families. Our air-corps is like a large extended family. When a member joins a squadron they typically stay with that squadron for their entire career. I had men and women I had flown with for twelve cycles before taking the assignment as captain. Indeed it was a hard day."
I gazed down at the floor as well. "I'm sure you know that I am the Emperor of the Talisans. When we fought on Doomlight, I lost a lot of my people. I feel heartsick every time I think of them going into a fight, because I feel responsible for them. There were only a few who I knew personally, but they all hurt just the same. So, before the war, your career was spent on that one ship?"
Gar nodded. "Yes. Our two peoples haven't been at war for many years. The military we both have... was never expected to go to war. We had annual drills and war games, but their purpose was more to break the monotony of military station than anything. Proposals had been before both congresses to slash the military size down to about one-quarter of what it was. We are all glad that didn't take place before the attack came."
I said, "What do Odentas do for entertainment?"
Gar chuckled. "Well now, nothing. We used to be avid sport racing fans. Whether it was on foot, cycles, boats or air vehicles, we liked competing for speed."
Gar gestured at the surrounding ship. "To me, this is like being in the grandest race vehicle of them all. Prior to your arrival, we didn't know faster-than-light travel was even possible. We had sent out a half dozen probes in our solar system. And we had multitudes of satellites in orbit, but being in a ship that is able to travel the stars, well, that is about as exciting as it gets."
I laughed. "Well, the excitement wears off. You will soon discover that your travels still take way longer than you would like."
Gar pointed at the sensor console. "How is it you are able to make use of optical sensors that see things in real time even though you may be minutes or hours away from something as light travels?"
I drew a line in the air with my finger. "Long ago the discovery was made that when an energy particle leaves as a photon, it travels in a straight line at the speed of light. Our scientists at some point in the past figured out there was a detectable instance of the photon that occupied the space all along the line that it was destined to take. Sort of a long string stretched out toward infinity."
Gar furrowed his brows. "So why is it that your sensors have a limited range?"
I continued, "As you move down the string from its origination point the detectable signal gets weaker. Our current sensors are the best we could do in relation to this signal. The physics involved is far beyond my ability to fully comprehend. I believe our understanding of these principles is similar to our understanding of gravity. We know it's there, we can manipulate it, but we don't really have a good explanation as to how it actually works. I'm certain my Talisan engineers are trying to explain it to your engineers as best they can. Perhaps fresh eyes will have something to add to our knowledge."
Gar smiled, "We live in strange and fascinating times, Mr. Beutcher. As a kid, I dreamed of one day traveling to the planet nearest our sun. I imagined the many adventures I would have. We sent one of our first space probes to that planet when I was only ten cycles old. I remember the first rocky images that were returned. I was sure there was an alien hiding behind every rock. I can't imagine growing up knowing that there are thousands of sentient species out there, and that they could travel to my world at any time."
I nodded. "The founders of our alliance, two thousand years ago, had a vision in which we all lived peacefully together. We were given a common language, common educations, and we had free access to anywhere we wanted to travel. Some would spend their entire adult lives traveling to other planets and colonies. That all ended when the twelve families who now rule took over. Many gates were closed to general travel, while others suddenly had fees associated with going through.
"The last decade has been far from the ideal we once enjoyed. I often wish I could have been born a century earlier. Moral values that allow societies to function began a long slow decline, leading up to the overthrow. If I could bring it all back, I would."
Gar shook his head. "I think it's in all of our natures to be destructive if we become complacent. Instances of such are spread all through our history. I would imagine it to be the same with any sentient species anywhere. We are all stumbling through our short lives. Some of us learn responsibility and reason while others learn fear, greed, and loathing. I suspect that a thousand or even ten thousand years from now it will still be the same. We are all unique individuals with a limited lifespan. Some of us will inevitably be good while others are bad, with most being somewhere in between at any given moment."
My discussions with Gar helped the time to pass on our journey back to Doomlight. The Odenta, although slighter of build than Humans, shared many similar physical and mental characteristics. They were a reasonable people and would have made a good addition to the AMP.
As we slowed on our approach, the first sensor readings came in.
Lieutenant Mot Werph was manning the sensor station. Data began to flood the large hollow display on the main bridge wall.
Gar referenced the early data. "Looks like we have a lot of ships sitting out there."
I replied, "Hold the rest of the fleet here and take us in from at least a fifteen degree angle from here. If we have to turn and run, I don't want to lead anyone to our fleet."
Shortly after, the data on our screen became clear. "Sir, there are twelve hundred ships out there. They appear to be the same as those we chased away earlier. I'm detecting ships coming and going from the surface."
I stood. "The Moddle must have taken out the Salton ships. Mr. Werph, are there any signs of fighting on the planet?"
The lieutenant replied, "No, sir. In fact, we are receiving very little signal traffic from the surface."
Gar asked, "What would you recommend as our next move, Mr. Beutcher?"
I pointed at the image of the Moddle fleet. "Take us in close enough for a hail. If they decide to send ships our way, we start knocking out their forward shields."
The admiral turned to his crew. "You heard the Emperor! Take us within comm range!"
I shook my head. "Please don't refer to me as emperor, Admiral. Mr. Beutcher will be fine."
Gar smiled. "When you stop being an emperor I will stop calling you one. I would prefer to continue its use for the time being as it adds gravity to my commands. But if you insist, I will refrain from using it."
I sighed. "If you think it helps, use away."
The comm officer said, "We have an acceptance to our hail on the main screen, audio only."
I nodded. "Broadcast with video if you would, Lieutenant. I'm certain they will reciprocate."
Several seconds later a video image came through. "This is Vice Admiral Kamakis of the Moddle fleet. Surrender your ship and prepare to be boarded."
Lieutenant Werph said, "We have three Moddle ships coming our way."
I replied, "Stop them where they are, please."
Three quick beams departed from the gravity weapon.
I looked up at the comm image. "Vice Admiral, as you can see, your ships have been somewhat disabled. Please do not send more or I will be forced to do the same again. I would like to discuss the happenings on and around the planet you are parked above. There were a large number of people on that planet last time your fleet was here. Can you tell me where they are now?"
The vice admiral huffed. "You attack my ships and you expect cooperation?"
I replied, "I was at one time imprisoned on that planet with one of your generals, Dovit Kussa. We attempted escape together; however, the general was unable to make the final leg of that escape. He was a good man."
Vice Admiral Kamakis scowled. "Throwing names around will not win you favor. The Grotus who were here with the Salton fleet have fled. They were gone when we arrived."
I nodded. "Thank you for that information, Vice Admiral. Now, I have a bit of information for you. The people that were on that planet during your last visit were not Grotus, they were Grunta. If you check the colors on your displays, I am certain you will see that my skin is distinctly gray where the Grotus are green. I can assure you we are sworn enemies of each other, making you and I on the same side to some degree.
"I want to free my people from the Salton overlords and I want to rid this galaxy of Grotus. We each have that second goal in common. As far as the planet of Doomlight goes, we have no designs on it. It hasn't been much more than a battleground to us. One that was not of our choosing."
The vice admiral continued his scowl. "What do you want of us?"
I replied, "Since it's obvious that the others were gone when you arrived, did they leave any indication of the direction they were traveling?"
Vice Admiral Kamakis again huffed. "Our scout ships monitored the exit of the Salton fleet. They moved past the Doomlight star and half a day later vanished from our sensors."
I turned to face Gar. "They went back through. Harden must have sent the transports back through for them."
Gar replied, "And if they went back to your galaxy, what would be their next move?"
I looked back at the display. "Vice Admiral, you can take this however you want, but I believe the fleets that were here have returned to where they came from. That would tell me that they are either preparing to attack the Grotus on their home world, or they are preparing to attack your worlds. You may want to consider returning to your own empire’s space."
The admiral smirked. "Our empire is safe. We made the necessary alliances with some of our neighboring empires. The Salton fleets that beleaguered us have been annihilated."
I nodded. "Congratulations on your victory, Admiral. If the new fleet is heading for your worlds, the fight will be far more difficult than it was before. They have new technology they can bring to bear against your forces. You may want to abandon this planet until a later date. I don't think it is a central target of the Saltons anymore."
Vice Admiral Kamakis held his chin up in an effort to look superior. "We will not be going anywhere. And any attempt by you to get to the surface of Doomlight will be met with force."
I smiled as I replied, "The planet is yours, Admiral. We have other business to attend to."
The comm was closed, and we turned back to our fleet. I plopped down in my chair with an unhappy look on my face.
Gar said, "If your people went back to the Triangulum, when might they return?"
I shook my head. "I was not expecting them to be gone. If they come back, they won't necessarily come back through at the same point. They may just aim that portal gate toward whatever location they want. That could be by the Moddle worlds. Or it might be by Modus. We have no way of knowing."
Gar replied, "It is indeed an impressive piece of technology. Its strategic value for waging war is almost incomprehensible. In an instant, an entire fleet can be delivered upon your enemy without warning."
I nodded. "It has its drawbacks as well. Once you have come through there is no retreating. You have to wait for a pre-planned time for it to open again. And anyone who can get to that opening can go through. I would have to think the Saltons will just open it again at Doomlight when they are ready to take the planet back. They moved the gate before, and it was a big hassle to properly aim it so that it opened in the same place every time. One would have to take into account not just one galaxy’s rotation, but two. It can't be an easy task to get it right the first time, and certainly no easier for every time after.
"I have to wonder if strategies have suddenly changed. Maybe Harden Salton no longer wants this galaxy. Maybe he just wants to use the Gruntas to take over the six galaxies of the New Alliance. They would certainly be a formidable force to have to deal with. And with the inhibitor designs given to the Gruntas, it would give them a huge ground assault advantage."
Gar looked at me. "What would that mean for you?"
I frowned. "It would mean that I'm trapped here until such time as a portal was again opened. That could be six months or sixty years. There's no way to know."
Gar sat back in his chair with a concerned look. "Will you continue to assist us in our fight with the Grotus?"
I nodded. "Absolutely. I think it's more important now that the Gruntas are gone. We will have to do this on our own. I would like to station two of our ships here to keep an eye on the portal area. If forces come back through, they can bring us that status."
The admiral pulled up his force display. "Our journey here took twenty days. When we arrive back at Odenta I can set up a rotating schedule of ships, sending out two new ships per day. In the event of a sighting we would still have a twenty-day delay in hearing about it, but we would maintain surveillance even after such an event. This would also be good training for my crews."
I said, "I think that's an excellent idea. I would also suggest we leave all the cruisers here with orders for two to return every day. We would then receive daily statuses, starting with our return."
The admiral got on the comm to his next in command. "Captain Tennert. Please move all cruisers to the coordinates that will be provided. Monitor the area for any ship activity; reports will be sent by ship pairs leaving daily. Make every effort to conceal the fact that you are here. If attacked, repel any initial invaders and return all ships to Odenta. I will send a full detail of this order in a few minutes."
The captain replied, "Yes, sir. And thank you for entrusting us with this assignment, sir."
The admiral repeated himself. "If you feel in danger in any way, you will leave immediately. There shall be no taking of risks. Is that understood, Captain?"
The captain nodded. "Understood, sir."
We landed on Odenta twenty days later. The chancellor was eager for a debriefing. I made my way to the capitol building.
Marun gestured toward a chair in his office. "I was sorry to hear that your people were not there. I had hoped they would be eager to accept our offer."
I replied, "They have their agenda, and they are willing to accept whatever Harden Salton throws their way so long as they think it moves them closer to their goal."
The chancellor nodded. "It would seem they are set on a path which they do not fully control."
I leaned forward on Marun's desk. "Exactly. Had they come back with me, they would have controlled their ships, their weapons, and their timeline for an attack. Now they are probably just sitting and waiting for Harden Salton to give his go-ahead. Meanwhile, I have no doubt the Grotus are strengthening their fleet. I guess we will have another month of waiting for Jack, Go, and Garrett, before we find out."
The chancellor smiled. "That should give us ample time to complete construction of our first assault carriers. We have five hulls in assembly that will each carry eight hundred ground assault ships. If given a full month, we should have that number up to as high as twenty-four."
I replied, "You have a ground assault ship design?"
The chancellor pulled up a display on top of his desk. "We are calling it the Grunt... after your species. It is a single-pilot craft with a twin GPC turret."
I tilted my head. "GPC?"
The chancellor zoomed in on the turret. "A gravity pulse cannon. It's a miniature of what we have on those cruisers, but it packs a good punch. It will knock a hole in a half-meter-thick, reinforced concrete wall."
I looked over the display. "When do they go into service?"
The chancellor sat back in his chair. "Yesterday! The first fourteen units performed perfectly. And from what I hear, our pilots were thrilled with the inertial dampener system. To be able to turn almost instantly is something they only dreamed of. We believe the ships to be highly capable in the ground assault role."
The chancellor leaned forward and swiped at the display until a view of the cockpit came into focus. "It took some engineering, but we were able to sufficiently shield the drive and cockpit electronics from the inhibitor field. She will lose a good portion of her maneuverability, but she should remain flying in one of those fields. We have testing for that set up for tomorrow."
I reached up and scratched the side of my head. "You're an impressive people, Chancellor. I would not have expected this kind of progress in such a short time."
The chancellor smiled. "I saved the best news for last, Mr. Beutcher. The GPR. The rifle. We were able to shrink the size of the power supply, and we now have a working prototype. It's being tested as we speak. Would you like to see it?"
I nodded. "Absolutely!"
After a short shuttle ride to the engineering complex, we were standing behind a small team of Odenta Marines. Two Talisan and one Odenta engineer stood beside them.
One of the engineers said, "You set the beam duration here. The longer the pulse width the longer you have between shots. At full power, you have a two-second recharge time. In close combat, we recommend one-quarter power. That will allow two shots per second. The power magazine should be good for one hundred twenty-eight rounds. Each of you can easily carry four magazine spares in your gear."
The Marine holding the rifle waved it around, aimed it, and brought it back to face the floor. "Impressive. Very lightweight and easy to handle. Does it offer a kick when fired?"
The engineer shook his head. "I'm afraid not. We built in a flash and a tone, either of which can be turned off. Other than seeing the destruction that happens at the target, you won't know the energy came from this weapon. If you are ready to make use of it, load a magazine, aim, and fire. All we ask is that you allow us time to get behind the barrier."
The Marine half frowned. "Barrier?"
The engineer replied as he herded us behind a thick acrylic glass wall. "Yes, this is an untested weapon. We believe it to be safe, but there is always the possibility of a design or assembly flaw."
The Marine slapped a magazine into the receiver, took aim, and squeezed the trigger. A concrete block sitting atop a small stand flew backwards, shattering against a hardened backstop.
The Marine turned and smiled. "I like!"



   Chapter 5

 
Six weeks to the day after I’d returned to Odenta, Jack, Go, and Garrett arrived. I flew out to the docks in a shuttle to greet them.
Garrett was the first aboard. "I've got some good news and some bad news. Which one do you want first?"
 "Give me the good news."
Garrett nodded. "OK. The good news is we made it back here alive, and I don't think our little recon mission was discovered."
"And the bad news?"
Garrett pointed at the seats on the shuttle. "You'll want to sit for this part. The Grotus are not fourteen million citizens. They are more like one hundred forty million. And the Grumar system has two habitable planets. Modus, that's Grumar. And Mayanis, that's fully Grotus. I would place the Grumar population at near two billion. It's a big and busy world.
"And the Grotus, from what we could see, appear to be on a birthing binge like your people were. Give it a couple generations and I have no doubt their numbers will top a billion too. If we're going to hit them, I would say the sooner the better."
I sighed as I sat. "And what of their fleet?"
Jack sat across from me. "They have thousands of those battlecruisers, probably close to four thousand. And they have what appears to be a newer, even bigger class of ship."
Jack pulled up a holo-display over his arm pad. "Six times the size of those battlecruisers. Their term for it is the Warlord class. We counted three hundred eight Warlords and they are building more every day. They also have fighter carriers that have twelve hundred fighters each. We counted twenty-seven of them. With all the activity, it does look like they are gearing up for a major invasion. I think we need to convince your Council that they should get out of there. Even if they manage to get the inhibitors back online for a ground fight, that's an overwhelming force."
I replied, "We don't have to worry about my Gruntas at the moment. They sent the transports back through and moved everyone. We caught the Moddle fleet there. Their scouts said the transports disappeared from their sensors, which tells me they went back through to the Triangulum."
Go added, "We think they will be making a move in the next few weeks. Their ships are conducting flight training at an almost non-stop pace. We recorded a number of the maneuvers they were practicing, hoping we might be able to come up with counter moves. As Jack said, it really is an overwhelming force. They are using the autobots the same as we are. Maybe as many as a hundred million at work right now."
Garrett sat forward in his seat as the shuttle lifted off. "We'll need a lot more than those gravity guns if we plan on taking them on. We go in now and we'll get slaughtered. And given the fact that they have seen our use of the inhibitors, I would place a high likelihood on them coming up with some shielding or some other weapons that reduce or take away that advantage. If we want to hit Modus and Mayanis we may have to return to the nuke strategy."
I said, "I have a rotation of ships going out to where the portal opened last. We've been receiving statuses every day. It's twenty days old by the time it reaches here. If anyone comes back through the portal, we'll head out there immediately. Even if our only reason is to pass this data on to the Council, they should know what they might be facing."
Garrett looked at the case sitting on the seat next to me. "What's in the box?"
I smiled. "The engineers managed to build a GPR. This little rifle packs a good punch, and it operates within the inhibitor field."
Go stepped over to open the case. "How'd they manage that?"
As Go picked up the weapon I raised my hand. "Careful. It has a fully charged magazine. The engineers wired everything to use a specific frequency and then heavily shielded for that one frequency."
Garrett winced. "If I was the Grumar or Grotus, that's exactly what I would employ as well. I would bet they are smart enough to come up with that same idea. We should expect something new from them if we go in on the ground."
When we arrived back at the capitol city we briefed the chancellor and his aides on our findings. The following day, word came in from Doomlight. A single ship had come through the portal gate and the Moddle had received it as a diplomatic vessel. We resupplied the Garmon and immediately set out for Doomlight.
Twenty days later, we approached our pair of Odenta observers, raising them on the comm. "This is Beutcher. What can you tell me about the ship that came through the portal?"
The captain of the Tallmus replied, "Sir, it has been parked beside a half dozen battleships for three weeks now. There hasn't been any observable activity and the comm signals have just been normal ship-to-ship traffic."
I looked at Jack and Garrett. "Where's Go? We need to figure out a way to get him on those ships."
Garrett nodded toward the engineering bay. "He's still fooling with one of those AIs. Said something about trying to enhance a GPR. I hope he's not trying to build an army of armed autobots."
I opened a comm channel. "Go, could you come up to the bridge?"
Go replied, "On my way."
Eight seconds later, Go blinked in. "You need something?"
I referenced the Salton ship on the screen. "I want to get you on there so we can listen in on their plans. Any ideas?"
Garrett said, "If he just uses that glove it'll take him eight to ten days. This is the same portal gate scenario we faced before."
Go shrugged. "They are parked near the planet. If someone can get me in close, I can power myself the rest of the way there."
Jack pulled up a holo-display over his chair and began to swipe screens and type.
I asked, "What are you working?"
Jack replied, "If we can get a valid Moddle transponder code, Garrett might be able to run him in close and dump him off. With the boosted drive, he should be able to move away before they get a shot at him. If we come at them from the other side of the planet it will give him maximum separation."
Garrett nodded. "And if the ship leaves after the drop, his worst-case scenario is an eight-day drift before we could safely pick him up. I could move around to this side and sit just within comm range. If he can find where they are meeting, we can watch and listen in real time. I have three of those stealth tags left."
I stood. "I think we have our plan. You take him in as close as you can on that other side. Drop him off while maintaining four SOL. He will drift around Doomlight and slow until he can board those ships. Garrett, you can then follow up from just within comm range."
Garrett looked over a nav display that hovered over his arm pad. "There is always the possibility that the Moddle have better sensors than we do. If that's the case, I'll be made before I can send you back any data. I think we should have a backup meeting place for Go as well. What happens if after he is dropped the ships move away?"
Go replied, "Then I just power back out here."
Garrett shook his head. "If you do that, what will you do if we aren't here anymore? We need a backup location for a pickup."
Go turned to face the wall display. "OK, if the ships leave, I just go down to the planet's surface. I can find enough food and water there to sustain me until you can make a pickup."
I pointed toward Go's suit. "Let's swap out the bio-gel before you go. And what's your filter looking like?"
Go pulled down his visor. "Says I'm down to 18 percent. It needs flushing as well."
Garrett turned toward the engineering lab. "Let's go get those taken care of. The sooner we get you on those ships the sooner we know what we're facing."
An hour later, Garrett and Go exited the docking bay in the Jess. Twelve hours after, Go was released for his drift toward the Salton fleet. Garrett turned and fled as four Moddle ships came in hot pursuit. The following day, Garrett returned and set a passive probe just inside comm range. A second probe was then placed farther out with the final link to the Garmon coming through the Jess.
Go enabled his comm as he approached the ships. "Garrett, I think we all owe you a special thanks for giving us a comm channel that has yet to be detected."
Garrett replied, "I actually picked that up from a former smuggler who was conducting part of my initial training. His engineer came up with the method for making it happen. That was just before they got busted and his engineer was killed. He liked me and said it was something he hoped I could make good use of someday. I think he was wanting to atone for prior sins, but he didn't want to give it to the Organization.
"It just looks like any other star noise until the proper filters are applied. His engineer figured out the key to making it work where others have failed. Funny thing is, your Human AMP suit seems to use something similar. The probe relays we are using have the filters loaded on them, as does the Garmon and the Jess. When we comm to anyone else we are using standard channels. So you, the probes, the Jess, and the Garmon are the only comms that can detect and relay the signal. I don't see how we could have made it this far without it."
Several minutes later, Go drifted onto the Salton ship. "I'm in. Setting the activation level so I can walk around and... we have touchdown. I'm in a long hallway that I think… leads to the bridge."
Garrett laughed as he replied, "You know we can see exactly what you are looking at, right?"
Go sighed. "Are you going to start with that again? Just let me do my thing."
Garrett nodded as he held up his hands. "Sorry. Just trying to lighten the mood."
Go walked down the hallway and emerged on the bridge. "Doesn't look too busy. I'll check their comm console to see if there's an open connection to one of the Moddle ships."
I said, "The bridge crew is all Human. And wait... Go, when you get a chance, move around in front of the captain."
Go looked over the comm console. "There are two feeds open to a ship called the Comatren. Garrett, can you tap into these comms? I can give you the channel numbers."
Garrett replied as he began to punch keys on his console and swipe away at displays. "Without those channel numbers that would be a big no."
Go thought for a moment. "And with them?"
Garrett laughed. "And with them, yes. I thought that was implied. I'll have those tapped in a few seconds."
Go moved over to face the captain.
I stood. "That's Dale Rogers! He trained Joni and me when we were with the Organization. He was an excellent pilot. I can't say that he was the type to be happy flying around a diplomat's ship."
Garrett said, "OK, I have the first channel up. It's just a video feed of an empty room. I'll move on to channel two."
An image flickered on the holo-display in front of us. Two Humans were sitting in a room across from four Moddles.
The Human in charge said, "Captain Haint, we have been over this a half dozen times. All alliances with the Grumar and Grotus are long over. We were deceived, we admit it. We cannot however, turn back the clock. All we can do is move forward. As you can see, I am here to negotiate a treaty with you. A treaty which has favorable terms. We will release all claim to Doomlight and to the other two planets we have here in exchange for your cooperation against the Grumar."
Garrett half laughed. "Looks like they had the same idea we did."
I sat back in my chair. "If the Moddle knew what was coming their way, they would beg to go through the wormhole as Salton conscripts."
Jack shook his head. "In all fairness, we don't know the size of the Salton fleet right now. They have really been turning out the ships. They might come whizzing through that portal with five thousand ships. That would be one horrendous battle if the Grumar and Grotus ships all showed up at the same time."
Captain Haint stood. "Mr. Barton, I will take this offer to my command once again. You will have our final answer within the hour."
Garrett sat back in his chair. "I'm guessing we want this alliance to happen, right?"
I replied, "Given the circumstances, I would have to believe it would be the best for both groups."
Garrett pulled up a static image of the fleets at Modus. "What if Mr. Barton were to relay this image to the Moddle? Would you think this image would have any sway?"
I nodded. "It would. How do you propose we transmit it?"
Garrett replied, "Do you think Captain Rogers would remember you?"
I again nodded. "He would. I was the only Grunta going through flight training back then. I would be hard to forget."
Garrett smiled. "Well, let's get you in front of a camera and you can pass this image on to him. If he asks you any questions, just smile and say 'goodbye'. Tell him you think it should be in the hands of the ambassador, and for him to say it came in from Salton intelligence. I'll open a comm to him going through Go."
Several seconds later my image popped up on a hail to Dale Rogers. Rogers accepted.
"Hello, Captain," I said.
The captain stared for several seconds. "Mr. Beutcher? How are you—"
I interrupted. "I don't have much time, Captain. I'm transferring an image of the Grumar home world and the fleet they are assembling there. We believe they will be heading this way in the coming weeks. Transfer this image to the ambassador. He should be able to use it to sway the Moddle into an alliance. Tell him it came in from the intel people for now. I have to go now, Captain. Good luck."
With that, Garrett closed the comm.
As Go watched, the captain turned to his comm officer. "The comm I just answered, where did it originate from?"
The officer replied, "Data shows it came from this room, sir."
The captain growled. "Get a sweep team in here right now. I want that link found!"
The captain turned back to face the holo-display of the Moddle ships showing on the wall in front of him.
After lifting his arm pad and signaling the ambassador, Dale Rogers said, "Sir, we just came across what I believe is a critical piece of information from intel. The Grumar and Grotus are assembling a massive fleet and are expected to be heading this way. I'm forwarding an image for you to use in your negotiations. If the Moddle don't accept, they are... we'll just say they are mistaken."
Ambassador Gottlieb replied, "Careful choice of words, Captain? We might just make a diplomat out of you yet. The image is coming through... this... this changes everything, Captain. Where did we get this and why haven't I seen this before?"
The captain hesitated before answering. "It came from intel, sir. I don't have any more information on it than that."
The ambassador looked around the room at the two Moddle guards standing at the door. "This puts us in a difficult bind, Captain. If we accept the Moddle decline and leave, they get slaughtered. If we show this and they accept... I have doubts that we could win against such a force. Regardless of any agreement signed here today, our command may decide to not come through the portal if that force is here."
Captain Rogers said, "Is there any way to get more time?"
The ambassador sighed. "I'm afraid not. I was given direction to get this agreement signed no matter what. When that portal opens again tomorrow, our fleet is coming through as either allies or enemies, but they are coming through."
The captain took a deep breath. "It sounds like you already have your orders, Ambassador. I would think we would want the Moddle beside us if we are going to take on that Grumar fleet. We couldn't possibly fight and win against both. Our newest ships and crews are good, but they aren't that good."
The Moddle Captain Haint re-entered the room.
Ambassador Gottlieb closed his comm and raised his hand. "Captain, before you give me an answer, I've just been given a new piece of information that I believe is critical to these negotiations."
The ambassador pulled up the image of the Grumar fleet above his arm pad. "I only received this moments ago. It seems the Grumar and Grotus are assembling a massive fleet. I believe we now have no choice but to ally with one another. Please pass this image on to your command for immediate evaluation."
The captain nodded. "I shall return, Ambassador."
An image of the Grumar and Grotus ships came up on a display screen that hung on the wall of the Moddle ship. "Captain, remain where you are. Give the agreement to the ambassador to sign. Mr. Gottlieb, our council has decided to accept your offer of an alliance. I expect your fleet is on its way now: when it arrives, we will exchange fleet data and set up a joint command to evaluate this new information. Thank you for your efforts, Mr. Gottlieb. And may our combined force be enough to counter the coming threat."
The display turned off.



   Chapter 6

 
Go said to Garrett, "I could put one of the stealth tags you gave me on the bridge here. Do you think it would be worth using?"
Garrett nodded. "It might be useful to put one on the Moddle command ship as well."
Go asked, "Should I fly over to the Moddle ship and tag it?"
I replied, "Power over, but don't waste a tag. Just see if you can pick up on any conversations. I want to know what their true intent is. I suspect if they manage to somehow defeat the Grumar and Grotus, the stronger remaining force would then be unleashed on the other. This alliance will only be one of convenience, and only last as long as there is a common threat."
Go nodded. "Heading over there now."
Jack leaned forward. "What are we going to do with our fleet? Do we bring the Talisans back in case there is a ground battle? Do we bring out the cruisers to help with a space battle?"
After a short time in thought, I replied, "I think we bring everyone and then sit back away from the fight until we see where we can be of help."
I contacted one of the two Odenta cruisers that remained in observation mode. "Captain, when you return to Odenta, have command bring all forces to the standoff point you see designated on your display. We will need everyone we can put into battle. Whether or not they will actually have to fight will depend on the size of the fleet the Grumar and Grotus bring."
The captain replied, "Understood, sir. We are expecting the next crews to be here within the hour."
Garrett looked into the comm. "They won't be here for forty days. I have to wonder if that will be too late."
Go said, "I'm on their command ship. I just passed the Ambassador. Looks like he's on his way to the shuttle bay."
Go drifted into an ornate conference room. Five Moddle officials were seated at a round table.
The lead official said, "I do not trust these Humans. I want all ships fully prepared for battle when they arrive. Until they show they do not have hostile intent, we must have our forces ready."
Go raised his eyebrows. "Wow, Mr. Beutcher. You nailed that one."
I replied, "They are only being prudent. That isn't anything I wouldn't do if the situation was my own. Sit tight there for a while. Let's hear what else they have to say."
A second Moddle placed his hands on the table. "Permission to speak, Your Highness."
Go said, "Your Highness? Would this be the king or emperor of the Moddle empire?"
Garrett replied, "Given the heavily jeweled collar he's wearing, I would say that's probably correct."
Jack tilted his head. "If the Moddle emperor is here, I would bet that's all the warships they have. Your emperor would rarely go with ships to the front line."
Go replied, "The Talisan emperor is here."
Jack shook his head. "I think we can all agree that's not the same thing. If the emperor is here, they must be expecting this battle to be winner-takes-all."
The emperor waived his hand. "Speak freely, Molingal."
The duke named Molingal nodded. "When the Humans arrive, we should have our ships in the best of defensible positions. Make the Human ships be the first to encounter an attack."
The Emperor laughed. "And just how would we do that? The planet is round. We have no data that tells us which direction the attackers will come from. Admiral Balgar, select a hemisphere of the planet and position our ships there. The Human fleet can take whatever other position they want."
The admiral bowed before turning to whisper to his aide.
The Emperor turned to his left. "Duke Pashna, you have been decidedly silent during most of this negotiation. Tell me your thoughts on what you have seen."
The duke cleared his throat. "I see this as a mistake. We could better defend from our own worlds. Our supply lines and ship repair facilities would be there. Our hospitals would be there. Our people would be motivated to protect their loved ones. Here, we are fighting over a planet which is of little value now that we have the Alliance ion technology."
The Emperor clasped his hands together, propping up his chin as he thought. "I have considered many of these things, Pashna. We could have left half of the fleet at home. But what would we be when all was said and done? We would likely be an empire with only half a fleet.
"Of all our colonies, only five are thriving. The rest are impoverished and barely able to survive on their own. I no longer wish to rule over an empire of rabble, Pashna. To achieve the greatness we seek, we must put something at risk. I would rather go down in dismal defeat than sit back and try to defend as our enemies grow stronger. Our fleet is here. We fight as one or we die as one. If we defeat the Grumar and Grotus, this galaxy will be ours. If not, then we are not the great species we all want to be."
The Emperor pursed his lips and then turned to his right. "Duke Edlund, do you feel this same way?"
The elderly duke sat silent for several seconds. "I feel the same as Pashna in many ways, but I believe our people will fight here just as well as they would while defending our worlds. Each knows the extent of our force here. No greatness was ever achieved while hiding behind a wall, Your Highness. Here, with this fleet, we will achieve the greatness that we seek."
The Emperor nodded and gestured with his hand. "Please continue, Edlund. I would be interested in your thoughts about the Humans."
The old duke fidgeted before he replied: "With the agreement, we have no enemies of the Empire other than the Grumar and Grotus. But I do not trust the Humans. We don't know where they come from and we cannot be certain of why they are here. It is my belief they have long fangs, fangs they keep hidden. We should be wary of this alliance."
The Emperor sat silently in thought for nearly a minute. "I believe we have made the right decision here today. This new information about the Grumar fleet size is troubling. Our fleet is substantial... as is that promised by the Human ambassador. The image we have seen, for the first time shows the power of the enemy we are up against."
Duke Pashna said, "Your Highness, it is possible that the Humans fabricated that image in an attempt to get us to sign the agreement."
The Emperor replied, "I have considered that, Pashna. However, we had come to our agreement before that information was provided to us. Its relevance to the agreement is immaterial. If the image is false, we will still be in a position to deal with the Humans later. If it is true, we will need every ship and every man they can spare. Let us hope the Grumar and Grotus do not follow our example and bring everything they have."
Go continued to listen in on the Moddle conversation with no new revelations coming to light. After several hours of similar conversation, Go powered back to the Alliance ship, coming to a stop in a conference room where the diplomat, his aide, Captain Rogers, and another official were meeting.
The captain crossed his arms. "Hey, I just told you where the image came from, and I told you who sent it. I haven't had any interaction with Mr. Beutcher, or with anyone he knows for that matter—not since he went through the training course several years ago. You saw the data logs. The message appeared to originate from our location. Our sweeps have not yielded a clue as to how it was broadcast, and your engineer, Mr. Peck, has no clue as to how they changed the data logs to reflect its origin."
Barnabas Peck scowled. "Captain, you have a history with this Grunta. Why would he randomly select you to deliver this image? Would it not be just as effective to hail the general comm and pass the image that way?"
Dale Rogers sat up in his chair as he laid his clasped hands on the table. "Look… the broadcast only lasted seconds. You have seen just as much of what he said as I have. There were no other hidden broadcasts, no other messages and no reason for me to be involved in whatever it is that he is doing. And as far as that goes... what is he doing out here to begin with? How did he get here? Is there another portal open to Andromeda somewhere?"
Barnabas Peck shook his head. "He managed to come through the gate when it was opened. He is a wanted man in all the New Alliance. Harden Salton himself wants his head. He has been interfering with our mission out here and needs to be brought under control. If he makes contact with you again, you are to contact me immediately, is that understood?"
The captain sat back and nodded. "You want him? He's yours. I don't need the trouble. And from the looks of that image, I would say he was doing us all a favor. If you want to find him, I say you find that ship that came in on the other side of Doomlight and then turned away. That's who you should pursue, not me."
The ambassador held up his hand. "Gentlemen. We are all on the same side here. Mr. Peck, I expect you will continue your investigation. Mr. Rogers, I expect you will be forthcoming if another attempt is made to contact you. Now, I would suggest you both go about your duties. There is much to be done here before the others come through. We have... twelve hours left until that happens. And, Mr. Rogers, I am certain your request to transfer to a combat ship will be granted. We will need our most capable officers running things if we wish to be successful."
The meeting broke up with Dale Rogers returning to his cabin.
Go looked around at the empty room. "Where to next?"
I replied, "Go to the captain's quarters. Garrett, when he gets there, re-open that comm channel. I think it's time the captain was given the full picture."
Jack looked over. "Are you sure that's a good idea? Is he someone that can be trusted?"
I nodded. "I believe so. If he receives the transfer, we would at least have someone within the Alliance fleet we could discuss things with."
Seconds later, Go said, "I'm in. Captain Rogers is staring at a mirror on the wall."
Garrett opened the comm.
The captain looked at his arm pad for several seconds before accepting the incoming hail. "Mr. Beutcher, what is it that you want from me?"
I replied, "It's not what I want from you, Mr. Rogers. It's what I'm going to give you that's important."
The captain stepped back from the mirror, leaning against his desk. "You are getting me in trouble, Mr. Beutcher. Mr. Peck now thinks I'm a spy."
I offered a nod. "I apologize for that trouble, Mr. Rogers. But the Grumar fleet is too large to ignore."
The captain rubbed his chin. "Tell me why I was selected."
I passed the captain an image of the stars from our view. "Tell me what you see, Mr. Rogers."
The captain frowned. "Stars, Mr. Beutcher. Those shiny little balls of light we like to call suns."
I paused for several seconds. "Does this star image match up to what's just outside of your ship?"
The captain huffed as he pulled up the image from his ship's sensors. "Yes. What's your point Mr. Beutcher?"
I smiled. "Now, pull up your best image of the Andromeda galaxy and tell me if you can find a match to what you are seeing."
The captain began to shake his head as he swiped at several display screens. "I'm not seeing anything, Mr. Beutcher. I'm turning you over to Mr. Peck."
I held up my hand. "You don't want to do that yet, Captain. I will just tell him you are heavily involved with me, putting you in deeper trouble than you already are."
The captain looked around his room. "Do you have this whole ship bugged or what?"
I shook my head. "Captain, look again at the Andromeda image and then at the star-field your sensors see. You will notice you are not in the Andromeda galaxy."
The captain looked back at his displays. "What? That's absurd."
"Does the shape of the galaxy your ship is sitting in match that of the Andromeda?" I said.
The captain looked at his screen intently before returning a worried look. "OK, you have my attention now, Mr. Beutcher. But what is it you are trying to tell me?"
I took a deep breath. "You are not in the Andromeda galaxy, Captain. The species you are negotiating with and fighting with are not members of the New Alliance and were never members of the AMP. Harden Salton has us all off in some other galaxy fighting wars of conquest. His intent is to take over a number of smaller empires out here, to build up a big fleet, and to force the other families to submit to him. Everything you have been told about this war is a lie. Take a moment to verify where you are, Captain. Your opinions about all this will change."
The captain studied the star data for several minutes, repeatedly scanning the area outside his ship to retrieve new data.
The captain said, "How do I know you aren't somehow feeding me phony data?"
I replied, "You have view portals on your ship. Find one and look out. You will see that the stars which are visible to you match your scans. And they do not match the Andromeda galaxy."
The captain asked, "OK, let's say you are telling me the truth. What am I supposed to do with this information?"
I thought for a few seconds. "You use it to make informed decisions, Captain. Up until today, the Moddle have been your enemies. Harden Salton made a deal with the Grumar and Grotus to attack and conquer their empire. The Saltons thought they would weaken the Moddle for later domination. The Grotus, who are in charge of the Grumar, thought they were using the Alliance to weaken the Moddle empire. Both sides have since changed their minds with the Grotus now deciding they want the Alliance out of the picture.
"The planet Doomlight is of little value to any of them other than as a staging base. The Grumar, Grotus and Moddle want control of it because they believe the Humans to be somewhere nearby. The Saltons want it as a kickoff point for the own conquests. What I don't fully understand is why the Saltons don't just open their portal near one of those two empires and conduct their war from there. For example, if they were to open the portal near the Moddle worlds, they could have victory in a matter of weeks. The empire is undefended. Their fleet is all stationed here.
"If the portal was opened near the Grumar home world, attacks could be made there with the Grumar and Grotus never leaving their own space. Forgive me for rambling-on, Captain. It's just that we are all caught up in a massive game of trickery and deceit."
The captain crossed his arms. "I still don't know what to make of you, Beutcher. Why are you out here... if you are even out here?"
I replied, "My people, the Gruntas, were conscripted to fight in this war. We have a history with the Grotus. They are a sibling species. We came from the same world, which is located in this galaxy. The Saltons want my people to fight the Grotus and my people want to fight the Grotus, only they don't know what they are up against. The Saltons think there are an equal number of Grotus to Grunta, but that number is ten-fold what they think. I have been out here on a rogue mission to save not only my people, but every conscript that comes through that portal. So far, I've managed to keep my people alive. But that will change when the Grumar and Grotus arrive with that massive fleet. That could be at any moment."
The captain glanced at his arm pad. "I have to get back to the bridge. You've given me a lot to consider. At the moment I don't know that it changes anything I'm doing."
I nodded. "Just let it sink in for a while, Captain. You may find it useful in keeping yourself alive. But also keep in mind, if you tell this to anyone else, the Saltons may come looking for you."
With that the comm was closed. Go followed Dale Rogers to the bridge of his ship, where he received new orders. He would proceed to the portal gate area where he would await further instruction.
I said, "Go, I think we've learned all we can from there at the moment. I think we should drop a tag on the bridge. I don't know why, but something tells me we may want to keep an eye on the captain. Garrett, can you get into their systems? Tell me if they have a camera in their galley."
Garrett laughed. "Galley? Why?"
I replied, "Because Go hasn't eaten in days. When he powers out for a pickup, he'll be drifting for days before you can safely grab him."
Go said, "I am getting pretty hungry."
Garrett nodded. "OK, let's see... cameras... galley. Got it. I'll set up a loop with the last five minutes of recording. So long as no one sees you in there, you'll have five minutes to stuff your face."
Go replied, "Thank you."
Garrett again nodded. "You're welcome."
Go shook his head. "Not you! Knog. He's the one who was thinking about me."
I sighed.
Garrett returned a sarcastic scowl. "Fine then."
After a quick meal, Go powered out of the Salton ship and into free space. He was soon drifting at four SOL, his maximum safe speed.



   Chapter 7

 
The following day, the portal opened. Only a single ship came through.
A video feed from the tag Go had left showed an angry diplomat. "What do you mean only one ship? I just signed a deal with a former enemy who has a thousand warships staring me in the face! Tell me the moment they are in comm range!"
The comm officer replied, "We should have comm in a few minutes, Ambassador."
Ambassador Gottlieb scowled. "I can't wait to hear the excuse they will be giving. This is a disaster. It took weeks to build trust. We'll be lucky if they don't blast us."
The captain said. "It may just be a delay, sir. An untimely one, but just a delay."
Several minutes later a comm channel opened to the new ship. "Ambassador, there has been a change in plans. The fleet will not be coming through today. You are to instruct the Moddle that the fleet's initial departure was delayed by five days. This ship was sent forward at the original time so that the message could be delivered. You are being instructed to tell the Moddle that the delay will add four hundred additional ships to the fleet. Including ships that have improved armor for fighting the Grumar and Grotus."
The ambassador replied, "They will not be happy with that message. Now, will you tell me what's really going on?"
The captain smiled, "Tomorrow, the full fleet will depart for the Moddle Empire! You've accomplished your mission, Ambassador. The Moddle will have no empire to return to, and we will either be rid of them altogether when the Grumar arrive, or they will submit fully to our rule. Your work has brought about a great victory for the New Alliance, Ambassador. Harden Salton will want to congratulate you himself!"
Jack turned toward me with raised eyebrows. "Talk about a stab in the back!"
I nodded. "Harden's cunning and deceit are not without genius. With only a handful of shots fired, he may have just conquered the Moddle Empire. If his fleet does go through to the Moddle worlds, it can be returned home and sent here in two days’ time. He must have gotten his freighters of cesium ore from the Galorians. Opening that portal so much is expensive."
A hail came in directly from the emperor of the Moddle ships. "Hello, Emperor! I was just about to board a shuttle to come see you. I have terrific news!"
The Emperor returned an unhappy gaze. "You lied to us, Ambassador. Tell me, why we should honor this alliance and not vaporize you for your deceit?"
The ambassador bowed in submission. "I must apologize for the temporary delay, Your Highness. Our ships were delayed due to last-minute modifications to defend against the Grumar and Grotus weapons. In addition, I have been instructed to let you know that our numbers will have increased by four hundred additional ships, almost equaling your commitment to this war.
"Together, we will crush the Grumar and Grotus, opening up this section of the galaxy for both of our empires to control as brothers-in-arms! This is exciting news, Your Highness. The delay is untimely, but since we are yet to be under attack, it is only a minor inconvenience for us, one which we shall one day look back upon as insignificant."
The Emperor's expression remained unchanged. "In every regard this is a troubling development, Ambassador. I will take this information under consideration before determining a course of action."
The ambassador bowed as the comm channel closed.
The ambassador turned toward the captain. "We will soon enough be rid of that fool. Captain, please invite your counterpart over. I would like to discuss with him what other information he might have. I do not like being surprised like this."
The captain turned to his comm officer. "Please invite the captain of the Jordan over to meet with the ambassador."
Dale Rogers moved closer to the ambassador. "So there was never an alliance planned?"
The ambassador scowled. "It would seem not. I don't enjoy being used as a pawn for such negotiations, even if the end result is that which is desired."
The captain nodded. "Do you think you would have been more effective in the process had you known all this up front?"
The ambassador turned. "You have been quiet throughout these negotiations, Captain. Why the sudden interest?"
The captain pointed toward the holo-display that covered most of the wall in front of him. "It's of interest to me now because we are once again the enemy of the Moddle, even though they don't realize it yet. I'm the captain of this ship and responsible for this crew. This change of events concerns me."
The ambassador smirked. "As it should. But not to worry, Mr. Rogers. We will be out of harm’s way soon enough."
Jack leaned back, shaking his head. "That certainly puts a new twist on this whole thing. If he is using the portal to go elsewhere, what are the chances he's sent an ambassador through to Modus? I mean, if I was him, I would be looking to stick it to both the Moddle and the Grumar and Grotus. Heck, open the portal at Modus and fire a thousand fission missiles through it. He could wipe it out with the expense of one load of cesium and they would never know what hit 'em."
I replied, "I believe we should send word back to Odenta to bring the transports forward. If the Gruntas do end up here, we may only have a small window of opportunity to bring them out, if any at all."
Jack thought for a moment. "That's probably a good strategy. We wouldn't want to miss an opportunity because of a twenty- or forty-day delay in getting those ships here."
"I should have made that determination before coming out here."
The five days of delay passed without any new word. On the sixth day the portal opened and again a single ship came through. The ambassador was livid.
When the new ship was within comm range, the ambassador got down to business. "Captain, what is happening? Where are my ships?"
The captain of the new ship offered a friendly nod. "Ambassador, I have new instruction for you, and additional news. There will be an additional three-day delay. The Moddle assembly of nobles who were left in charge are currently accepting terms of a complete and unconditional surrender. The additional time was needed for them to gather. You will explain that the ship updates were taking longer than expected and that the new date is firm. You are instructed to offer command of one quarter of the ships coming through for the Moddle to command as they see fit."
The ambassador scowled. "And the additional news?"
The captain replied, "We have been instructed to remain here with the Jordan. Once you have delivered this message to the Moddle, you will confer your diplomatic status here to the Mavantis and appear to transfer ships. Command has seen to it that you should be moved from danger should a negative reaction come from the Emperor when he learns of his empire's surrender. Call it a gesture of gratitude on the part of Harden Salton."
The ambassador perked up and took a deep breath. "Please open a comm channel to the Emperor."
An extremely unhappy face appeared. "The Emperor will not be speaking with you today, Ambassador. What excuse do you have this time?"
The ambassador smiled. "Again, my apologies on the continued delay. It seems the upgrades took longer than expected. The fleet should arrive in three days. And that is a firm date this time, Duke Pashna. I would also add, that as a conciliatory measure, I have been instructed to turn over command of one quarter of our fleet to your staff should the Grumar and Grotus arrive. Those ships would be yours to position and command. We of course would hope you would use them in the spirit in which they are being offered."
The duke gave a stern look. "I will relay that message to the Emperor, Ambassador. I cannot say how swiftly you will receive a reply. Neither the Emperor nor I is in the best of moods at the moment."
The ambassador bowed. "I fully understand, Duke. And I must once again beg your forgiveness. I can assure you that our diplomatic commitments are always honored with the highest level of certitude. Our fleet will arrive."
The duke huffed and closed the comm.
The ambassador turned to face Dale Rogers. "Captain, see to it that my station is transferred to the Jordan and the Moddle are notified of such. I want to be as far away from those ships as possible. I believe their initial reaction to the news of their empire's surrender will be one of rage. Those two ships are not likely to last more than a few minutes."
The captain replied, "So that's it? We're just going to leave them here?"
The ambassador turned. "What would you have me do, Captain? We have been given orders. I cannot force those ships to move back, the Moddle would not accept that and we would all be dead before the fleet arrives. I'm certain both captains know the risks that come with being in the military. We have put our lives on the line for the past few weeks. Consider this their turn."
A message went out to the Moddle fleet that the flag had been transferred and the Sutherlin was moving back toward the fleet to undertake minor repairs. Before long, the ambassador was out of weapons range of the Moddle and would soon again be falling from their sensors.
The following day, as the two new Odenta ships in the rotation came into comm range, an urgent message was being broadcast. "Mr. Beutcher! The Grotus attacked Odenta!"
The image of the Odenta captain was disheveled. He was visibly shaking with tears coming from his eyes. "They are all dead!"
I replied, "Who's dead, Captain?"
The captain took a deep breath. "I'm sorry, Mr. Beutcher. This is difficult even to say. The Grotus attacked with thousands of ships. We only had a few minutes of warning before their ships hit our atmosphere and began to ravage our cities. Our cruisers pushed back as many as we could, but they just kept coming. We did everything possible to try to stop it, but Chancellor Marun panicked and pulled the trigger on our arsenal of fermium missiles. The explosions managed to take out several hundred of the Grotus ships, but our... the surface of our planet... everyone is dead."
I slowly stood. "Are you saying no one escaped? Were any prisoners taken? My Talisan?"
The captain collapsed back into his chair as he slowly shook his head. "More than half of the population was dead before the chancellor made his move. Only a handful of loaded transports made it out. No one else escaped the torrent of fire that scorched every square kilometer of the land. The cruisers survived, the sixteen carriers with their grunts, and all but eight of the new transports managed to move away safely using their gravity beams. We managed to mostly fill two of the new transports with our people, and I believe five of your Talisan transports made it out. I expect they will all be arriving shortly... we have nowhere else to go."
Garrett ran his fingers back through his hair. "Wow. That... this is bad... very bad."
Jack said, "Captain, I'm sending a set of coordinates to you. I need you to go back, catch the fleet and guide them all to these coordinates. You will all have to wait there for further instruction while we figure this out."
The captain nodded as he turned toward his staff. "Lieutenant, make this happen."
I looked solemnly at the comm camera. "Captain, what is done is done. We can't turn back time. We can only move forward. When the fleet arrives, get me a roster of the ships and the crews we have. We will figure out our next move from there."
The captain nodded as the comm closed.
Garrett frowned. "Looks like we are back to just us. Who else wishes we could just go back through and leave this hostile place behind?"
I replied, "We can't leave until my people have all gone back through that portal."
Garrett said, "If they're at the Moddle worlds, we could do our best to keep them in the Triangulum by shutting down that portal after their next transfer. If they are bringing them here, they have to take them home first. I say we follow the ambassador back through and wait for them there."
I replied, "We can't go anywhere until we pick up Go. After that, we deal with the issue of the Odentas. We brought this upon them. They were a quiet, happy civilization until we brought the Grotus there. They are our responsibility now and we need to see that they are taken care of."
Garrett half laughed. "It seems we just keep going around picking up strays. And what good has it done them? The Talisan are dead and now the Odenta. I'm starting to think they would be better off without our help."
Jack weighed in. "I'm with Knog. We can't just leave them. We need to at least do something to get them set up for survival."
Garrett held up his hands. "I'm not saying we abandon them, just that we don't drag them around with us everywhere we go. Maybe we see if we can get them set up on Jorus. We can leave an AI and an autobot there with them to get started. We could set up the AI so it couldn't be replicated. From that, they would be able to construct whatever shelter they needed and could then set up farming for food."
I thought for a moment. "That might be a good solution given our current situation, but it would have to be voluntary on their part."
Garrett nodded. "Hey, they just lost their whole planet. I'm not looking to force them into anything. I just don't know what else we can do for them."
The following day the Odenta ship returned. "Mr. Beutcher, the ships are assembled at the location you gave. We have thirty-two of the mega transports, two of which have our civilians aboard. Three hundred eighty thousand was all we could save. Two other transports were lost as they lifted off. Five of your Talisan ships escaped with just over a hundred thousand lives. We have twenty-six of the cruisers. Each has a crew of one hundred thirty, two AIs, and eight to ten thousand autobots. All sixteen grunt carriers made it out as well. Each of those has a crew of one hundred eighty and a complement of eight hundred grunt pilots."
Garrett remarked. "Looks like they're loaded up with AIs."
Jack nodded. "At least they were able to get a few of their people out of there."
"Thank you, Captain," I said. "We are trying to determine a good course of action for you. We believe the planet Jorus might be a good place to establish a temporary colony. You have civilians with you. I am certain you want to get them to a safe place."
The captain replied, "We have discussed this for almost three weeks, Mr. Beutcher. We want to send the occupied transports to a safe place as you suggest, accompanied by several cruisers of course. The rest of us would prefer to stay and fight. Between us, we have more than four hundred of the fermium missiles. We would like to deliver those to Modus and Mayanis."
Garrett cut in. "I changed my mind. I want them to stay with us. We should head for Modus and Mayanis as they suggest and light both of those places up!"
Jack looked over at me. "I can't say I was in favor of that before, but I am now. We could escort the transports halfway to Jorus and then continue on to Modus. I believe we could use the gravity beams to push any resistance out of the way when we get there, launching those missiles from in close. We might get our asses kicked trying to get out afterward, but we could knock out the Grotus threat, probably permanently."
"Captain?" I said. "Send a ship back along the way to Odenta. I want to know if they are heading this way. If the Grotus show on the sensors, have the ship turn and come back here immediately."
The captain barked commands to his crew. The Odenta cruiser headed toward the rally point with their new orders. I sat, staring at the wall in front of me.
Jack leaned back in his chair. "What are you thinking?"
I replied, "If we get confirmation the Grumar and Grotus fleet is coming this way, and if my people come through that portal, we stay and fight. Otherwise we'll set a course for Jorus and then Modus."
Garrett asked, "You know, we haven't seen a single scout ship out here. Are the Moddle not concerned with their perimeter?"
Jack took the question. "The size of their fleet says it doesn't matter. We are an anomaly. Nobody in their right mind would be out here watching with that fleet sitting there. We should count it as a blessing that they are lax. Even if they saw Grotus ships out here, they wouldn't be doing anything different. With the sensors everyone has, you know they are coming before they can fire on you."
Garrett half frowned. "Still, if it was me, I'd have patrols running. I'd want to know."
I said, "How long before we can pick up Go?"
Garrett glanced at a counter on his display. "He'll be here in seventy-four hours. We could go in, grab him, and run in forty-two."
Jack said, "What if we brought in the Odenta ships and knocked off their shields? We have enough ships to stop their progress."
I replied, "I don't want to risk having them offline if the Grumar and Grotus show up. Any ships without that deflector would easily be eliminated. As painful as it is. I think we have to wait."
Garrett frowned. "I'm just worried about Go being eight days without food."
I nodded. "He has hydration through the suit. The lack of food will only be the equivalent of about four days. The filter will recycle some level of nutrients from the bio-gel."
Garrett held up his hand. "I know he should be OK, but still. I know it's hard for me to go a day without eating. I'm just worried."



   Chapter 8

 
Two days passed before the Odenta ship tasked with checking on the Grumar and Grotus fleet returned.
Captain Alestra said, "We tracked two Grotus ships for a half hour before we returned. They are headed this way, but we don't have any information on the rest of their ships."
I nodded. "Thank you, Captain. Please return to the rest of your fleet."
Jack pulled up a display of an image the captain had transferred. "Those aren't much bigger than the teardrop ships. I would say we are looking at scouts."
I sighed. "This freezes us in place. Since we don't know if the rest of their fleet is coming or not, we have to stay here."
Garrett said, "Why don't we go out and see for ourselves? Go won't reach here for another day."
I shook my head. "They'll be here within a few hours. We don't gain anything by finding out any sooner. With Go out there floating in space, I'd rather wait right where we are supposed to be."
Go popped into existence on the Jess. "Surprise!"
Garrett jumped out of his chair. "What the... how did you get here?"
Go shrugged. "I got bored and pushed my speed up to six SOL from four. I had a couple minor debris strikes, but nothing the suit couldn't handle. You have anything to eat on here? I'm starved!"
Garrett pointed, "Galley has plenty. Take your pick."
Garrett took a deep breath and sat back in his chair. "I guess you heard that. Go is here with me. He's fine except for being hungry."
Jack asked, "Why didn't he signal us when he got within range?"
Garrett huffed. "Because he wanted to scare the crap out of me, that's why."
Jack half laughed. "From what we saw, I would have to say he succeeded."
Go returned with a handful of nutrient bars, cramming them one at a time into his mouth. "Ah, these are so good."
Garrett shook his head as he turned the Jess back toward the Garmon. "Hope you don't choke on them."
I said, "Garrett, fill him in on the happenings since his last comm with us. Those Grotus ships should be here in about three hours."
Go replied, "Wait. Grotus ships? They’re here?"
Garrett left the comm open. "The Grumar and Grotus attacked Odenta. Everyone there is dead. The Odentas escaped with two of the transports loaded with people, plus most of their fleet. Five of our Talisan transports managed to get out as well. The Grotus were killing everyone, so the chancellor pulled the trigger on all their nukes. The rest of the planet is dead, but he managed to take out several hundred attacking ships."
Go sat. "Wow. That's horrible. Why would he nuke his own planet?"
Garrett frowned. "I don't think he had a choice. They were annihilating everyone anyway. I would guess he thought it was the only way he could make the Grumar and Grotus pay a price. In all, they escaped with about four hundred thousand Odentas and about a hundred thousand of our Talisans. Other than that, you probably saw the Sutherlin heading back to wait at the portal with the ambassador. We're expecting the Gruntas to come through that portal any time now with news to make the Moddle submit and join forces with them."
After docking the Jess, Garrett and Go walked onto the Garmon's bridge.
"You know," said Garrett, "I just realized that we lost Gasau Monte. Unless he's on one of the transports."
I replied, "He didn't make it. I checked the rosters they sent over. He would have been a good asset should we have to talk with the Grumar. And, Go, how are you feeling?"
Go nodded. "I feel fine. Other than boredom, this suit kept me in good shape. I need to change out the filter and the bio-gel again. Other than that it's been perfect. Oh, and when I get back down to the engineering lab, I'll have the AI see if it can build new power and food cells. I had the thought of seeing if it could also analyze the suit material and possibly make some of that for us."
Garrett crossed his arms. "If those bots can build me one of these suits, I would totally change my opinion about them."
Go pulled his head back. "Really? That would make a difference to you? This is still an AI we are talking about, right?"
Garrett stood quietly for a moment. "Yeah, I guess I'd still be uptight with them being around. Although, having another suit would be worth the loss of a little comfort."
Three hours passed before the Grotus scout ships showed on the sensors.
Jack said, "They aren't stopping. In another minute they'll be within sensor range of the Moddle. We may want to start backing out of here if they decide to run in this direction."
I replied, "Set a course to move us away, but hold on the execution. I want to see the reaction of the Moddle."
After passing into range of the Moddle fleet, our reactions were ones of wonder.
Garrett pointed at the display. "They're still going. And the Moddle don't seem to care."
Jack referenced the nav display. "The Sutherlin is returning as well. And there are two new ships with her. Something is just not right here. We still have the probes hanging out there if Garrett wants to move back in comm range of them. Would be interesting to hear what they are talking about on the bridge using that tag we left."
I looked at Garrett. "Take Go and head back out there."
Go sighed. "I guess I better get my gel and filter changed out."
I shook my head. "I don't want to risk you going in there again just yet. Let's see what they do with these Grumar ships first. But I would have the bots change out the gel before you go. The power cell copy will have to wait until you two come back."
Garrett gestured toward the door. "Come on. I'll help with the gel. And it will take us about a half hour to get back out there, so if I was you, I would be stuffing my face just in case you have to make another jump."
As I watched in disbelief, the Grumar ships ran all the way to the Moddle fleet and stopped. "Something is bad wrong here."
The Jess left out of the docking bay and was soon settling into a position where our comm link from the Sutherlin could be picked up. The ambassador was on the bridge with Captain Rogers.
The ambassador said, "I'm getting tired of being jerked around here, Captain. I wish they would come to a decision and go with it. A few hours ago we were at war with the Grumar and Grotus. Now we are supposed to be allies? How am I to receive any respect from any of these species when we keep changing sides?"
The captain replied, "Well, at least it looks like war has been averted, for the time being."
The ambassador scowled, "The Moddle Empire was ours. The Grumar and Grotus would have had a difficult time defending against us. Now we are to play friendly with them all? And to what end? Apparently, the war at Bolitha has not gone well for the Grumar and Grotus. They are now willing to team with the two species they turned on earlier. As a diplomat, how am I to work with these people when they know this alliance is only for temporary convenience?"
The captain laughed. "You're a diplomat, Ambassador. Your job is politics. It's your mission to make the other guy believe the lies you are telling to them. For the military, just give us both swords and let us go at it. The footwork needed to accomplish our mission is a lot simpler."
Garrett said over the comm, "Great, so now we are allied with both species?"
A third figure walked onto the bridge with a familiar voice. "Ambassador, shouldn't you be preparing for transfer? We want this agreement signed today!"
Garrett stood. "What? What is she doing here?"
Joni Salton stood next to Dale Rogers. "Captain, I take it you know which Moddle ship they will meet on?"
The captain pointed to the holo-display on the wall in front of him. "Third from the left. It's their command ship."
Garrett said, "Is she wearing a uniform?"
The ambassador hurried from the bridge.
Joni looked back. "How capable is this ship, Captain?"
Dale Rogers replied, "Why do you ask?"
Joni looked back at the holo-display. "I ask because we don't yet have a signed agreement and because my uncle has a tendency to change his mind when it comes to a deal. I want to know that the ship I'm commanding is capable, and its crew is competent."
The captain nodded. "We are capable, Miss Salton. We have four dozen inhibitor bombs aboard. If hostilities begin, we only need deploy one of those to give us time to get away. The tuning of those fields should allow any New Alliance ships to escape."
Joni frowned. "Are we reliant on that one technology, Captain? If so, you do realize that any technology is suspect until such time as it's tested in a live situation. Correct me if I'm wrong, but the ion inhibitor technology has not been used in a ship-to-ship fight. Am I right?"
The captain again nodded, "You are correct. As a last resort. We also have a complement of fission weapons."
Joni raised her eyebrows. "Isn't that against all diplomatic rules?"
The captain half smiled. "I don't think your uncle much cares, Miss Salton. And for all I know, those weapons may not even be real. They may be on here to alleviate the fear that comes with parking my ship a thousand kilometers away from an enemy warship."
Joni tilted her head to the side. "Are you saying you don't trust my uncle, Captain?"
Dale Rogers thought for a moment. "I'm only saying those weapons are sealed away on a part of the ship we have no access to. And only the ambassador has the ability to launch them. You can infer whatever level of trust we might have from that statement."
Joni smiled. "You are starting to sound like a diplomat, Captain."
The captain smirked. "I guess that says I've been out here too long. And now that you know about the supposed discretionary weapons, what do you think of your new command?"
Joni replied, "I think I have the right crew under me, Captain. I like that you speak your mind. Let's just hope the ambassador can get his job done today so we can move out from here."
Jack said, "Wow. She's got no fear of leading."
Garrett leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. "I just hope that's all an act and she isn't falling under her uncle's spell. He can be a powerful and persuasive speaker."
I replied, "I don't think that's the case. I see her as being resourceful enough that she has managed her way out of the box back home, and now stands aboard a vessel in another galaxy."
Joni said, "Captain, how far from here to Bolitha?"
The captain pulled up a nav display over his arm pad. "Six weeks. And seven weeks to Modus. Those two worlds are nine weeks apart."
Joni continued, "What can you tell me about Bolitha?"
Dale Rogers gestured toward a chair. "You'll want to sit. This all started just over five years ago as an experiment. We sent a couple ships out through the portal to see what was out here. We encountered the Doomlighters within the first month. They were friendly enough. And then they got attacked by the Moddle. Your uncle saw this as an opportunity to begin an alliance out here. So he made a deal with the Doomlighters and provided conscripted troops to help in their war against the Moddle.
"The Moddle were of course very unhappy with this. They turned up the pressure and were pushing the conscripts back. That's when the Grumar showed up. They gave aid to the conscripts, who began to push the Moddle back. During the renewed conflict, Mr. Salton decided he wanted the planet for himself. He turned on the Doomlighters and made a deal with the Moddle. The Doomlighters were rounded up and slaughtered by the millions.
"Well, apparently, the Grumar and Grotus were unhappy with that turn of events, so they brought in their heavy troops and quickly had the Moddle and the Alliance on the ropes. An armistice was signed with both the Moddle and the New Alliance agreeing to the terms. The Moddle troops were sent off to start a war with the Kergan Empire on Bolitha, while the New Alliance troops were sent to attack the Moddle worlds.
"And now… here we are. The three backstabbers are allying in an effort to take down the Kergan Empire. From what I've heard, the Moddle fleet that the Grumar forced into battle got decimated. And the Grumar and Grotus ships that have ventured there haven't fared so well, either. Bolitha used to be a colony of the Grumar Duration. The Grotus see the Kergan as a huge threat, and rightly so. The Kergan fleet reportedly has nearly ten thousand ships. And their ground forces are highly trained and experienced.
"With Bolitha only nine weeks from Modus and Mayanis, you can see why they are willing to make this alliance. We just happened to jump into this galaxy at the moment these species all decided to go to war. And your uncle seems to be fascinated by it all."
I brought a recording of the attack on Odenta up on my holo-display and began to zoom in on and probe the images.
Jack asked, "What are you looking for?"
I replied, "There. Just within scanner range. Transports. I believe the Grumar and Grotus wanted Odenta as a staging world for their fight with the Kergans. Odenta is only seven weeks from Bolitha. Given what we know of those transports, that's easily several million ground troops they were getting ready to drop in there. It seems Chancellor Marun really foiled their plan. Which might be why we are seeing this alliance all of a sudden."
Joni brought up a star chart showing Bolitha. "Other than the size of their fleet, what do we know about the Kergans?"
Captain Rogers shook his head. "Virtually nothing. The Moddle ships that fought there were all destroyed. Those that attempted to flee were caught before they could get far. If the Grumar and Grotus know anything, they haven't said anything."
Joni swiped at the display, bringing up several star systems on the far side of Bolitha. "What kind of weapons do they have? You said the Moddle ships were decimated—not that they are impressive ships, but how were they destroyed?"
The captain shrugged. "We haven't received any information about that. The ambassador made reference to it earlier this morning. He hopes some of that information will be released by the others during this morning's meetings. By the way, I'm surprised you aren't going. I would think that Mr. Salton would want you there."
Joni half smiled. "My uncle wants to protect me and to keep me under wraps until he fully trusts me. We've had our differences in the past, something we are both trying to work through."
The captain nodded. "Trust can be a tricky thing. It has to be earned. To just give it is foolish."
Garrett said, "We have a shuttle leaving the Sutherlin. I would say the ambassador is on his way."
Jack pointed at the nav display. "Looks like the Salton fleet is here. What is that, twenty-five hundred ships? How is he getting them built that fast?"
Go answered. "He has the AI technology and the autobots. He might have done just what we were doing on Odenta and what the Grumar and Grotus have been doing. Imagine what a shipyard with tens or hundreds of millions of those autobots could accomplish."
Garrett rolled his eyes. "They continue to spread unchecked. I'm telling you right here, it won’t be long before we are fighting for our survival against them. They can procreate exponentially in a short amount of time. It takes us decades to bring someone to fighting age."
Go shook his head. "Programming prevents them from doing that."
Garrett huffed. "Yeah, and programming can't be changed? I think you are living in a dream world."
Go frowned. "I wish I'd left a tag on the wall in the Moddle conference room. We need to hear what it is they are agreeing to."
Garrett replied, "We'll find out soon enough. When the ambassador comes back, he'll have to report status to Joni. Until that happens, we can just sit here and twiddle our thumbs."



   Chapter 9

 
The shuttle docked in the bay of the Sutherlin and the ambassador made his way onto the bridge. "Captain, you may take us back to the fleet now. The agreement has been signed. We head to Bolitha within the hour."
Joni nodded for the captain to proceed. "Ambassador, any word of what we might be up against?"
The ambassador replied, "The agreement stated that all tactical data related to Bolitha would be released in the coming weeks. I would have to say the demeanor of the Grumar and Grotus was telling. They are terrified of the Kergan threat. They haven't managed to get a single scout ship past Bolitha to the other star systems. It seems the Kergan ships have advanced sensors and are slightly faster. And they have a network of those advanced sensors set up as a screen. According to the Grumar, they have yet to find the end of the screen, as not one ship they've sent out has returned."
Joni frowned. "I can't say I have a lot of confidence in victory with what little we know. Why would you commit to a fight when you don't know the size or capability of your enemy? It's one thing if you are defending, but this is an assault."
The captain gave the order to pull back. Half an hour later, the Sutherlin moved just out of comm range.
Garrett said, "I can get us back within range, but at increased risk."
I replied, "No. Just come back."
Jack looked over the nav screen. "Jorus is eight weeks from here and seven weeks from Modus and Mayanis. It's also only five weeks from Bolitha. The Grotus might object, but it's the logical place to stage an attack from. We may not have the Jorus option for the Odentas anymore."
I nodded. "I had the same thoughts. At the moment I am leaning toward utilizing Doomlight when they pull away. If more New Alliance ships come through the portal, they will likely move directly to the staging planet, wherever that may end up being. I think we wait and take Doomlight, at least temporarily."
Jack pulled up an image of the planet. "It does have an abundance of natural resources. If we drop the Odentas down there with all those AIs and autobots, given enough time, they could build up a substantial defense."
Garrett said, "The Grumar ships are moving out. I'm picking up a lot of comm traffic between the Moddle ships. They may be prepping to move as well."
Jack turned to look at me. "This brings us back to our original problem. How do we protect your Grunta people? If they're being sent into battle with the Kergans, that has to be a much different risk than if battling the Grotus. I wonder if they know what's going on? I can't imagine they would like a deal where they were fighting alongside them."
I shook my head. "I would have to believe they know. But then again, none of this seems likely. Every species that is space-borne in this galaxy seems to be at war."
Jack chuckled. "Yeah, and Harden Salton seems to have his hooks into all of them. You know, what I wouldn't mind is getting Go back into your Council's chamber. Would be interesting to know what deal they currently have with the Saltons."
Garrett said, "I wouldn't mind getting a few questions in to Joni. She might know exactly what's going on."
Go held up his hand. "If you have a way of getting me on their ship, I'd gladly do it."
I thought for a moment. "I don't think we risk sending you anywhere just now. Those ships could all be pulling out at any time."
Garrett sighed. "And there they go. The Moddle ships are starting to move out."
Jack replied, "And now the Alliance. And we have a trajectory for them. It looks like Jorus."
Garrett reached out, pulling up the nav screen. "What about the Sutherlin?"
Jack swiped at his screen until an image of the Sutherlin appeared. "They are moving as well. Should we follow?"
I shook my head. "No, let them go. We know where we can find them. Let's spend a few days here getting the Odentas settled. We can catch up to them before they reach Jorus."
Garrett stood and Go asked, "Where are you going?"
Garrett replied, "Not that it's your business, but I could use some of that Odenta coffee. We're going to be sitting here for a while until they're all out of scan range."
Go nodded. "Bring me a cup."
Garrett stopped and turned. "You don't drink coffee."
Go laughed. "Drift by yourself for five or six days, you'd be happy to drink the recycled water from SS241."
The Moddle and New Alliance ships moved off the sensor displays. Two hours later we powered out to the Odenta ships and asked that they proceed to Doomlight. A moderate-sized city, based beside the foothills of a mountain range with a free flowing river was selected.
Garrett said, "They have rations to last for several months; they have water; the soils surrounding here all appear to have been farmland, and I saw herds of feral galligs, or whatever they are, running around those foothills. With those AIs and autobots, they should have this place livable in no time."
I stepped out onto a deserted street. "The buildings here don't appear to be in bad shape either."
Jack followed me down the ramp-way. "There's a major city about a hundred kilometers south of here. It should serve as a resource provider for whatever they want to build."
Go walked down behind us. "I've just given orders for 80 percent of the autobots to replicate themselves. We should start seeing a flood of them heading off to search for the resources needed to accomplish that. If they can find those resources, they could easily have two million bots running in a couple weeks, six to eight million in a month. With that they can have animals penned, fields plowed and planted, living quarters fully restored, and power everywhere within a few weeks after. When they complete that, I have an order for them to make use of the gravity beam weapons and inhibitor fields. The goal will be to construct a shield to protect this city and the surrounding countryside. That should get them established."
I made my way over to one of the Odenta transports that had landed. The leadership that escaped had organized an interim government to get the colony establishment underway. The governor of one of the smaller provinces on the planet was the most senior official to escape.
Fadi Beegras was another of the few tall Odentas like the chancellor. His long stride and deliberate expression as he approached me gave the impression of him moving in slow motion.
Fadi held out his hand. "Mr. Beutcher, I've been eager to meet you. Your stature is as commanding as I was led to believe. I'd like to thank you for what you've done for us."
I shook Fadi's hand. "I was greatly saddened to hear about Odenta. What a devastating turn of events. I wish I had been there to do something about it."
Fadi held up his open palm. "You cannot blame yourself for the actions of others, Mr. Beutcher. Believe me as I say I have done that with myself over much of the last three weeks. I have run a thousand scenarios through my head about what if I had done this or that. I lost my entire family on one of the other transports that got hit as we left. But I have been assured that I now have almost four hundred thousand family members who are here to support me. So I will turn my efforts toward serving them as best I can."
I replied, "It sounds as though your people are in capable hands. Go has already given assignments to the bots. In a month's time, you may have as many as eight to ten million of them for you to command. By that time you should have farming established and hopefully some kind of defense over this city."
Fadi smiled. "My people have voted and we have a name for this city. It will be called Knog, in honor of all you have done for us."
I shook my head, "I'm not deserving of such tribute, Mr. Beegras. It might be better suited with a name that is a rallying point for your people. Something that they cherish, at least for a while. We don't even know how long we will be here."
Fadi bowed his head and then looked up. "You are a humble man, Knog Beutcher. The city name has already been voted on and approved. I'm afraid we don't have time to put it to another vote, so you will have to live with it for now."
Jack smacked me on the shoulder. "The City of Knog. I like it."
The next week was spent in the City of Knog. Life for the Odentas was beginning to take shape. Living quarters had been rehabbed, and the citizens moved off the somewhat cramped transports. With the large city nearby, the replication of the autobots was ahead of schedule. My Talisan fighters had been given a section of the new city for quarters and were directed to follow the orders of Fadi Beegras. I called Jack, Garrett, and Go back to the Garmon.
Jack walked up the ramp-way. "I take it we're ready to head toward Jorus?"
I nodded. "If we leave now we should arrive there at about the same time."
Garrett came up next. "Are we sure the Kergans haven't already gone to Jorus? That would be a disaster."
I replied, "The Grumar and Grotus may still be fighting at Bolitha. Let's hope that's the case."
Go blinked in behind me. "We ready?"
I turned and walked up the ramp-way. "We're ready."
Go followed me as we cut through the lab on the way to the bridge. "Mr. Beutcher, hold up."
I stopped and turned.
Go walked over to a table and reached for a small white package. "Check it out, the Talisans had the bots build me a new power cell, filter, and a quasi-food pack. The power cell has four times the power. I can now go faster when I'm outside the ship. The filter pack should run about three times as long, which also makes the bio-gel last longer. And the new food cell should keep me nourished for a week. I also have replacements."
I replied, "That's fantastic. How long can you drift for now?"
Go half smiled. "If I have to, I could go for just over two weeks. The good thing, though, is I can travel at four times the speed. So that eight-day drift to get out to where Garrett can safely watch from in the Jess will now only take me two days. And The Talisans are working on an even more powerful cell. They say if it works, I'll be able to quadruple the power again. And, the best thing about these new cells... I have replacements."
I patted him on the shoulder. "You know you remain our secret weapon. Just be careful when testing these things out as you are invaluable to us as it is. We can't afford to lose you."
As I turned back toward the bridge, Go grabbed my arm. "Hold on. I didn't show you the most exciting thing!"
Go held up a piece of silvery white cloth. "The engineers are getting close to replicating the suit material. If they can accomplish that, they believe they can then apply that surface to anything."
I furrowed my brows. "Anything?"
Go nodded. "Anything. We could possibly cover the Jess or the Garmon in this stuff. Would that be cool or what?"
I turned my head slightly. "That would be quite the feat. Only, how would we propel either ship?"
Go looked up at the ceiling, then back. "It's always in the details, isn't it?"
I laughed. "It is. I'm certain we could find usefulness in an active skin even without having propulsion while it's active. Keep those experiments going. They are already paying off with that new power cell."
Go smiled as I continued on to the bridge. When I arrived, Garrett was conferring with Jack.
I stepped up. "Did either of you see what Go did for his suit?"
Garrett half smiled. "Yeah, he's been talking about it for a day and a half now. It's pretty remarkable stuff... the first dozen times you hear about it."
Jack laughed. "Come on. He was excited, but not that bad."
Garrett held up his hands. "Fine, defend him if you want."
I said, "Did he tell you they are working on a more powerful cell? If they can make that happen, his drift to or from the Jess, or another target vessel, could be cut down to half a day."
Garrett huffed. "I suppose he showed you the material, too?"
I nodded. "He did. If we could somehow cloak a ship, imagine what we'd be able to do then."
Garrett crossed his arms. "We could park the Jess or the Garmon right next to whoever we wanted. If we can figure out the propulsion."
I tilted my head to the side. "You have to think a little bigger, Garrett. Imagine drifting inside a ship and then blinking in and out. You could make an entire ion generator disappear, without ever being detected."
Garrett stared at the floor for several seconds in thought. "Now that would be something that was useful. I guess I should be a little more supportive of him on this stuff. I know I like to rib him a lot, and I probably go a bit too far sometimes."
Garrett took a deep breath. "I'll go down and see if I can offer help."
I held out my hand, taking his shoulder as he turned. "I have another thought for you. We could drift inside the Sutherlin, snatch Joni, and be gone before they knew she was missing."
Garrett smiled. "That would be impressive."
I nodded. "We have six weeks to kill before we reach Jorus. See what you can come with."
Jack watched Garrett walk away. "Nicely handled. He'll get into that project now instead of spending his time pestering Go."
I replied, "I think they like picking on each other. I sometimes have to wonder if they had the same mother."
The time came for the ride out to Jorus. It would take forty-one days.
Jack sat in his chair as he barked out an order. "Mr. Jefferson, get us off this planet if you will. Take us to Jorus."
Jefferson replied, "Yes, sir."
No new breakthroughs had been achieved with the sodium material. Garrett and Go joined us on the bridge as we slowed.
Go said as he sat: "That's a lot of ships."
Garrett looked over the holo-display image on the wall in front of us. "That's almost twelve thousand! The Grumar and Grotus fleet is way bigger than we thought."
I replied, "Had we gone to Modus, I don't think we would have gotten close enough to fire the missiles with any effectiveness. The New Alliance fleet looks tiny compared to the others."
Jack said, "If we had allied with the Moddle and waited at Doomlight, the Grumar and Grotus would have slaughtered us."
Garrett stood beside me as I stared at the slowly spinning world. "She's a beautiful blue-green planet."
I nodded. "I could sit and stare at her all day. I have to wonder what life would have been like if the duke had never interfered. Would we now be trading partners with the Grumar, Doomlighters and Odentas?"
Garrett half laughed. "I don't think the Grotus would have complied with that vision. They do have an aggressive side that would probably only be placated by conquering others. Some species are wired that way."
I shook my head. "I don't believe that. I think aggression is learned. You can take a wild Rondella fox, and with four or five generations of captivity, you can have a fully-domesticated animal. We all have a natural desire to follow a group, a herd mentality if you will. Everyone wants to belong when in a group setting. If the majority of a group begins to act in an aggressive manner, the rest of the group will follow. Research has shown that to be the case with all species. I studied that extensively back in my inspector days."
I began to laugh.
Garrett inquired. "What's so funny?"
I replied, "I was just thinking about how naive I was when I first started as a ship inspector. Until I studied psychology, I had so many misconceptions about how people functioned and reasoned. It was a wonder I was able to catch anyone at anything. I wanted to believe everyone was honest, since I couldn't fathom not being that way myself."
Garrett smirked as he looked in my direction. "Yeah, well, welcome to the real world, where half the people you meet are crooks and the other half are sheep."
I shook my head. "No, I still believe most are honest. I just approach situations with a different perspective now. If they are honest, it quickly shows. If not, you can take steps that will cause most to slip up and show their intentions."
Garrett looked back at the display. "You would make one tough negotiator. Maybe Harden should send you in for his next Alliance get-together. I bet you could make a few of those diplomats squirm."
Jack said, "I can't get a good scan of how many transports are down on the surface. We aren't looking at any of the Moddle or the New Alliance transport ships out there. Those are all warships."
Garrett sat next to Go. "What do you think? Should we take the Jess in for a closer look?"
Jack pointed at the display. "They do have a few scout ships flying around out in the direction of Bolitha. If any were to come back this way, we could get spotted before we had a chance to clear out."
I looked over at Garrett. "I think we have to camp and watch for the moment. Why don't you see if you can pick out the Sutherlin? Maybe we can put together a plan to pick Joni out of there."
Garrett pulled up his holo-display, swiped several screens, highlighted a particular ship and passed it up to the big display. "She's sitting right in the middle of the New Alliance ships. Unless we send Go in on a drift, we aren't getting near her."
I replied, "How many of those passive probes do we have left?"
Garrett pulled up another screen on his display. "Six."
I looked at the big display in thought before responding. "Are those something the autobots could replicate?"
Go smacked himself in the forehead. "Why didn't we think of that before? We could have restocked on our way out here."
Garrett shrugged as he stood. "Looks like we've got time now. Let's go get started on it."
Jack sat with his arms crossed as Go and Garrett left the bridge. "Got anything we can keep ourselves occupied with other than counting ships?"
I slowly shook my head. "I think we have to wait for them to make the next move."



   Chapter 10

 
Twelve hours after our observing began, Jack said. "I find this whole setup strange."
I replied, "Why do you say that?"
Jack pointed. "Each of these fleets looks like they are poised for an assault. Why would you assemble your ships that way?"
I leaned forward as I looked over the display. "Maybe they want to be ready if an attack comes."
Jack shook his head. "Those are offensive postures, not defensive. See these spearheads... those ships should be toward the back of this formation."
Garrett came onto the bridge. "The bots started making new probes. Go thinks we'll have a hundred or so in the next couple days. He's adding several enhancements, but nothing major. Anything new up here?"
I gestured toward the display. "Jack finds it odd that the ships are all parked in offensive positions."
Garrett looked over the formations. "Maybe they are practicing for an assault?"
Jack laughed. "They aren't practicing much of anything. The comm traffic has been at a minimum for the last three hours. I think it might be time for us to take the Jess in there so we can monitor what's happening on the Sutherlin."
Garrett turned to face me. "I could go in and leave a trail of probes. That would give us the comm connection without leaving me exposed."
I nodded. "Make it happen. And get back here as soon as possible. Those scout ships have been taking slowly wider arcs in the past hour. I wouldn't mind pushing us back a notch or two with a couple extra passive probes. See if you can set up a chain of five of them. That should put us well out of scout range as well."
Two hours later, Garrett returned in the Jess. Our chain of probes was online and gathering data.
Jack said, "Interesting. The Salton transports and the Moddle transports are both parked down there on the surface. The Grumar and Grotus transport ships are all parked alongside their fleet."
I replied, "That may still be a trust issue."
Garrett walked onto the bridge. "The comm tag on the Sutherlin should be up. I used the new probes out there and they required some tuning. We can apply that to the ones in stock so they are ready to go next time we need them."
The comm channel came to life.
Joni paced back and forth across the bridge deck of the Sutherlin. "Why are we just waiting here, Ambassador?"
The ambassador sighed. "As I said, we are awaiting instruction from your uncle."
Joni huffed. "So we wait seven weeks for it to arrive from the portal?"
The ambassador crossed his legs as he sat. "You do realize the portal can be opened to any point in space, right? Your uncle may have taken several passive scans of the fleets already. When he decides it is time to take action, he will let us know. Until then, we wait."
Joni stopped and turned. "Hold on... what did you just say? He's moving around where the portal opens?"
The ambassador smiled. "I am not at liberty to carry on conversations about the portal, Miss Salton. I have already said too much."
Joni turned to face the full wall holo-display. "That explains how he has made the deals he has. The Grumar and Grotus didn't just show up, they were invited. You know what else that tells me, Ambassador? It tells me he knows exactly what the Kergan fleet looks like."
Joni lowered her head. "Huh. I bet he has their entire empire mapped out already. Now I have to wonder what his real angle is with this grand alliance."
The ambassador scowled. "I would suggest you keep those wonderings to yourself, Miss Salton. Walls have ears and crews tend to gossip. These matters are of the highest secrecy."
Joni turned back to face the ambassador. "Then you shouldn't have opened your mouth. I have to wonder what my uncle would think of your little slip-up."
The ambassador slowly bowed his head. "I must beg your forgiveness."
Joni took three steps forward until she was standing in front of the ambassador with her hands on her hips. "Why don't you and I declare an alliance, Ambassador. I can feed you information from inside the family and you can feed me the strategic information that my uncle bestows on you. That might help us both do our jobs more effectively."
The ambassador waved his hand. "I have no use for your family secrets, Miss Salton. Besides, what you are talking about is playing a very dangerous game. A game we could both easily lose."
Joni leaned in. "I'm not talking about family secrets, Ambassador. I'm talking strategies. Before coming out here, I was by my uncle's side every day for almost two months. I saw and heard a lot of things that didn't make sense to me at the time. Some of those things are now becoming clear. Look, you won't betray him, I won't betray him, and if the two of us join forces, we might just be able to serve him better."
Garrett smiled. "She is good."
The ambassador looked past Joni at the display wall. "Give me something I can work with."
Joni thought for a moment. "I saw a display with nine colonies all flagged to the New Alliance. Two of those colonies were Modus and Mayanis."
The ambassador chuckled. "I don't think it's any secret that your uncle wants those colonies under his wing."
Joni nodded. "OK, then tell me how many colonies there supposedly are in the Grumar Duration?"
The ambassador tilted his head. "I have been told there are as many as forty-five."
Joni shook her head. "There are only nine, Ambassador. And of those nine, four were only established in the last year. They are still just outposts. Aside from those outposts, and Modus and Mayanis, the other three colonies have fewer than a hundred thousand colonists each. The planets of Modus and Mayanis are the Duration."
The ambassador scowled as he looked up at the fleet of ships on the display. "That is an impressive fleet for only having the resources of two worlds."
Joni nodded. "It is. They have automation, robotics. And they use it extensively. You've noticed our own ship numbers rapidly increasing of late. We've stolen that automation technology and we're using it to build our own ships now. My uncle wants to command those two worlds so he can control the shipbuilding automation they have developed. He doesn't want to be friends with the Grumar and Grotus, he wants to own them."
The ambassador sat quietly in thought for most of a minute. "You have completed a picture that I have been struggling with for some time, Miss Salton. I shall offer you a token of information in return."
"As a confidant of my uncle, I would have thought you already knew all that," Joni said.
The ambassador replied, "Your uncle shares information with his staff in a very selective manner. I only have knowledge of bits and pieces of the overall strategy. It's a secure way of keeping others from knowing what you are planning."
The ambassador continued, "Now for the token... the Kergans are coming. In fact, they may arrive as early as tomorrow."
Joni stepped back. "Do our captains know this?"
The ambassador slowly shook his head. "Orders will go out when the Kergan fleet arrives. We expect the Moddle and the Grumar and Grotus to engage with them immediately. Our ships will hold back momentarily, and then sweep in behind the others. We will attack the Moddle first, and then the Grumar and Grotus. The Kergans have agreed to focus their expansion efforts in another direction while your uncle establishes his own empire out here."
Joni moved over and sat in a chair beside the ambassador. "What makes him think the Kergans will honor any agreement when they see how easily he breaks agreements he has made with others?"
The ambassador again shook his head. "He doesn't expect them to honor it. In fact he is counting on it that they won't. The Kergan Empire spans thirty worlds. More than half of those worlds are fully populated, industrialized, well established. Between the Kergan Empire and the other worlds here, he will have his beachhead into this galaxy. He will also have control of the ship factories that he desperately desires. Within a year, he could have a force so large that none of the other families would dare turn against him. In fact, we believe they will all fall in line in order to maintain at least a small portion of their power."
Joni huffed. "He plans on keeping the other families in charge? I thought he hated them all."
The ambassador smiled. "He does. Any arrangement with the families would be temporary. He will use them to solidify his control, and then they will then be removed. Probably through extermination of their entire families, so that no relative attempts to claim sovereignty in the future."
Joni pursed her lips. "Sounds like he's been planning this for some time."
The ambassador nodded. "I've had many personal discussions with him on this very subject. Your uncle is a brilliant tactician. He has a knack for planning moves out to seven or eight steps. And he is very quick to adjust to changes."
Joni asked. "How long have you been on his team?"
The ambassador smirked. "Eighteen years. He came to me for advice while he was working for your grandfather's corporation, before the New Alliance. I didn't know it at the time, but he was already planning the family structure that we have today. He also had plans in place to take out the other families right as the transitions of power were taking place. He was betrayed by another close friend and the plot was foiled. He has information on each of those families that he has threatened to release, which is why they have all left him to his own devices. The recent assassination attempt was evidence of the animosity that still exists."
Joni replied, "That assassin and his helpers were from our own sector. Rebels within our own ranks."
The ambassador nodded. "Yes, but rebels who are funded, backed, and trained by members of the other families. We have our spies in their sectors, too, but we have no intention of assassinating them. A smooth transition is the desired way."
Joni sighed. "You have been with him for eighteen years. You have all of this information. Why does he trust you so much, and if he does, why are you out here on the front lines?"
The ambassador smiled. "I have always been true to his cause. He knows I will do everything I can to further that cause. And he knows that I will not betray him."
Joni looked at the diplomat. "I've been around my uncle for many years and never seen you. But I haven't seen much of any of his close advisers. They stay locked away in secret. Nobody knows who they are. I find it highly unusual that one of those advisers is out here in the middle of this situation. And as a diplomat? No. I would say you have another assignment. A more important assignment."
The ambassador sat silent for several seconds. "What could be more important to Harden Salton than the success of this mission?"
Joni smiled. "His niece."
The ambassador sat back in his chair. "Your uncle is one of the most brilliant minds I have ever known, Miss Salton. It seems that you have inherited some of that brilliance. I will neither confirm nor deny the importance of his niece to him."
Joni shook her head. "What I can't figure out is why he allowed me to come out here. I mean, it doesn't get more dangerous than this. If he's looking to protect me, why am I not still sitting back at the family compound?"
The ambassador said, "There was a time when your uncle made mistakes. Those mistakes were largely due to inexperience. I believe he wants desperately for you to gain that experience firsthand, but in a somewhat protected way. If you wish to learn how to pilot a ship properly, you don't sit on the other end of a holo-display in a simulation. That will only give you the basics. When you come out into the real world, and you are forced to face situations where the consequences are real, you learn, and you remember. You are forced to adapt to changing situations. It also shows the need for you to learn to plan ahead."
Joni half laughed. "Yeah, I had a friend who was a planning freak."
Garrett turned and poked me in the arm. "You hear that? She thinks you're a freak."
The ambassador replied, "The Grunta. Yes, he was quite the surprise. It was fascinating watching how your uncle was able to manipulate him and his crew. They surprised us on occasion, such as getting back through the portal. We are still trying to determine how they were able to accomplish that."
The ambassador sat back, quietly looking at Joni, waiting for a response.
Joni pulled back. "Hey, don't look at me for answers on that one. I was sitting in a locked room until a few days before that happened."
The ambassador looked back at the display in front of him. "I suppose it no longer matters about your friends. We discovered they had made an alliance of their own with a species called the Odenta. Your uncle saw to it that the Odenta world was identified to the Grumar and Grotus. Just before our journey out here, a raid was conducted, and the Odenta were to be wiped out. Their world was to be used as the jumping point for this next phase with the Kergans. They surprised us by nuking themselves. Only a handful of ships escaped, none of which had a Grunta aboard. The Grumar scanned them all."
Joni sat back and stared forward for several seconds. "So you're saying Knog Beutcher and Garrett Rourke are dead?"
The ambassador slowly nodded. "I'm afraid so. No one survived the hundreds of massive fireballs that resulted from the Odenta self-destruction. I can't say that many species would have gone out that way. With such conviction, they might have made excellent additions to our coming empire."
Garrett stood. "We've gotta let her know that we are still alive!"
I replied, "She will know the first opportunity we get. In the meantime, it might not be a bad thing for us to not exist."
Jack said, "What do you think he meant about manipulating you?"
I shook my head. "We have no way of knowing. I've sometimes wondered how it was we got away with some of the things we have, like our first trip through the portal. Why was that place not guarded like a fortress? He may have wanted us to go through for some reason. Of course, the ambassador might just be blowing smoke. If he is a full confidant of Harden Salton, he may have been instructed to say those things. I'm certain Harden doesn't fully trust her."
Go frowned. "Why is everything such a complex mess?"
Garrett replied, "Because that's the way Harden likes it. Messed up and hostile."
Joni turned back to the ambassador with a cold yet determined look in her eye. "So how is all of this supposed to go down? The Kergans move in, the others move up to meet them, and we attack from behind? What about all the transports?"
The ambassador paused before answering. "The transports are sacrificial. They were needed to sign the false alliance. Their fate will be determined by the outcome of the battle. If the Moddle or Grumar and Grotus warships turn on them after the attack by our ships, they will have to hold their own. Our goal is to annihilate the warship fleets. Those ground troops are meaningless."
Joni stood in protest. "Those are our citizens! They aren't meaningless!"
The ambassador raised his hand. "If they survive, they will continue to be supported. If they don't, we have more to choose from back home. The Grunta are high strung and stubborn. They will not be missed."
Joni scowled. "And what about the Talisans? What did we bring through? Another five million?"
The ambassador replied, "Six million. But just the same, they are expendable."
Joni paced the floor in front of the ambassador. "I want those people saved. They are not to be sacrificed."
The ambassador gestured toward the display. "If you can come up with a plan to save them, without jeopardizing your uncle's mission, I will hear it out. But you had best act quickly. You probably have less than twenty-four hours."
Joni looked back at the large holo-display. "I'll hold you to that, Ambassador."
The ambassador stood and walked from the bridge.
Joni sighed and looked down at the large Rottweiler standing beside her. "What do you think, Raptor?"
I turned to Garrett. "The tag there on the bridge, we can broadcast to it also, right?"
Garrett nodded. "We can. But you send out a comm from there and they will detect it."
I replied, "What about audio?"
Garrett frowned. "Everyone on the bridge will hear it unless you whisper, and then she's not going to hear it without standing beside it."
"Set me up for audio, and give me a tone that only Raptor can hear. If we can draw him over, she might come as well."
Garrett laughed. "Really? Your plan is to rely on the dog?"
I nodded.
Garrett pulled up his holo-display and passed the controls over to mine. "Press the button and the tone will sound."
Several seconds later the Rottweiler was standing in a spot just below the tag, looking up, and whimpering.
Joni paced back and forth in thought before noticing the dog's odd behavior. "What's up with you?"
The Rottweiler didn't move.
Joni huffed as she walked over beside him. "I don't have time for games. You have to let me focus."
Garrett gestured. "The volume is at its minimum. Say something and see if she can hear you."
"Joni?" I said.
Raptor barked.
Joni looked down at her dog.
I said. "She didn't hear me. Can we bump the volume up a notch?"
Garrett swiped away at his display. "That might be loud enough to be detected. You press that button and speak and they find the tag, our little eavesdropping session is over."
I pressed the comm button. "Joni, find a way."
She immediately looked up.
I repeated the message. "Find a way to save them."
Joni slowly nodded.
The captain walked up behind her. "You OK?"
Joni jumped before turning. "Ah, yeah. Sorry, Captain. Just in deep thought. I have some planning to do."
Joni looked back at the wall and smiled before leaving the bridge with Raptor in tow.
Jack held up his hand. "I think I might have an idea. How many ships do we have with us?"
I replied, "Close to one hundred, but you know that."
Jack nodded. "Sorry, was just thinking out loud. That fleet is supposedly approaching from Bolitha. Now, we don't have the firepower to stop it, but I believe we can slow it down. If Joni comes up with a solution, she'll need time to implement it. We could hit that incoming fleet and take a few hundred of their ship's shields offline. They can try to chase us, but we're faster. If we can pull that off, we at least distract them and give her more time."
Garrett turned to face me. "That could work."
I thought for a moment. "There may be a few flaws with your plan."
Jack replied, "What's missing?"
I frowned. "We don't know the top speed of their ships and we don't know that they use the same shield technology. If we hit them, the gravity beams might not have the desired effect. And we might not be fast enough to run."
Jack rubbed his chin. "I would say we have to chance it. If the scenario you outlined is correct and we wait until they get here, we won't be able to protect anyone then, either. Even if we get our asses kicked, we should provide some amount of delay."
"True," I replied. "Garrett, take the Jess and bring the other ships around."
I pulled up the nav display. "We'll meet you at this rally point. It's time we met the Kergans."



   Chapter 11

 
Fourteen hours of flight put us on a direct path to Bolitha. It wasn't long before the first of the Kergan ships appeared on our scanners.
I said, "Open a comm to all captains."
The comm officer replied, "All channels open, sir."
I looked over the nav display on the wall in front of us. "Everyone, our purpose here is to delay this fleet. We don't need any heroes and we don't want to take any unnecessary chances. You'll have targets show on your individual tactical displays. Hit those targets and move back along the route you are all seeing projected on your nav displays. Our plan is to hit and run, hit and run. If we can get the fleet's attention diverted from Jorus, we accomplish our goal. Good luck, and remember, no unnecessary risks."
I looked over at Jack. "Start the diversion whenever you're ready."
Jack smiled. "I was born ready. Mr. Jefferson! Take us in!"
As our force of unmarked ships closed to the point of detection, the Kergan commanders gave orders. Fifty attack ships were moved to the front of the fleet. Forty minutes later the first of the ships came within range.
Jack said. "Fire when ready, Mr. Barns."
Visual indicators on the holo-display showed the gravity beams as they left our space and popped the enemy assault ships. As hoped, the impacted ships began to fall away.
Garrett stood. "I should take the Jess out. We can always use another beam out there, now that we know they work."
I nodded. "Just keep your maximum distance."
Jack said, "The first fifty ships have all gone sub-light. Looks like they are sending another four hundred our way. The scanner has their fleet count at forty-five hundred and rising. Garrett, you might want to just do a recon run around the end so we get a better look at how many ships they have. Your one beam won't make much of a difference to us at the moment."
Garrett stopped in the doorway of the bridge. "Sounds like a better plan. I'll grab Go from the lab and see if he wants to tag along."
Jack reported, "All ships are on the same trajectory. Their main fleet has slowed while they try to figure out what just happened. I think this one attack may buy at least an hour on its own. It was taking the Moddle a lot of time to repair their shields when we hit them. If that holds true here, we might just be able to squeeze a good delay out of this."
The hit-and-runs continued for most of the day. More than two thousand Kergan ships had forward shields that were offline. The ships were spread in a line that stretched from the main fleet out to near our location.
Jack said, "I think they've wised up to us. I don't show any ships heading this way except Garrett."
Garrett was soon within comm range. "I think we need to get this information back to Joni. That fleet has nearly twenty thousand ships in it, including several thousand transports. I'm passing the data to you now. They have fighter carriers as well. I counted more than one hundred of those and they each carry about fifteen hundred fighters. If those warships are an even match, I don't see how we can win."
I replied, "Just get back here as soon as you can. I think it's time we move back to Jorus now that we know we can slow their ships. These gravity beams might just end up being the great equalizer."
Garrett frowned. "That's if they don't figure out how to counter them between now and then. I wish we'd built a test ship or two so we could see exactly what it does to those shields. Might have given us an opportunity to make it tougher to defeat."
When the Jess landed we headed away, circling back to our original location on the far side of Jorus. The passive probes we had set in place remained in operation. We soon had a video stream of the Sutherlin's bridge up on the Garmon's main holo-display.
Joni stood on the bridge with Ambassador Gottlieb and Captain Rogers. "I only asked that our ground troops be separated by some distance from the Moddle, Ambassador. I don't think that's too much to ask."
The ambassador sighed. "Again, I apologize, Miss Salton. It seems that schedules have changed and I'm no longer comfortable making alterations to the plan which was originally in place. The scheduled events may happen at any moment."
Joni returned an angry look. "The Kergans didn't show, Ambassador. Are more ships coming through? Is the portal to be opened right here at Jorus?"
The ambassador pursed his lips. "I am not at liberty to say, Miss Salton. I can explain further when events are underway, but not before. I'm sorry. As to your request, well, I'm afraid I must deny it. I can't have the Moddle getting up in arms over why they are being separated."
Joni walked over to stand in front of the tagged wall with Raptor at her heal.
She said with a whisper, "Please tell me you are out there."
The ambassador looked over his shoulder. "Were you asking a question?"
Joni replied, "No, just mumbling to myself."
I said with a low voice, "We are here. Turn so you are facing the ambassador. If he looks back, just look down and mumble to yourself, matching my tone as best you can."
Joni nodded.
"The Kergans are coming. Twenty thousand ships. If you can quietly get that message to the Gruntas and Talisans, please do so."
The ambassador looked back. Joni mumbled and glanced toward him with an unmistakable expression of loathing on her face. The ambassador looked away.
I continued, "We will assist as we can, but that fleet is too large. Have the others head back for Doomlight. And keep yourself safe. That is all."
Raptor barked. The ambassador once again looked back, this time with an interested eye.
Joni stepped forward. "Ambassador, I think you should reconsider my request. Certainly, someone of your diplomatic skill could easily explain away this move."
Ambassador Gottlieb sighed. "The Grunta and Talisan ground troops have the inhibitor devices. The Moddle do not. I cannot separate them now without moving the Moddle out from under those protective fields. I'm sorry, Miss Salton, but that is not an option."
Joni looked down. "I was unaware of the sharing of the inhibitors. I suppose that is too much to ask. I'm going to my cabin to think on this for a bit."
The ambassador returned a polite smile. "I will entertain a valid request if you return with a viable solution. I am not heartless."
Joni nodded in thanks as she turned away. A sly grin could be seen on her face as she walked past the tag, exiting the bridge.
The ambassador turned toward the captain. "Mr. Rogers, have you ever made decisions you later regretted, all because you were compelled to follow orders?"
The captain replied, "Comes with the position, I'm afraid. It can be disturbing, given the obvious closeness of a confined crew on a ship. I sometimes wish I was home digging Alpha potatoes or slopping galligs."
The ambassador reached up to slowly stroke his goatee. "Indeed. In my line of work, the call of the simple life often has its appeal."
Garrett commented: "If you noticed that grin, she is definitely up to something."
Jack replied, "My guess... she's getting ready to jack a shuttle to take down to the surface. If she can make it out of the docking bay, they won't stop her."
Several minutes of discussion passed before a commotion broke out on the bridge. "Who authorized that shuttle?"
The ambassador walked over to the captain. "Shuttle?"
The officer of the deck in the docking bay said over the comm, "It's the Salton girl, sir. She's locked in there tight. I have the gravity wall set on full, so she's not going anywhere. Ho! What the... she just rammed the forward bulkhead, sir!"
The captain scowled. "Drop that wall, Mr. Horvath. We can't let her destroy this ship. She's just stubborn enough to do it."
The gravity wall dropped to its minimum level. The shuttle moved quickly out into free space.
I looked over at a smiling Jack Carson.
Jack shrugged. "Hey, if you've got the brains, use 'em."
I frowned. "We can only hope she returns before the Kergans arrive. If she's down there when they begin their attack, she won't have a safe way out."
The captain said, "Mr. Horvath. Who authorized that shuttle? How did she get in there to lock it down?"
The deck officer replied, "The nav computer shows authorization came from the bridge, sir. It came from your console."
The ambassador looked at the captain with a suspicious eye.
The captain shook his head as he glanced back at the ambassador. "It wasn't me."
"Mr. Conner, scan the system and tell me where that order originated from," the captain said.
The captain turned to face the ambassador. "I'll have an answer for you in a minute, Mr. Gottlieb. That order is traceable."
The lieutenant replied, "Sir, it came through the comm interface on your arm pad. The sensors pinpoint the broadcast as coming from this room."
The captain took a deep breath. "Mr. Conner, order a scan team up here. I want this bridge swept clean."
The captain again turned toward the ambassador. "Mr. Gottlieb, this spy stuff is right up your alley. Is this something from your people? Or did that girl manage to slip past your screening teams with a bug?"
The ambassador stood in thought for several seconds before gesturing with his finger for the captain to remain silent. The sweep team scoured the bridge, slowing circling in on the stealth tag. Our view of the bridge went black.
Garrett said, "Sorry, had to shut it down before they found it. I'll bring it back online in about an hour. If they are still searching for it, I'll have to shut it down permanently."
I crossed my arms. "Who sent the comm authorization, Mr. Rourke?"
Garrett half smiled. "Hey, what else could we do? That message needed to get down to the surface. With a little luck, she'll be back up here safely before the Kergans arrive."
Go said, "Routing it through the captain's arm pad was a stroke of genius. The ship's sensors would have nailed its exact location. That arm pad is in constant motion. The signal location sensor in it isn't very accurate—doesn't have to be."
Jack pointed at the small yellow circle on the display wall as it moved away from us. "She'll be back in a couple hours. There's no sign of the... crap! Unidentified ships just came up on the sensor display. They are coming from the direction of Bolitha. Everybody back here will know in about three minutes. The forward ships have to already see them."
I turned to Garrett. "Take the Jess and bring the other ships here. If things go south, we might have to go in to try to save our people."
Garrett jumped from his chair and hurried from the bridge. The Jess was quickly out of the docking bay and on its way. It would take the better part of an hour to bring our small fleet forward.
Jack said, "Things are gonna get real busy around here."
I replied, "Access that stealth tag and turn it back on. I want to know what their plans are now that this is starting to heat up."
Jack nodded. "Just a sec. OK, we are back on."
Dale Rogers was in his command chair. "I want that display updated continuously, Mr. Conners. And take us in to the point I'm about to designate."
The ambassador raised his hand. "Belay that order, Mr. Conners. We will be remaining where we are."
The captain complained, "Those are our people out there and we need to have that front-line info as soon as it comes in. We can always pull back."
The ambassador shook his head. "I'm sorry, Captain. We have orders. The Kergans are expecting ships to be in pre-defined positions. That was part of our agreement. If we begin moving around it could break what little trust we have with them. If this fight goes as planned, they will win, but their fleet will be significantly weakened."
The captain replied, "Weakened? And then what? All of our ships are involved in this fight too. Who cares if they are weak if we have nothing left to fight with?"
The ambassador sighed. "You must have patience, Mr. Rogers. Things are not always as they seem."
The captain stared at the diplomat. "You saying we have more ships?"
The ambassador titled his head slightly. "I'm saying that perhaps you should be patient, Mr. Rogers. Your ship is in no immediate danger. Sit back, enjoy the spectacle of galactic war. Our generation has never been witness to such a grandiose battle. I would believe there will be more in the future, but this is our first major undertaking in this galaxy. Doomlight was nothing more than a learning experience."
The captain looked at the display wall. "How big is that fleet? They are still coming in."
The ambassador nodded. "The number agreed upon was nineteen thousand two hundred. Any moment now we should see the first engagements. The Moddle will charge straight in and the Grotus and Grumar will attempt an attack from the left side. The New Alliance ships will feign an attack from the right and then turn on the Moddle."
Jack said, "If Harden has more ships out here, I wonder how long he'll wait before he brings them in. And I also have to wonder what direction they will come from."
I pointed to a lone ship on the edge of our sensor range. "I would guess they would be coming from there. That is likely a relay ship with another one at maximum distance, creating a comm chain much like we have done with the probes. They will wait until some milestone of destruction has been met before making their move."
As the waves of warships closed on each others’ locations, a new event began to take shape. The Kergan ships all came to a stop, followed by the Grumar and Grotus.
The ambassador stood. "What are they doing?"
The forward momentum of the Moddle ships came to a stop, followed by a slow retrenchment.
The ambassador yelled as he pounded his fist on a nearby chair arm. "Traitors!"
The captain said, "What's happening?"
The ambassador turned. "The Kergans are negotiating a new agreement. Captain, send word to all of our ships to prepare to retreat on my order!"
The captain turned toward a waiting Lieutenant Conners with a nod.
The ambassador, in deep thought, sat back in his chair.
Dale Rogers shook his head. "You didn't plan out a contingency for this move, did you?"
The ambassador replied, "I should have begun that process as soon as they missed the originally scheduled arrival time."
The captain gestured toward the screen. "So what do we do? I would think taking no action isn't the best move."
The ambassador held up his hand. "Please let me think for a moment, Captain. The situation is complex."
Garrett came over the comm. "We'll be there in fifteen minutes. What's happening? Scans show everyone has stopped."
I replied, "The Kergans changed plans. I believe they are now attempting to negotiate with the Moddle, Grumar and Grotus. If they manage to turn the tables, it'll be nothing but bad for our side."
Garrett asked, "What do we do now?"
I sighed, "We wait for signs of action that tell us which way this is going."



   Chapter 12

 
The standoff lasted for half an hour before the ambassador made his move. "Captain, I have a change of orders. We attack the Kergans on the right flank, just as the original plan called for. I am forwarding the order to you. See that it is delivered to our fleet only. We move forward in... four minutes."
The captain passed the orders to his lieutenant for dispersal. "Ambassador, what do we do here on this ship?"
The ambassador paused for a moment. "Take us into the fray, Mr. Rogers. We have a complement of sixteen fission missiles aboard. Get us close enough to release those, then pull back to this position, if it remains clear."
The captain scowled. "Diplomatic vessels are supposed to be unarmed."
The ambassador returned a sour look. "Please, Captain, start living in the real world. Just take us in so we can get this over with."
As the Sutherlin moved toward the mass of Kergan ships, the order to attack went out. Several minutes later, eight thousand additional New Alliance ships showed on the sensor display as they hurtled toward the coming battle.
Once within range, the ambassador opened a comm channel to his counterparts. "Emperor Kullas, I believe we had an agreement."
The Moddle Emperor replied, "We had an agreement that you would advance and attack with us. It's obvious that you had no intention of doing so."
The ambassador nodded. "I must ask that you overlook that transgression. I was caught waiting on our extended force's arrival. They should be showing on your sensor displays at any moment."
An aide to the Emperor whispered into his ear. "Give me a moment, Ambassador."
A separate channel was opened to the Grumar and Grotus. "Commander, I hope that you see we are moving forward. I would urge you to do the same. This Kergan fleet will not sit idle for long. And if you choose to break our alliance at this moment, the consequences of said action will be long-term. I can't stress the importance to us all of stopping this Kergan fleet. This is an us or them moment, Commander. You must choose a side."
The Grotus commander replied, "And just when were you planning on telling us about your additional ships?"
The ambassador bowed. "I must apologize, Commander. The new ships were a surprise to me as well. I am sure you understand the dynamics of a leadership weeks or months away making decisions. We don't hear or see what those decisions are until they arrive. Now, I urge—no, I implore you to begin your assault. Together we can crush this Kergan threat."
The commander gestured to his right. "And what of the Moddle fleet when this is done?"
The ambassador returned a sly smile. "The Moddle Empire is already in the hands of the New Alliance, Commander. That news came with our new ships. The Moddle will be sacrificing themselves for our cause. I will gladly turn any remaining Moddle ships over to you when the fighting is done. And please, Commander, time is of the essence. Commit your forces and the Moddle will commit as well. I guarantee it."
The commander offered a half laugh in return. "Yes, I'm certain your guarantee is authentic. Just as the guarantee the Kergans are now offering. You will have my decision shortly, Mr. Gottlieb. There will be no need to ask what that decision is, it will be wholly evident by our actions."
The comm closed.
The Moddle Emperor came up on the ambassador's comm. "I have a decision, Ambassador. If the Grumar and Grotus commit, we will do the same. But in return, you will supply us with the whereabouts of your home worlds so that a proper trade alliance can be put in place."
The ambassador took a deep breath. "You have forced my hand, Emperor. Trade beginning between our peoples will be a welcome event."
The comm closed, the ambassador paced the deck of the bridge. "This is maddening!"
A comm came in from the Kergan Ambassador Quarek. "Mr. Gottlieb. As I am sure you can see, the events surrounding our prior discussions have become a bit muddled."
The ambassador replied, "Yes. Your delay has caused uncertainty in the plan. For what reason were you not here at the scheduled time?"
The Kergan bowed. "I must apologize, Mr. Gottlieb. Our fleet was attacked just before our arrival. It was a small force, nothing more than a nuisance, but it delayed our arrival. You must understand that we had to fully investigate any threat to the mission."
The ambassador returned a skeptical expression. "If I accept that explanation for the delay, why do I now see you stopped and attempting to negotiate with the others?"
The Kergan returned an equally skeptical gaze. "Well, Ambassador, I'm afraid I must ask why you have an additional fleet of significant size joining this battle? That was not to our agreement. Care to explain?"
The ambassador stood tall and straight. "Those ships were sent as a precaution, Mr. Quarek. If the original battle had taken place as scheduled, they would not have arrived until after its conclusion."
The two ambassadors exchanged suspicious gazes.
The captain pointed toward the display. "The Grumar and Grotus are moving forward! Looks like you have your commitment, Mr. Gottlieb!"
The ambassador looked back at his comm, then to the Kergan, and smiled. "It seems your attempts failed, Mr. Quarek. It's a shame this battle couldn't have taken place as previously scheduled. We would both have been in a better position. Now, we must each fight for our survival."
The Kergan scowled. "So be it, Ambassador. The decision has been made. The treachery of the New Alliance is now fully known. I look forward to the day of your execution."
The comm closed.
Jack said, "Wow, can't believe this is really going to happen. Forty thousand ships. That's almost unfathomable."
I gestured toward Jorus. "Take us in, Captain. We have to extract our people. Put us down on that surface!"
Jack nodded as he gave the command to move forward. "We'll be there soon enough."
Garrett came on the comm. "The Grumar and Grotus transports are turning away."
I nodded. "At least we won't have to fight that battle today."
Garrett continued, "I'll be sticking by your side until we hit the surface. After that, my priority will be to find Joni and to get her out of there."
I replied, "If you can locate Captain Rogers, do so. He's a good man and a capable pilot. After this, I'm certain he could be convinced to join our team."
Garrett concurred. "Will do. What about the ambassador? He might be a useful bargaining chip at some future point."
I thought for a moment. "Only if there is time. Don't put yourself or anyone else at risk for him."
The heavens around Jorus were soon filled with green laser pulses, blue ion bolts, and orange particle beams. Tiny flashes of bright light told of the explosive destruction of their impacts. The comm channels were soon full of captains, commanders, and admirals screaming orders to counter moves of counter- moves. From the outside looking in, it was complete chaos.
As we approached high orbit, several hundred Kergan ships broke away from the fleet and headed for the surface. Our sensor displays of the surface went blank as the ion field inhibitors came online. If we were going to the surface, we would have to set down outside of the protective fields.
Garrett said, "Those fields are full online now. Looks like Joni made it to the surface just before they came up."
I replied, "We're heading toward the Kergans. I want those ships out of commission before they fire on my people. Those inhibitors may not even work against their weapons."
Jack responded. "Particle beams use standard physics, the inhibitors should still function. The question is: are they powerful enough to stop them?"
The Garmon and the other Odenta ships fired as soon as they were within range. Of the two hundred fifty-six Kergan ships that entered the atmosphere, seventy-six of them took damage to their forward shields. With their extreme velocity on entering the atmosphere, forty-two of the seventy-six became fireballs that fell all the way to the surface. Twenty-six survived with damage, while the remainder turned back to high orbit.
Orange beams could soon be seen penetrating the ion inhibitor fields. If they were doing damage, it was unknown. After a second round of gravity beams struck their targets, the Kergan ships headed for orbit.
I turned to Jack. "Send out orders to have everyone set down just outside the perimeters of those fields. Keep your beams pointed up and push back on any ships that come this way. I'll be going in on foot."
Go stood. "That's a bad idea, Mr. Beutcher. I can blink out and go in there under power. Will only take me seconds to reach their transports."
"And what if they don't listen to you?" I said.
Go pursed his lips. "Then I take out their inhibitor generator and you come in. One way or the other, we have to get them to leave."
Jack said, "We have another problem. The Grumar and Grotus transports are heading this way. Looks like the Kergans had a second fleet that circled around. I'm seeing almost six thousand ships. This battle is already epic and yet it keeps getting bigger."
I replied, "If they land on the surface, they will be sending their troops into the protection of those fields. We might see the ground war we've been trying to avoid."
I called the captain of one of the Odenta ships. "Captain Xonn, the gravity pulse rifles we developed, did we manage to save any of those?"
The captain replied, "We have twenty-thousand units on the Greikus."
"Is there any way we can get those through the inhibitor fields to our troops?" I said.
Captain Xonn shook his head. "Short of crashing a ship, I don't see how. The rifles will work within that field, our ships won't."
I asked, "How close could you get them to the center of one of those field bubbles?"
The captain replied, "I'll have an answer for you in just a minute."
Garrett came on the comm. "I have a visual on Joni's shuttle. She set down right in the middle of those fields. There's a high ridge about eight kilometers from the inhibitor. I might be able to do a hard landing on it."
I shook my head. "Don't chance it. Take up a position on the perimeter beside us. We might end up going in there together."
Garrett nodded. The Garmon and the Jess were soon parked in a grassy field at the edge of the combined inhibitor fields.
Go talked as he powered over the top of the field. "I have the transports in sight. If you check my position, the Council's transport is directly in front of me. Give me another minute and we can have the lot of them mapped out."
I replied, "When you get to the Council ship, how are you going to make contact?"
Go thought for a moment. "I don't know, I suppose I'll just have to go in there and start yelling. If I take out their inhibitor, are they left high and dry or will there be overlap? They don't appear to be parked too far from the other transports."
Garrett responded. "Scans say they'll drop to about 40 percent field strength. We might even be able to land a ship in that, but I wouldn't count on it."
Several minutes later, Go said, "OK, I'm going in. You should have the visual data for all the ground forces. I only caught the Grumar and Grotus transports at an angle, but that should be sufficient to check their strength."
I opened a comm to all of our ships. "If an attack comes from above, only focus your efforts on protecting the Grunta and Talisan ships. If the Grumar and Grotus ships are their targets, let them be."
Jack frowned. "You sure letting them in that close is a good thing?"
I replied, "If the Grotus decide to attack our people on the ground, we have no good way to stop them. If we were armed with GPRs we might not care, but we have no way of getting the GPRs to them at the moment."
Several minutes later, Go said, "I got the attention of the Council. There is a lot of confusion as to what to do. Joni is there with them. What do you want me to say?"
I yelled, "Tell them we want them on their ships so we can get them out of here!"
Go replied, "You don't have to yell at me, I'm back outside the field. I can hear you fine. I just have to yell at them when I'm down there."
I lowered my voice. "Sorry. We want them all in their ships so we can drop those inhibitor fields and get them out of there."
Go shook his head. "They aren't going. They were told to sit where they are and they would be safe. Besides, they are gearing up for a fight with the Grumar and Grotus. Those troops have started moving in under the protection of the inhibitors."
Jack said, "I don't know if this helps or not, but they aren't far from all of those underground chambers your people had. Would it be of any benefit to move them there?"
I thought for a moment. "What does that buy us?"
Jack paused. "Time? If we can get them in the bunkers, it protects them from any particle beams the Kergans may throw down here. It also protects them from the Grumar, Grotus and Moddle if they decide they want a fight. Heck, if we can squeeze them and the Talisan in there, we might be able to drop those fields altogether. Let the Kergans do their thing to the others, then power the fields back on."
I said over the comm, "Go, try to convince them to move into the bunkers. There should be adequate room and it will offer them protection where they currently have none. If they refuse, make your way to the Talisan and give the orders to them."
Jack leaned back with a confused look. "You would leave your people out there as the only ones to face the others? That doesn't sound like you."
I replied, "I want everyone to survive. If the Gruntas want to stay and fight they won't be looking for any assistance. If I can get the Talisans in those bunkers, I might be able to convince the Council to do the same."
After receiving instructions, Go powered off toward the Talisan commanders. I called upon the Talisan major commanding my troops on the Garmon, instructing him to meet me at the armory. Once there, GPRs were distributed to my small force of a hundred men. We soon led off across the fields toward the forests.
As I reached the edge of the inhibitor field, Jack said, "We'll do our best to keep the Kergans away."
I stopped. "We should be somewhat protected by those fields. Do what you can, but don't put yourself in a situation you can't get out of. We'll need you and the other ships if we want a shot at getting out of here."
Jack nodded, and the comm closed as I stepped into the inhibitor field. Almost immediately my arm pad shut down. Other than the lack of ion power, the inhibitor gave no indication of its existence. The sky overhead was a bright blue. The temperature was moderate and the smell of the air was fresh and clean. On several occasions, I saw the telltale ripple in the air as a gravity beam shot up toward orbital space.
As I continued forward, I took notice of something that had escaped my attention before. Jorus was teeming with life. Birds filled the trees, insects fluttered among the various shrubs. And the gnats, the pestilence of bother that seemed to inhabit every planet, swarmed around each of our heads as we walked.
We soon found ourselves on a long overgrown roadway that offered level footing. We sped up from our casual walk to a modest run. The Talisan troops seemed to have no issue keeping up with my pace. The slightly lower oxygen levels on Dallex had given them powerful and efficient lungs. On many planets, their endurance was something most species could only dream of.
As we ran, I periodically glanced up at the heavens. It was hard to believe that, not far away, tens of thousands of ships were clashing in a war that was far bigger than anything we had ever seen. For a brief moment, I was taken back to my youth where history lessons told about the War of Wars and the many thousands of ships involved, a number far greater than that just above us. The inevitably tremendous loss of life that was taking place soon had me quickening my pace. Again the Talisan managed to keep up.
Several hours passed before the first of the Grunta transports came into view. They were arranged in a grid pattern that spread out from three inhibitor towers in the center. Activity could be seen in and around each of the transports. As we moved closer, the activity was easily identified as combat training. Large Grunta mauls were being swung with ferocity and then jabbed forward repeatedly.
We came up over a rise only to be greeted by a half dozen Grunta fighters who were patrolling the perimeter.
"Halt... Mr. Beutcher! Welcome!" one of the fighters said.
I nodded as I continued to run. When we reached the inhibitor towers, the Council's transport came into view. I slowed to a walk, ordering my troops to take a rest. I had to chuckle to myself as they came to a standstill without taking so much as a deep breath.
Joni was standing in the doorway of the transport with a grin. "Man, when the ambassador said you were all dead, I almost lost it right there. I wanted to pump a big blaster bolt into his chest. I'm still not sure how you were making contact. I could barely hear a whisper."
I replied as I came in for a hug. "We managed to get one of Garrett's tags on the bridge. It's a microdot on the wall right where you heard me talking. We had Go plant it there."
Joni stepped back. "Yeah, what's up with that? I can hear him yelling, but he sounds like he's fifty meters away. How are you projecting his voice into dead air like that?"
I smiled as I placed my hand on her shoulder. "I'll explain as we walk. I need to talk to the Council."
Joni shook her head. "I thought you were stubborn, but you're nothing like them. They didn't want to hear anything I had to say."
Go yelled in my ear. "Knog, the Grumar and Grotus are heading this way!"
I nodded as I began to walk, gesturing to Joni. "Come with me. We need to let the Council know the full situation."
As we reached the door to the Council chamber, two guards stepped into my path with their mauls pulled to their chests. I was barred from entry as Joni stood by my side.
"They are stubborn," Joni said.
I replied, "We have to get in there to let them know."
Go yelled, "I can go back in!"
I shook my head. "No, this is something I have to do. They will stop their discussions for a break at some point. I'll catch them as they come out."



   Chapter 13

 
Two hours passed. I walked toward the guards.
"No one enters," the guard on the left said.
I continued forward, bumping the one on the right to the side as I passed. "I have important things to say. They'll want to hear them."
The guard stood with a scowl as I pulled the door open, breaking Council protocol. Four additional guards stepped into my path just inside.
I said, "The Grumar and Grotus are coming. Probably close to twenty-five million in total."
The lead councilwoman stood. "We are aware of this, Mr. Beutcher. Please remove yourself from this council before we have you removed by force."
I stood my ground. "Look, you need to quit behaving like stubborn Balimus mules!"
The Council broke into heated replies as half of the women stood in anger.
I raised my hand. "Good. Now that I have your attention, I need to give you all the info I have. The Kergans have close to twenty thousand ships out there. Harden Salton used you as a bargaining chip to bring them out here. It's his intention that the Kergans kill off the Grumar, Grotus and Moddle and then leave this sector. But we all know that's not going to happen. His hopes are that, at a minimum, all of these species are greatly weakened.
"What's going to happen is the war being fought above you will have only one winner. Either the Grumar and Grotus, or the Kergans, or the New Alliance. The Alliance Ambassador told Joni to her face that you were all expendable. They won't fight to protect you. The only way you live is if they are victorious. Given their record with previous battles, I don't think that will happen. Which places you at the mercy of whoever wins."
The lead councilwoman replied. "And I suppose you have a plan to protect us?"
I nodded. "I do. I've ordered the Talisans to move into a series of heavily protected underground bunkers. You should do the same. We then let whoever wins to come down here in their diminished state. We have the ships and the technology needed to drive off a much smaller force. We believe we can keep a force of as many as two thousand ships away—giving you an opportunity to fly your transports out of here."
The councilwoman frowned. "The Grumar and Grotus are here. It's the determination of this council that we fight them here and now."
I replied, "Why risk a single unnecessary death? Move into the bunkers just like our ancestors did. Wait out a result that you can better make a decision with. If the Grumar and Grotus are still out here, you can deal with them then. If they're dead, well, you didn't risk a single Grunta life on them. We could all leave this planet together, or... we could all remain here afterward. This is our home. This is where we originate from. Let's not also make it where our species goes extinct."
The lead councilwoman took a deep breath. "Please excuse yourself, Mr. Beutcher, as we take this under consideration."
I bowed as I left the council chambers, and stood in the hallway as the Council determined my family's fate.
Ten minutes later a spokeswomen emerged. "Mr. Beutcher, it is the determination of the Council that we fight the Grumar and Grotus today. They want this chapter of our lives closed."
I dropped my jaw in disbelief. "They are fools! Fighting today ends nothing! The Grotus have another hundred twenty million citizens out there on Mayanis. All we are doing is dooming ourselves!"
The spokeswoman scowled. "You would do well to leave this ship before the Council hears your remarks, Mr. Beutcher. I will give you this opportunity just once."
Joni pulled on my arm. "Let's go. There's no convincing them."
We walked down the ramp of the transport into the bright Jorus sun.
Go yelled into my ear. "You family is to the northwest of here, about a kilometer."
I nodded as I yelled back. "Thanks! Why don't you go topside and get us a status of things up above as we make our way over there!"
Go yelled back. "Be back in a few!"
Ten minutes later we arrived at the transport that housed my family. Every male and female, both young and old, were in a nearby field practicing their drills. After a short search, we identified Getta as she led her troops through swinging drills.
As I approached, Getta came forward with a smile. "We should be pulling out any minute. I am proud of the commitment of my team. The Grotus will not be happy when they meet with us on the battlefield."
I replied, "This fight is without reason. I did my best to explain this to the Council, but they won't listen to reason."
Getta sighed. "We don't know everything they know, Knog. We have to believe in their decision, it's the only way."
I shook my head. "It's not the only way. And I have all the information they have, if not more. I just don't understand the illogical nature of their position. I offered an alternative that worst case only delays this fight. Best case would be that it doesn't have to be fought at all."
Getta grabbed my shoulder and shook it gently. "We are going to war today. If you want to survive, prepare yourself for the coming fight."
I held up the GPR hanging on my side. "I'm prepared. I wish I could get them to move a brigade over to our ships. We have about twenty-thousand of these rifles that will still fire inside this field. We could take down the Grotus without them ever getting a swing at one of our people."
Getta gestured toward the practicing troops. "You have already given us the counter for the axe the Grotus use. They will soon find they were outclassed three thousand years ago and nothing has changed today."
I stood in silence for several seconds. "I'm bringing my troops in under your command. We have a hundred of these rifles. At least I can protect my family."
Go returned and yelled, "Mr. Beutcher! I have news! The Kergans are winning. It's early yet, but the numbers are going in their favor. The Moddle are already down 20 percent of their ships. All ships on both sides are fully engaged now. The Grumar and Grotus ships are holding up well; the Salton ships, not so much. The Kergan particle beams are cutting through their forward shields when two strike at the same time. Our ships are trying to counter those shots, but are failing to do so."
I yelled back. "What of our own ships? Have the Kergans or anyone else attempted to come down here?"
Go yelled: "There were two additional attempts involving several hundred Kergan ships each time! Jack and the others were able to push them back, but not before they destroyed every last one of the Grumar and Grotus transports! A quick visual scan has their numbers at twenty-six million! At least fifteen million of those are Grotus!"
I turned to Getta. "You heard that, right?"
She nodded. "I did. But where is it coming from?"
I replied, "We have a technology that allows it. Just as we have a technology that allows these GPR rifles to fire inside this field. Unfortunately, we only have that ability with a single comm."
Getta again grabbed my shoulder to assure me. "I'll send a runner to let the Council know about the rifles. Where did you come in from?"
I pointed. "Straight north. There was once a roadway there, just follow it out and you won't miss it. Jack is ready to hand out the rifles and to give training if needed. They are simple to use, so it shouldn't be an issue."
Getta asked, "Have you talked to the Talisans?"
I nodded. "I have. They are heading for the bunkers that I suggested we should use. The Grotus would slaughter them in hand-to-hand combat. They are loyal and would charge ahead if I asked, but I don't want to risk any of them on a bullheaded Council."
Getta scowled. "I asked you not to speak of them that way. It's disrespectful."
I sighed. "You are right. I apologize."
A runner sprinted up to Getta. "Ma'am, it's time. General Kalan wants you to move your troops two kilometers due south. Once the lines have formed, we will advance."
Getta acknowledged. The runner returned to his command.
"Go," I yelled. "Send ten thousand of my Talisans out to Jack. Have them return with every GPR they can get their hands on. Let Jack know they are coming so he can hand them out in the fastest possible manner. As soon as they have them, send them toward the front lines. The Talisan can run the whole way—please have them do so. We are going to need that firepower."
Joni said with a smirk. "Kicking yourself for not having thought of that before?"
I nodded. "If we made the right decision every time, we probably wouldn't be here. Take this GPR. I can't see you doing much good with that mace. I'll use my maul."
Joni smiled as she took the rifle. "Just point and shoot?"
I pointed toward the safety. "Flip that off and it's ready to go. Aim and squeeze the trigger. It fires a gravity pulse. You can dial the impact up or down using this slider. At full strength it would be like getting hit by one of your uncle's limousines. The low setting is closer to me punching you in the chest."
Joni half smiled. "I've seen you punch someone in the chest. I'll keep that in mind."
Twenty minutes later we were spread out along a skirmish line. Fighters were five rows deep with reinforcing groups behind them should a break in the line occur. I positioned squads of eight Talisans each at one hundred meter intervals, covering just over a kilometer of line. Scouts were placed out forward, with runners to come back at the first signs of activity. I took up a position beside my family. The first scouts came through the woods in front of us shortly after.
A runner came up to Getta. "They are advancing toward this location. Grumar are up front, with Grotus right behind. They are about twenty-five soldiers deep, Ma'am."
Getta nodded. "Thank you, Private. Return to your unit."
I said, "That's about ten to fifteen minutes away."
Go returned. "The Talisans are heading for Jack and the GPRs! He's about twenty minutes from their location! They won't be here for another couple hours!"
I yelled back. "Thanks! If you want to take up a position above us, we could use the help! I've given instructions to wait until they reach about thirty meters from our line before firing! I think we need that in order to do the maximum amount of damage!"
Go replied, "Will do!"
Joni shook her head. "I've got to get me one of those suits."
I glanced at Joni with a stern look, reminding her that others were not to know about our secret weapon.
Getta offered a confused look. "Why are you yelling? And it sounds like he is yelling, only from a distance."
I said, "The inhibitor field knocks down both transmission and receive signals on his end. We're lucky to have what we do."
Getta continued, "You will have to explain all that to me once things quiet down."
I smiled.
Several minutes later a second runner came in. "Half a kilometer! They should be coming into view through those trees any second."
Getta passed the word down the ranks in each direction. The Grunta fighters squatted, running down the line in both directions like a fast wave. The Grumar fighters were the first to appear. At two hundred meters, they moved forward in unison. At one hundred meters, the fighters slowed as their archers came forward. At fifty meters, the archers came to a stop. The Grotus then moved forward, stopping at forty meters. When the fighters once again emerged, they carried tall shields.
After forming up a solid line, the Grumar hunched down. A shout could be heard that echoed down the line. At that moment, the Grumar fighters surged forward with their shields high. Their Grotus counterparts ran just behind. A flood of flaming arrows soon filled the space between as the Grumar archers fired on our positions.
As the arrows struck the ground and trees around us, Getta yelled out a command to drop back twenty meters. Again, like a wave flowing down the line. The Gruntas rose and sprinted backwards. At the same moment, my Talisans opened fire.
The first gravity pulse rounds ripped into the charging Grumar. Bodies flew five meters high, soaring twenty meters backwards. We fired round after round into their ranks, but the Grumar and Grotus kept coming. At twenty meters I gave a wave of my arm for my troops to fall back. The groups of eight at either end were overrun before getting the message.
Seconds later, explosions could be felt as my fighters overloaded their rifles rather than allowing them to fall into enemy hands. As Joni and my Talisans reached our lines, the GPR rounds once again began ripping through the Grumar shield wall. Arrows again fell on our position, this time without flame.
I gave the order for Joni and my troops to find higher ground behind us, and to fire at will into the back ranks of the Grumar and Grotus. Several seconds later, the enemy was upon us. I raised my maul, slamming it into the high shield of the first soldier to reach me. The shield dented as it flew backwards into his advancing body, bringing his forward progress to a complete halt, stopping as if he had run headlong into a stone wall.
The Grunta fighters sprang to their feet, forcing a similarly devastating swing of their mauls upon our opponents. The advance Grumar troops paid a heavy price, but delivered their Grotus gods to the fight almost unscathed.
Axes swirled and flipped downward as the heavy mauls countered. I was soon at war with two Grotus, both fierce in their assaults and intents. I dodged a first swing and countered a glancing blow by taking out the left knee of one of my opponents. As he fell to the ground in pain, one of my daughters spun backwards, delivering a crushing blow to his skull.
I blocked a chop, shattering the forward axe blade of the remaining Grotus. I then grabbed a Grumar standing near me, pulling him around and into the oncoming blade of the Grotus as he spun. Again, my daughter, without breaking her swing, struck the Grotus in the right shoulder, crushing his upper arm and sending him off balance and backwards. I moved up, quickly delivering the finishing blow.
Joni and my Talisan fighters had all but annihilated the Grumar archers from their back row positions. As those GPR rounds moved closer I could see a change in the fighting spirit of the Grotus. They called an unexpected retreat.. My fighters were relentless during the pullback, killing thousands of the enemy as they fled.
I looked up and down the line at the bloodied cheering wall of Gruntas which had bent, flexed, and taken losses, but had not broken.
Getta yelled out. "I want casualty teams together! Get our injured moved back for aid! The rest of you stack those dead soldiers as a wall! We can at least slow their initial charge!"
I looked back at my family. An uncle was gone, cleaved in the neck. And a son, Connel, had lost his right leg, midway down his calf, but he would live. All other wounds were superficial.
I stepped close. "Connel, you fought well. You managed a Grotus and three Grumar before you were felled."
Connel winced in pain, but replied, "He caught me from behind."
My daughter Annel knelt by his side. "He took that blow to cover me. I was attempting to block three Grotus at once."
I smiled. "And you succeeded. Each of you have fought as bravely as any Grunta ever could. I am a proud father here today."
Connel grabbed my arm as he winked at Annel. "The girls don't like to admit it, but they need us."
Two members of a casualty team applied a spot tourniquet and lifted him to his other foot. The three quickly disappeared over a back ridge.
I gave a new order to my Talisans. "Move up and take any high positions you can. If they come charging back in, I want maximum damage before they reach our position."
The Talisan major nodded before sprinting off to give word further down the line.
Joni said, "Sorry about your uncle and son. I could see it happening, but I couldn't do anything about it."
I nodded. "Thank you for your compassion. Just make sure you keep yourself safe and keep that rifle firing."
Joni smiled and headed off to climb atop a short mound.
A Grunta runner came up to Getta. "Ma'am, two kilometers down the line the Grotus have broken through. We are cut off from the rest of the line."
Getta pulled up a pair of spyglasses. "They have moved west. They didn't pull back because we were winning, they pulled back because they have broken through elsewhere!"
Go yelled in my ear. "The breaks are in multiple spots. The one nearest us is the largest. I would guess at least ten thousand have already gone through and are heading for the transports."
I turned. "Getta, we have to get back and protect those ships. If they make it there, they can take out the inhibitors. We would be vulnerable from above as well as from their ranks."
Getta yelled out a command. "Move the line west!"
She then turned to face those behind her. "Major! Take everyone from here back. Swing around toward the ships and put a stop to any advance that has broken through!"
As the orders went down the line, Getta placed her hand on my shoulder. "Take your troops and see what you can do to protect the ships."
I replied, "What about you? Everyone else?"
Getta smiled. "We held them off once. We can do it again. But we have to close any gaps in the line. Keep yourself safe. We'll see you when this is over."
With that, Getta sprinted toward the west. I stood for a moment, hating to see her go.
My Talisan major was at my side. "Orders, sir?"
I nodded. "We go northwest back toward the ships. We have to stop every Grumar and Grotus that comes through the lines."
The major nodded, turning back to face his men. "Lieutenant! Send a runner in each direction! We are moving northwest. The line has broken and the transports are in danger!"
I let out a sigh as I sprinted along with the major. Twenty minutes later, we came upon an advancing column of Grumar and Grotus fighters. The GPRs were immediately put into action. The column broke and began to spread to either side.
The ground shook as dirt, rock, and trees, rose up from around the attackers. Go opened up from above. I focused my men on the east side of the advance, quickly bringing it to a stop.
I yelled at the Joni as she fired. "How are those GPRs doing for power?"
Joni replied, "We're down about 30 percent. Should I have the men dial back the level? We've been on full power from the start."
I shook my head. "No. Just keep doing what you are doing."
I grabbed a nearby Talisan. "Give me your rifle. I have a mission for you. Go to the northwest. That's where the remainder of our troops can be found. You will find a deep ravine with bunkers lining the walls. Bring two million of our fighters forward. They will need maces, and blasters. Have them meet up and defend the southern end of the Grunta transports. If those have been taken, then drop back and defend the inhibitor towers."
The Talisan turned and ran toward the northwest. I took aim at a group of Grumar who were running in my direction. The first took a direct hit to the chest. As his body spun backwards, flipping end over end, the gravity beam spread outward, taking another three Grumar with it. A second round finished off the rest.
As the other attackers spread out and advanced, I yelled a new order. "Keep firing! Move back two meters after each shot! And focus most of your shots toward the troops on the sides! See if we can drive them back toward a single column!"
As the advance pushed slowly forward, the Grumar and Grotus began to take heavy losses. Then, all together, they turned and ran. A team of Grunta fighters emerged from the woods to our southeast. Getta's troops were closing the gap.
I gave the order. "Move forward! Let's push them all the way back!"
In a matter of minutes, the gaping hole in the Grunta defensive line was closed. The Grumar and Grotus withdrew. We had held.
Reports circulated that our casualty counts were high. Up and down the line, nearly three hundred thousand Gruntas had fallen, mostly males. The Grumar and Grotus had easily lost twice that amount. My family, other than Connel and my uncle, remained on the line and ready.



   Chapter 14

 
The second assault came twenty minutes later. This time the Grumar and Grotus advanced in a half kilometer wide column. The Grunta countered by dropping the main line back while folding the lines in and around the sides of the column. Our lines fell back as the column moved forward.
I moved Joni and my GPR rifles to a rise just to the side of the front of the advance. Bodies, dirt, and rocks flew as our relentless barrage of gravity beams devastated their ranks.
It was soon apparent that it was a major tactical error on the part of the attackers. The retreat that followed cost almost as many lives. When the second wave assault had come to an end, another eight thousand Gruntas had perished. However, the Grumar and Grotus had lost nearly one hundred and twenty thousand.
After twenty minutes of quiet, word of congratulations came down from the Council. I was certain they were premature in their adulation. The third assault wave proved me right.
The attack came in three columns. Grunta Command again ordered the space in and around the columns to be filled with fighters. The Duration warriors were prepared for the move. As the area between the columns filled with Grunta fighters, the Grumar and Grotus stopped their advance, instead collapsing the columns on the exposed Grunta soldiers.
It was a slaughter. We had lost more than a hundred fifty thousand Gruntas in only an hour's time. Once the columns came together, the Grumar and Grotus on the right flank retreated. In a new and equally-devastating move, the retreating force fell behind the center column, and then behind the left, enclosing our left flank with the same pincer move as before. Our forward fighters were butchered as they attempted to pull back to the line.
When the column on the left began to move back again toward the right, the order was given to pull back. Confounding our attempt to regroup, the Grumar and Grotus columns didn't stop. They pushed forward, forcing me to move my troops from our high position, eliminating our advantage.
I gave orders for my team to find any elevated perch they could, giving them open shots into the back of the enemy ranks. Those who’d climbed trees were met with a barrage of hand thrown axes, taking out a number of my fighters.
As the main column pushed forward, our losses grew. The Grumar and Grotus were both taking heavy casualties as well, but they had the soldiers to replace their fallen. Our numbers on the line continued to shrink.
Go yelled in my ear. "Hit me with one of those beams! I want to know what it does to this suit! Start low and work your way up in power!"
After a half dozen rounds were fired, Go said. "Highest level of the suit energy dissipation was 48 percent! I should be able to sit right in the thick of them and fire away. I can also power through them with the BHD glove!"
I replied, "I don't know that we should risk it! What if you get caught by two beams at once?"
Go yelled, "We all gotta go sometime! You need help and I can give it! I'll check back in when we've stopped this!"
The assault continued to push us back. Go dropped into the middle of their ranks, creating chaos and unleashing mayhem on the attackers, but the main column continued to grind its way forward.
Joni yelled as she left her perch and moved back. "This isn't going well! We need more of these GPRs!"
I replied, "Those probably won't show for another hour! Just keep at what you're doing!"
A Grotus hand axe jammed into the tree beside me. I turned and moved back another five meters.
Go was soon yelling in my ear. "My power is running low. I'm heading back to the Garmon for a swap-out. I'll let you know when I'm back."
I nodded as I fired a GPR round into a group of five Grumar who had broken through.
A runner sprinted from the east through the trees. "We have a column of several thousand advancing to the east!"
Getta looked on with a scowl. "Major Golas! Take your brigade to the transports and prepare for an assault from the east!"
Word then came in from a Talisan runner. "Your Highness, our troops approach. They are just northwest of the transports."
I nodded. "Tell them to double-time in this direction. We need their help in a bad way."
The runner turned away, taking a Grotus hand axe in the center of his back.
I grabbed another of my Talisans. "Get back to the transports and send our troops this way!"
The runner handed me his rifle, spun, and was quickly off. I jumped off my perch, grabbing the closest Grunta. "Take this rifle up on that rock and start putting rounds back into the meat of that column!"
The Grunta male nodded as he took the weapon.
I ran the twenty meters between myself and Getta. "I need some of your fighters to take GPRs from my troops that have fallen!"
Getta pointed at the line. "Start grabbing our kids. They won't like it, but we need to keep those rifles firing!"
I stepped forward, grabbing Annel, Bareta, Frante, and Malot from the fight. "We need you to pick up the GPR rifles from my soldiers who are down. Find a high spot and fire back into the Grumar and Grotus ranks."
Annel balked. "I can do more with my maul!"
I shook my head. "No you can't, and an order is an order!"
Annel scowled as she stowed her maul in its back-sling.
The attackers continued to push, bringing us to within sight of the transports.
Getta yelled out as she pushed forward, swinging her maul with malice. "Stop... them... here! Come on, people! Start taking off some heads!"
As I glanced back, a sea of yellow combat suits emerged from around the transports. The wall of Talisan fighters flooded forward over every rock and around every tree. When the clash of soldiers stepped into the fray, there was an immediate reversal of momentum. The Talisan screams placed fear in the hearts of the Grumar, and additional anger in the hearts of the Grotus. Our progress, however, only lasted for seconds as the Grumar and Grotus rallied. The position of the fight ebbed and flowed around the forward part of the enemy column. Any momentum for either side had come to a halt.
Fifteen minutes of continuing carnage ensued before another runner came forward. "They've broken through from the east! Transports are being taken and crews killed! We need reinforcements!"
Getta pointed at me. "Take half of your troops and see if you can put a stop to it! We will hold this column here!"
I nodded as I turned to my fighters and yelled, "Pass the word to the group over by that rock outcropping!"
I then grabbed the Talisan major standing just to my left. "Tell General Glaumek to take half of our force and pull back to the transports. It will be up to us to stop that eastern advance!"
The major turned and started yelling orders as he headed for the general.
I met the others by the outcropping. "We are heading straight in to the east side. The Grumar and Grotus have broken through there. We have to push them back. Do everything you can to keep them from reaching the inhibitors!"
As we moved up and into the transports, the outer ships raged in flame.
Joni said, "They're burning the ships. This is not good!"
I replied as I took a shot at a group of Grumar and Grotus coming from the ramp-way of a transport. "Just keep shooting! And everyone, follow me! We're heading straight to the inhibitors. We'll push them back from there!"
As we rounded the front corner of a transport, two dozen Grotus were waiting. I managed a single shot, taking out three, before they were upon me. I dropped my rifle, pulling my maul from its back-sling with a single move. As I swung it down, the nearest Grotus dodged my blow with a roll to the right.
A second Grotus then took a swing, slicing off the top layer of the shoulder pad on my battle-suit. I countered with a jabbing hammer to his midsection. The first Grotus then took a hard swing at my head, which I dodged with a drop and roll. As I came out of the roll I swung my maul across the ground, crushing his ankle and sending him falling backwards. As he fell, Joni fired a gravity beam into his torso, sending him violently into the forward panels of the next transport behind him.
My four children stepped forward, swinging their mauls in unison, crushing the shoulder armor and the underlying bones of the next three Grotus. Two well placed GPR rounds sent half of those remaining up into the air, as the others turned and fled. I stood and gestured for us to continue forward.
We moved around another four transports without issue before coming into clear view of the inhibitor towers. Two of the towers had Grotus fighters climbing toward the top. I sprinted forward with all the muscle power I could muster.
I had only covered half of the two-hundred- meter distance when the first Grotus reached the top of the tower. A heavy axe swung into the reactor and steamy liquid spewed out. The Grotus fell backward as the thousand degree heat melted through the front half of his suit.
As a second Grotus raised an axe toward the reactor on the second tower, his arm and axe disappeared. The Grotus climbing immediately behind him quickly met with the same fate. Go had returned from the Garmon!
I stopped at fifty meters, firing several gravity beams into the horde of Grotus fighters now surrounding the towers. Go continued to take out the climbers.
I glanced back at my children, Joni, and the Talisans as they sprinted across the field behind me. I rose, turned, and once again vaulted toward the enemy.
Time seemed to stand still as I ran. Grotus fighters fell from the towers. I again stopped to fire my GPR.
Steam emerged from the reactor on the second tower as a Grotus hand axe found its mark. I turned quickly in the direction of the third. As I raced forward, a well-placed hand axe put the inhibitor shield in jeopardy—a stream of high pressure steam shot sideways into the air. Seconds later, my cohorts fired multiple beams into the remaining pack of Grotus fighters, clearing them from beneath the towers.
Go yelled in my ear: "I'm heading to the Garmon for a micro-welder! If that reactor holds for a few minutes longer, we may be able to save it! Until then, you'll need to stay clear of that steam! It's maxing out the sensors on my suit!"
As we stood in the field, defending the towers, a runner came forward from the east side. "The assault has been stopped! All remaining attackers are being cleared out!"
I gave the order: "Tell General Glaumek to return everyone to the main battle once that is done. And have everyone prepare to switch to blasters, we may be losing our inhibitor shield."
The runner was quickly away.
I said to Joni and the others, "When Go returns, if he can't keep that shield up, I want you to all head for the bunkers."
As I turned back toward the towers, the ten thousand Talisan GPR fighters came in from the Garmon to the north.
I gave an immediate order for half of them to take up positions along the ancient roadway that led toward the bunkers.
I turned back to Joni. "Plans just changed. We go back and move everyone to the northwest. If Go manages to keep the field up, we'll bring the GPRs forward. Otherwise, I want them to cover our retreat. And I want you to go with them and coordinate their placement. Let General Hurblon give the orders, you advise."
Joni nodded as she headed for the oncoming troops.
I looked back at my four kids. "You ready to get back in the fight?"
Annel and Bareta stepped forward with resounding yeses.
Go yelled in my ear. "I have the welder! But it's inside my suit! We'll have to shut down the reactor to get it out!"
I winced. "Make it happen! We need that shield!"
Go powered to the top of the third tower and blinked in. The reactor power feed was switched off. Seconds later, the last of the redundant inhibitor fields collapsed. Go pulled the welder from his suit and began the task of sealing the leak. Joni led five thousand Talisan GPR fighters to the northwest as I ordered the rest to follow me south.
As we ran, the green pulses from the Grumar and Grotus laser weapons began to fly over our heads as the blue ion bolts from our own weapons flew off in the distance. Ten minutes later, we emerged from the transports into the main battle. The fight had changed from organized fronts to complete chaos. Pulses and bolts flew and trees burned and rocks smoldered. We raced into battle around where I had left Getta. She was nowhere in sight. Thousands of Grunta bodies lay dead on the ground around me as I charged forward, firing my GPR. My arm pad was again fully aglow with power.
Three minutes later, Go came over the comm: "The leak is sealed, but the reactor won't restart. The other two are gone for sure. The inhibitors are down!"
I grabbed the closest Grunta officer. "The inhibitors are down for good! Sound a retreat. We are heading for the bunkers to the northwest!"
The officer got on the comm, replying shortly after: "The Council is meeting to discuss this, we've been ordered to keep fighting while we wait."
I fired off three GPR beams as I yelled out in frustration.
I grabbed the officer. "Get me Grunta Command on your comm!"
Several seconds later, General Naya Rethera answered. "Mr. Beutcher, the Council is meeting as we speak."
I replied, "General! The Council can meet all they want! Our people are getting slaughtered out here. We are outnumbered and can't possibly win. At least make the decision for us to begin falling back to the northwest for a regroup! Make a decision on your own, General! These are our families out here!"
The general replied, "I will order the regrouping as you suggest, Mr. Beutcher. That is an order that's within my command to make."
I nodded as I turned to fire another gravity beam. "Thank you—"
The officer standing next to me was obliterated by a Grumar laser pulse. I rolled to the side as the next pulse singed the top of my helmet. A gravity beam from one of my Talisans sent the attacker hurtling backwards. As I stood and fired, I could see the others around me starting to move back. The regrouping had been ordered. We would pull back a half kilometer, just to the west of the transports. A wide field led up to a somewhat defensible ridge.
After getting singed by a second laser pulse, a hand pulled on my shoulder. "Let's go!"
It was my son Gamial.
I replied as I moved, "Where is your mother?"
Gamial shook his head as he fired off two ion bolts. "I haven't seen her or anyone else for a while! Try your comm!"
I fired off a half dozen GPR rounds before tapping my comm.
Several seconds passed before Getta answered. "Glad to see you are still alive! Who's with you?"
I glanced around. "Gamial, Annel, Bareta, Frante, and Malot. We are all in good shape. Is everyone else with you?"
Getta's hesitation told me what I didn't want to hear. "Monely, Gark and Hendra are gone. Your mother and father as well. Cousins Mikel, Terrfin, Delimon, and Aunt Greva perished only moments ago. Zangdi and Wallus are badly injured and have been taken back. Potria, Sesshan and the others have not been heard from and do not answer their comms."
Gamial pulled at my shoulder while Frante and Malot pushed me from behind. It was news that I was not prepared for. Pain from a heavy singe to my right forearm—that burned through the layers of the battle-suit—brought me back to reality.
The six of us were soon racing through the woods as a squad of my Talisan fighters stepped forward to sacrifice themselves for their emperor. As I ran, I sent out an immediate order telling my troops that sacrifices for their emperor were not to happen. I was certain it would go largely ignored.
After a sprint through the woods and across the wide field, we climbed the short ridge to prepare for our defense. My mind was numb with the thought of the loss of my loved ones.
Annel applied a dressing to my burned arm. "We fight on where we can, Father. We knew this day would come. The Grotus have lost far more than we."
I took a deep breath. "We could have avoided this fight, but the Council was eager to put us to the test. Now we are less than we were. We can no longer be whole."
Annel returned a smile. "We all have a limited time in this life, Father. It has been an honor to have been born to such valiant and selfless warriors such as you and mother. Our fight with the Grotus was inevitable. Better that at least we tried to do it on our terms."
I placed my hand on her shoulder. "You have your mother's strength and wisdom, Annel. You always did."



   Chapter 15

 
Go blinked in and joined us on the ridge. The Grumar and Grotus used the break to regroup as well.
Go said, "I did all I could with the reactor. There wasn't enough coolant left for the reactor to restart."
I replied, "You don't look so good. Your face is a bright red."
Go hesitated before saying, "When I'm blinked in, this suit doesn't offer much for radiation protection. I think I've pretty much cooked my right arm."
I pulled back. "What? Get yourself back to the med lab on the Garmon immediately! The longer you wait, the more severe the damage will be! You are too valuable for us to lose!"
Go slowly nodded. "The suit is undamaged, so there is at least that."
I pointed as Go glanced at my arm. "Move it!"
Go gestured toward my forearm. "You might want to get that taken care of too."
"I'll live. You are dying. Get it fixed!"
Go nodded as he blinked out.
Annel tapped me on the shoulder. "Here they come!"
I turned to see a mass of Grumar soldiers leading the way out of the far woods with their tall shields held high.
The first ion bolts struck the shields and were dispersed.
I gave an order to my Talisan GPR gunners. "Bring the GPRs forward and lay into that advance!"
Before the move could be made, the Grumar and Grotus fighters broke into a run. I glanced back to see that our lines were twenty fighters deep. It would hardly be enough to stop the millions that would be following behind the front of the assault. Getta stood by my side barking orders as green laser pulses skimmed just over our heads.
I reached up, jerking down on her arm, which drew a scowl. "Get out of the line of fire, woman! You'll lose your head!"
Getta knelt as she continued.
I crawled forward, unleashing a barrage of gravity beams into the onrushing fighters. Bodies, grass, and dirt flew in the air.
I said, "We are about to get overrun."
Getta pointed just behind us. The Garmon came in just above the treetops. The powerful gravity beam cannon dug deep, wide holes into the field on which the Grumar and Grotus ran. The onslaught of fighters was immediately stopped as there was no defense against the powerful ship. Ion cannons fired into the trees beyond the field as the attackers turned to flee.
Getta smiled, patting me on the shoulder as she continued to give and take orders over her comm. A barrage of orange particle beam pulses soon fell from the sky, taking out ten of the Grunta transports as they sat undefended. The Garmon turned her gravity cannon upward, driving back the first of the attackers, but more of the orange pulses rained down on the transports.
Getta grabbed my arm, pulling me to my feet. "Council has ordered us to the bunkers. I hope you were right about those. If not, we might just end up dead anyway."
I nodded as I stood and joined the others in a slow but steady run. "They will keep us safe. At least for a short while. Which is more than I can say for out here."
Our pace picked up as the frequency of the orange beams increased.
Jack came over the comm. "They've made an adjustment. Fifteen hundred ships are now firing from high orbit. They don't seem to care that we are knocking out their forward shields. We're starting to take hits up here. And they are doing damage. You better get your asses in those bunkers until we get this sorted out."
I replied, "We're on our way. Is Go in the med lab?"
Jack glanced to his left. "No, he's standing right here. And he's not looking so good either."
I yelled into the comm. "Get him to the med lab! He took enough radiation down here to kill a herd of boraks!"
Jack gestured toward one of his bridge crew. "Get him to the infirmary, now!"
As we continued our run down into the ravine, I gave orders for Joni and my Talisan gunners to proceed to one of the bunkers. The orange particle beams continued to pummel the Grunta transports. Explosions could be felt and smoke billowed into the air on the eastern horizon behind us.
I said, "What's the battle above looking like?"
Jack passed down a nav display feed. "The Moddle are down to about 15 percent of their fleet left. The Grumar and Grotus are down 60 percent. Our fleet is down fifty. The Kergans have lost 40 percent, which is why they peeled off the ships that are pummeling us right now. They could spare them.
"And more news for you—a new fleet of Kergan ships showed up about a half hour ago. The good news is they haven't joined the fight. The bad news is they aren't warships, they're transports. It's an invasion force."
I let out a deep sigh. "You have any more good news?"
Jack shook his head. "I thought that might be enough."
A groggy Go came over the comm. "Hey, just thought I'd let you know, the diagnostics on this suit are saying I will live. I'll be out of the fight for a while, but this suit has already begun pumping out iodine and a few other necessary chemicals to minimize the radiation damage. My side took a beating and I might lose the use of my right arm, but I should live."
I offered a half smile. "It's too bad you can't get those autobots to work repairs on you."
Go hesitated. "Hold on. I'll be right back."
The comm channel went into standby as I followed a Talisan officer waving us toward an open bunker door. I followed the others in front of me up a hill, stopping my family before we went inside.
I looked at Annel. "Find your mother, and you five see if you can rejoin her. She will need your support once we're inside."
Annel laughed. "She commed me about ten minutes ago. Told me to stick with you for the same reason."
I smiled. "Well, I'm here in front of you. Go to her and your brothers and sisters. They will want to see you. I want to know that you are all together, fighting as a family."
Annel leaned her forehead in to touch mine. "You know, for a Grunta male, you aren't half bad."
I patted Annel on the back. "Go, keep everyone together. I have an empire to run."
My children each bumped my forehead with their own before sprinting away. I could not have been a prouder father. My only worry was what seemed like a lack of emotion over the loss of their siblings, grandparents, and other relatives.
I had to stop my thoughts and shake my head. "You've been around Humans too long."
Go came back over the comm. "Hey, had a great idea about the autobots. They are immune to the effects of radiation. And they are made to fix and to build things. We're dropping a few dozen of them at the inhibitor towers right now. If we can keep from getting pummeled by a particle beam, we might just get those inhibitors back online."
Jack said, "I've been monitoring the Grumar and Grotus retreat. They've been getting their asses kicked by those particle beams. We've managed to push most of the ships away from you, so they've been concentrating fire on the others. They'll be lucky if they come out with 20 percent on the other side of that forest. That place is an inferno."
I replied, "Brilliant move, Go. You bring up those inhibitors and we have a good shot at surviving this. And Jack, I can't say I'm unhappy with the status you just gave. I'll pass that along to Grunta Command."
As I moved inside the bunker, Joni came to my side and led me back to a makeshift infirmary the Talisan had set up. Two corpsmen took me to a bench and immediately began removing my battle-suit.
Joni said, "We need to get you patched up and back over to your family. I'm sorry for your loss."
I looked down. "Their sacrifices were for the greater good of everyone. They served willingly and fought with bravery and honor."
Joni shook her head. "Are Humans the only ones who get sad over the loss of their loved ones?"
I offered a half smile. "We Grunta hold those feelings internal and instead try to celebrate the life of those who have passed by remembering their actions and deeds. You dwell in your sadness while our spirits are lifted."
One of the corpsman said, "When you first walked in, I had a moment's hesitation, thinking you were a Grotus. That blue stripe isn't visible through all the caked-on dirt and blood."
I looked down at my blood covered torso. "I'm probably lucky I didn't take a maul to the back of my skull."
The Talisan corpsman replied, "I'll take the suit, clean it, and do a few modifications to it that should make it distinct."
I nodded. "Thank you, Corporal Willet. That would be appreciated."
The corporal bowed. "It is an honor to serve you, Sire."
I took a deep breath and smiled.
The burn wound to my forearm was painful, but it would heal.
Joni looked me over. "When they get that taken care of, you should hit the showers. This place has some nice facilities, kind of amazing given they are three thousand years old."
I looked around the room. "I hope to one day have time to fully explore and understand my history. And yes, this place is amazing."
Joni smiled. "Hey, probably the best part of this place is gonna be that it was built with you in mind. Doorways and ceilings are high. Beds are long."
An autobot went charging past.
I remarked, "What are they doing in here?"
Joni gestured around us. "This place needs some fixing up. Jack dumped all the AIs from the Odenta transports and their autobots in this valley. They've been hard at it since the fields dropped. That's why these lights are shining down on us and the water system is running. Give them enough time and they could make this place into an oasis."
I took off my boots. "An oasis would be nice. Now, if you don't mind, I need to finish my undress."
Joni laughed. "Well, aren't you the modest one."
I replied, "I believe modesty is one of your Human customs as well."
Joni again laughed as she stood. "Yeah, well, you're not really Human, but if it bothers you, I'll give you your space."
I nodded. "Thank you. If you wish to help, you could see about getting us some food. It has been a while since I've eaten."
Joni walked toward the door. "I'll see what I can find."
When I emerged from the shower, imperial robes had been laid out for me. Having nothing else to wear, I put them on.
Joni was waiting just outside the changing room with food and a hearty laugh. "I love it! We finally get to see you in all of your glory. Hail Emperor Beutcher!" Joni bowed.
I scowled. "Knock it off. I will be out of this as soon as I find new clothes."
I waved over a nearby Talisan. "Go to one of the other bunkers and see if you can find a set of normal Grunta clothes for me."
The Talisan bowed as he backed up and left.
Garrett came over the comm. "Glad to see you are taking a rest. Just wanted to give you an update. It looks like the autobots will have the inhibitor field up and running in about ten minutes. We've taken that opportunity to unleash the carriers and their grunts on the Grumar and Grotus. That campaign is going on now, and let me tell you, it looks to be highly effective. We'll pull out just before that field goes back up."
I replied, "I need you to land in this valley and pick up Joni. I want her off this planet. I don't want her on the ground fighting hand-to-hand with us."
Joni stepped forward. "Hey! That should be my decision!"
I held up my hand. "I appreciate your desire to help, but we will need you alive if we ever want to return to the Triangulum. Your uncle still wants you alive."
Joni scowled. "So I'm just a bargaining chip now?"
I smiled. "No, you are a valuable bargaining chip. I need you safe, and I'm certain both Jack and Garrett could use your counsel. Your counterarguments will help them to select the best course of action should the need arise."
Joni looked around. "Should the need arise. Pffft. I guess I am kind of out of place down here."
I nodded. "I would feel better if you were back on the Garmon."
Garrett said, "I have you two in chamber fourteen. I can be out front in about three minutes for a pick-up. Knog, I think you should come as well."
I replied, "If you tell me the Grumar and Grotus are no longer an issue, I will."
Garrett looked over his status displays. "I seriously believe that by the time I land, the Grumar and Grotus’ numbers will be down to the tens of thousands. By the time the inhibitor is back online there will be far fewer. I'll pass this info and any scan results I have to Grunta Command. With the inhibitor up, they can go out and mop up any stragglers."
Joni said, "I'll go if you go."
As we walked toward the massive bunker door we were met by a Talisan carrying Grunta clothes. I took them and thanked him as I continued to walk. Garrett landed just outside with the ramp-way lowered.
As I walked up into the cabin, Garrett laughed. "What the…? You look like a royal actor out of a bad Grunta movie!"
I replied, "Gruntas don't have royals."
Garrett again laughed, "Yeah, that's probably why it was a bad movie. Anyway, that inhibitor should be coming online any minute. Grunta Command says they have a good head start on making use of these bunkers. They do wish they had more time with the autobots."
I nodded. "They will lose the bots and their power systems when that field comes up. You might send a note asking them to fortify this valley. We don't know what the future holds for down here. How goes the fight up above?"
Garrett shook his head. "Current projections have the Kergans finishing with a three- to four-thousand-ship fleet. If it's on the lower end of that, we might just be able to mount an evac."
"What of the Grunta and Talisan transports?" I said.
Garrett frowned. "There aren't enough of them left to carry everyone."
Joni asked. "What about the transports you have? I thought they carried upwards of a quarter million people each."
Garrett nodded. "They do, but we don't have enough space for all the Gruntas and Talisans. Like I said. Some will have to stay. Jack has been running the numbers on this since the inhibitor went offline. As of right now, we would be about two million slots short."
After several seconds of thought, I replied. "Take us over to the transports."
Garrett shrugged. "You’re the boss, but we'll have to leave before the inhibitor comes up."
Joni said, "What'd you have in mind?"
I shook my head at the smoldering wreckage going out for kilometers as we landed. "We have four hundred thousand or so bots back there in the bunkers. If we gave them schematics for the transports, how many do you think we could salvage by using the others as spare parts?"
Garrett pulled up the diagram of a transport. "Problem is, those transports only hold about twenty thousand troops each. We would need to repair a hundred of them. And without that inhibitor running, the Kergans could start taking their high orbit potshots again at any time."
I raised Grunta Command on the comm. "Let me talk to General Abila."
The general answered. "What is this about?"
I replied, "General, I think we should re-purpose the autobots to repair transports. If we want a shot at getting off this planet, we will have to repair about a hundred of those that have been damaged. I think we should start now while the Kergans are still occupied."
The general thought for a moment. "I should consult with the Council."
I shook my head and pounded my fist. "No! Just make the decision! We don't have time to waste waiting for the Council! Make the call and then go and inform the Council. They can discuss it all they want after that!"
The general leaned into the camera and said with a quiet voice, "You are treading on thin ice, Mr. Beutcher. You would be advised to watch your attitude. The Council is already unhappy with your interference."
I took a deep breath. "Just make the decision, General. We need those transports operational."
The general stood back, rubbing her chin. "I'll make the call, Mr. Beutcher. The ground fighting seems to be over. Working on a way out of here appears to be the prudent option."
I threw my hands in the air. "Thank you, General. You won't regret this decision."
Dania Abila half frowned. "I already do, Mr. Beutcher, but the bots will be on their way momentarily."
Seconds later the first of the autobots emerged from the bunkers. The others followed in quick succession, spilling out into the valley like a torrent of insectoid robots.
Garrett said, "The bot has the inhibitor ready. I've instructed it and the dozen others with it to begin working on the other two inhibitors. Maybe we can repair one of them between the two. Oh, and if the Kergans start to bomb this place, we can switch that repaired inhibitor on."
Joni pointed, "Take me over to the east. I parked my shuttle there. I had to leave Raptor aboard."
Garrett pushed the throttle up slightly while guiding the Jess to the shuttle. Joni winced as the back third of the ship took a hit from high above. As the ramp-way dropped, she ran down to check on her best friend.
Garrett watched on the large display. "I hope he made it. I kind of like having him aboard."
Raptor came running from the newly opened door. Soot covered much of his coat, but he had survived.
We emerged from the Jess into the docking bay and made our way to the med lab. Go was laid out on a bed, covered only by a sheet.
He slowly smiled as we came into the room. "You are all here."
Joni walked to his side. "You don't look so good. What did the doc say?"
Go winced in pain as he attempted to make himself comfortable. "The doc says that despite the amount of radiation I took, I should live. The bio-gel in that suit absorbed a lot of it and administered meds as it was happening. The doc had to take the suit off for me to be able to heal properly. I won't be flying around for a while."
Garrett asked, "Is the suit OK?"
Go nodded. "The suit is fine. But if you're having any thoughts of wearing it, forget it. You're too big."
Go glanced over at Joni. "She could wear it, though."
Joni replied, "I'm still not even sure what this suit is you are talking about."
Go said, "It's in the room two doors down. Garrett can get you set up in it. I'll just hang out here with Raptor. I've missed his company."
Garrett gestured toward the door. "Come on, we'll see how it fits. I can start you training in it if it does."
Joni stopped in front of Garrett and pulled him close for a long kiss. Raptor stood and barked. After releasing the object of her affection, Joni continued out the door. Garrett looked at Go with a grin.



   Chapter 16

 
I stood on the bridge of the Garmon as Jack pulled up images of the battle above. "The Kergans attack with four ships. They use a coordinated beam spread set to go above, below, right and left of the ship under assault. The target inevitably turns into one of the beams or one of the beams hits it directly. It seems like it would be a tremendous waste of firepower, but they get at least one damaging hit every time. With our ships and the Moddle, they move on to the next fully operational vessel. With the Grumar and Grotus they have to go for the kill, due to the autobots flooding their exteriors to make repairs."
I looked back at Jack. "Is that something you can enable for our ships?"
Jack nodded. "We already have. Of the damage we've taken from up above, 95 percent has already been repaired. Those things really are amazing. We used two of them to remove the suit from Go because it was so contaminated. Those same two bots cleaned the suit of all traces of radioactive material afterward. I know Garrett will think I'm crazy, but I tied one of those AIs into our repair system directly. I had the Talisans construct a firewall of sorts to keep it out of the other systems, and ordered it to not go there, which it hasn't tried to do."
I looked back at the battle raging on the display wall. "I wish I could say differently, but without those AIs and bots, we wouldn't be out here."
"Were you able to get any more scan data on the Kergan transports?" I asked. "Do we have troop counts?"
Jack shook his head. "All we have are estimates based on their ship size. They could have anywhere from eight million all the way up to thirty. I don't think we want to find out just how many if we can help it. I'd rather we put everyone back on transports and then get our asses out of here."
Garrett popped up on the comm. "The suit fits Joni. We’re filling it with fresh bio-gel now. When she's done, I'll take her down to the surface in the Jess and get her started."
I replied, "She'll do well. Just keep her focused on those tutorials. She'll try to take shortcuts if she can. That suit is too dangerous for her to just cut loose with."
Garrett laughed, "Yeah, I've already been threatening her with what I'll do if she cuts any holes into the Jess with that BHD glove. I sure hope we don't have to send her out with a minimum of training."
Joni said in the background, "I'll be fine if I... whoa, that feels creepy. And cold!"
Garrett looked back at her. "It'll warm up in a minute or so."
I turned back to Jack. "Do we have a link to the AIs down at the transports?"
Jack nodded. "We do."
"Do we have an initial assessment of the repairs of those transports?" I said.
Jack pulled up a display screen. "Forty-two require minor repairs that are underway and should be completed within the hour. Another thirty-eight are moderate fixes. After that, they have to start piecing them together. There is no estimate for that yet."
I said, "What's our total headcount?"
Jack replied, "Thirteen point one million Gruntas. You lost almost a million down there. And five point eight million Talisan. We need spots for five million. And that's a hard five as we're already over-counting."
I glanced back. "What do you mean we're over-counting?"
Jack leaned back in his chair. "It means we really only have bunks for just over seven million. We'll be rotating people in shifts as is. All of those transports will be crowded. Usually, you just double up, but we're tripled, and then some."
I let out a long sigh. "I'll let Grunta Command and my Talisan counterparts know that we may need to leave people behind. That won't be easy for either group."
Jack shrugged. "Well, technically you could just order all of your Talisans to stay. They'll do whatever you ask."
I shook my head. "That's not going to happen. Both groups will be called upon to make their selections of who stays."
Jack returned an uncomfortable expression. "You do realize that may mean members of your own family, right? If they go by a lottery system or by the injured or elderly, that includes some of your people."
I sat in a chair. "I'm aware of that fact. I can't with good conscience interfere if it means taking fairness out of the selection. If it's not my family, it will be someone else's."
Jack shook his head.
I glanced back. "What?"
Jack leaned forward. "If you ever run for political office, you've got my vote. I couldn't say I've ever met anyone else that has the moral compass you do when it comes to treating everyone fairly. That's a rare quality."
I half smiled. "Some might call it a curse."
I looked back at the status display. "Pose a question to one of the AIs. Ask it how long it would take to prep the repairs for our target of a hundred ships, with the final work to be done by the Gruntas and Talisan. If the bots can do the heavy work now, the rest could be done by our people under the protection of the inhibitor field."
Jack nodded. "Now you're thinking outside the box! Give me just a sec and we'll find out."
Jack opened a comm to one of the AIs, explaining in fine detail the estimate of time we were interested in. The AI complied, immediately taking on the task.
Three minutes later, an answer was returned. "Eight hours forty-two minutes. Major welds and placements would be complete. No estimate can be established for the Humans or Gruntas to complete tasks as there will be no possible way to leave instructions for such. All tasks that will remain could be completed by a standard Human or Grunta with hand tools or chemical welders. However, completion assumes knowledge of the requirements."
Jack frowned. "I think that option is a dud. Without schematics and detailed instructions, they wouldn't make much headway. You would need an army of shipbuilders and engineers for that. We have to remember that the ships’ systems will be shut down under that field. No schematics, no instructions, no work done."
Garrett opened a comm. "She's had her first couple flights, and I'll have to say she's doing better than Go did the first time out. I just watched her bore through a rock with that BHD glove and then—"
Garrett scowled as Joni popped into view directly in front of him and then again blinked out. "That's the fourth time she's done that!"
Jack laughed. "Didn't know you were so skittish."
Garrett frowned. "The only thing I fear about that is her mistakenly burning my face off with that BHD!"
Garrett again jumped as a nearby tree exploded at the trunk, sending shards of wood in every direction. "OK, there's that, too. Hey! If you're gonna shoot that thing, do it at a distance and make sure it's away from my location!"
Garrett looked back at his comm. "Didn't know this assignment would be so dangerous."
Jack let out a yell. "Whoop! Yeah! Another two thousand Salton ships just came on the sensors! And they all look to be battleship class! That should even the odds a bit!"
I passed the news on to Garrett and Joni. "Two thousand new battleships just showed on the sensors. They should be joining the battle within the hour."
Garrett held up a fist. "That's the best news we've had all day! Finally, something unexpected that's positive! Joni, were you expecting those?"
Joni replied, "I wasn't given that kind of data. In fact, I'm still surprised that my uncle even allowed me to come out here."
Garrett huffed. "Experience, remember. He wants you to have some frontline time under your belt. You're supposed to inherit his empire one day."
Joni blinked in just in front of Garrett. "Every bit of experience I gain tells me I don't want to be like him."
Garrett smiled. "I knew I liked you for a reason."
Joni smiled back as she blinked out. Seconds later the video feed from her helmet showed on the corner of the wall display.
Joni commented. "These controls are so easy, very natural. I feel like I've been in this suit for days and it's only been a few hours."
I replied, "Just don't get overconfident and get yourself in a bind. One wrong move in that suit and you are either dead or you take out someone else."
Joni remarked as she flew low to the ground. "Got it. Wow, this is such a trip. I'm flying a meter off the ground, through trees, through rock. It kind of gives you a feeling of invincibility."
I nodded. "Like I said, don't let it go to your head."
Jack said. "Joni, get back aboard. We have a new set of Kergan ships heading this way. I'm powering up the inhibitor. If they move away, or if we can drive them off, we can shut it down again."
Three minutes later, Joni blinked in just in front of us. "Go must be heartsick, having to give this up. This thing is fantastic! You can do virtually whatever you want or go wherever you want."
I replied, "It does have limits. You can take ion blaster hits up to a mid-sized cannon. Anything larger will overwhelm the skin, which will effectively end your life unless you are standing firmly on the ground. Those GPR rifles on full run it to almost 50 percent. A dual hit could overwhelm it as well."
Joni smiled. "Still, I'll take that over a standard battle-suit any day."
Jack said, "Here we go again. Kergans are firing. That inhibitor field needs another thirty seconds to reach full strength."
The first of the distant particle beams struck the area of the transports, causing minor damage. The next two dozen missed just to the south. The inhibitor field quickly swelled to its full size, preventing the Kergan beams from reaching the ground around the compound. With their assault thwarted, the Kergan ships turned back to join the ongoing fight.
An image of Garrett popped up on the wall display. "Why don't we go out and assist in the big fight? We could freeze ships in place and take out shields."
Jack shook his head. "Even though we can fire from a set back position, we're still vulnerable to those particle beams. We'd be putting our transports at risk. They can't handle a strike."
Garrett replied, "Then we leave the transports here. Just take the cruisers. All I'm saying is that instead of sitting back here to defend, we could be in there making a difference, even if it's a small one."
I nodded. "We can always withdraw. Without the threat of the Grumar and Grotus, our people are safe under that inhibitor. Jack, pass the order on to the others. And select a good position to attack from that will allow a hasty retreat."
Jack gave the order. The Garmon streaked up through the sky and into the black void of space. In thirty-two minutes, we reached our firing point. Fifty Kergan warships turned our way and fifty Kergan warships saw their front shields knocked offline.
Jack said, "We have a problem."
I glanced over. "What's that?"
Jack used his holo-display to draw a line on the scene being displayed on the wall. "If we reach this line, which is required to have a shot at any other ships, we leave the back door open for the Kergan transports. If they want to move those troops to the planet's surface, we won't be able to stop them."
I thought for a moment. "We're well defended on the surface. Besides, any ship we can help take out up here is a ship we don't have to fight through when trying to get those transports off the planet."
Joni said, "I agree. Our fight depends on how well our fleets do out here. Those new Salton ships could be the big equalizer that lets us get away."
I looked over at Jack for a response.
Jack sighed. "OK. I guess we're crossing the line. I'll pass on the orders."
We moved our small fleet to a position that allowed us to safely take potshots at the shifting enemy warships. Twenty minutes into our assault, we had knocked down the forward shields of only sixteen ships.
Garrett said, "We can't be effective from this range. We need to move closer."
I replied, "I don't think we should risk it. Two of our ships have taken particle beam hits. While the damage was minor, we can't afford to lose anyone."
Joni pointed to the wall display. "There go the Kergan transports!"
Jack looked over. "We could have stopped them in high orbit. They'll be on the ground and emptied by the time we get there now."
I took a deep breath. "OK, take us back. We'll have to send Joni in to alert Grunta Command. Joni, you'll be in charge of my Talisan troops. I won't give them over to the Gruntas, they would just use them as frontline fodder. You'll have the advantage of being able to fly around the battlefield. Just keep in mind that if you blink in, you lose power and won't be able to blink out. If that happens, you lose protection of that suit and within forty-eight hours that bio-gel starts to become toxic. No power, no filter."
Joni nodded. "Got it. I guess I'll have to be screaming all the time for anyone to hear me."
I gestured toward the med lab. "You might want to have a talk with Go before we get there. He can tell you all the ins and outs of working within that inhibitor field. And he knows what's effective in combat."
Joni stood. "You know, the number of fighters on both sides is just astronomical. I mean, millions against millions? How do you even keep something like that coordinated?"
Jack smiled. "You just do what you can to kill as many of the other side as possible. You only know the outcome based on the land you hold when the other side retreats due to their losses. That could be your side retreating as well."
Garrett replied, "You just keep at it for as long as you can keep keeping at it. Has anyone seen what a Kergan soldier looks like?"
Joni nodded. "I've seen their ambassador. He was slightly taller than you, but much stockier. And it didn't look like fat, just bulk muscle."
Jack said, "Those transports are landing. I have a headcount for us now. Twenty-two million. Depending on their weapons and skills, this might be an even match."
Joni moved toward the bridge doorway. "I'll check in with Go for a few minutes, then I'll do a sweep over their transports, followed by reporting my findings to you and then to Grunta Command. I might be back here to go over strategies with you for the Talisans too."
I pointed toward the display wall. "Keep your camera feed open so we can see what you see. We'll lose it when you go inside the inhibitor, but any info we can garner from it before that will be useful."
As Joni walked out the door, an image of her camera feed showed on the wall display next to Garrett's image. Minutes later, Joni was away on her scouting trip. Garrett took the Jess toward the Kergan transports, but was quickly rebuffed with an onslaught of medium strength particle beams. The transports were armed.
Garrett said, "This creates a problem. We'll have to keep our ships on this side of the inhibitor. Should they knock it out we may have to move just over the horizon."
Jack added, "That means we can't make use of the grunts either. We could have formulated an attack where we turned off that field for a coordinated assault using those grunts. Looks like we are once again stuck with hand-to-hand."
I replied, "At least that's something we are both skilled and experienced at."
Jack shook his head. "We don't know what weapons they have either. We do know they outnumber us by about twelve million fighters. Not sure how we make up that difference."
The image from Joni's camera feed brought us the close look at the Kergans we had been missing. Their troops were muscular, highly organized, and equipped with oddly shaped spears.
Joni said. "I can't tell what that rack is for on the side of the spear. And there's some kind of handle or foot-pedal at the back end."
Garrett remarked, "That's not as much of a spear as it is a launcher. Looks like it might be a hydraulic bow of sorts. The rack on the side has six bolts. Jam down that lever with your foot and it's ready to fire. For close combat it's a spear or a pole. And check their backs. They each have three of those racks hanging on there. We might have ten thousand of those GPRs, but they have twenty-six million of those hydraulic spear guns. Hardly seems fair."
I pressed Joni. "Get that information to Grunta Command as fast as you can."
Joni replied, "Hang on. I'll give them something to keep them busy for a while."
Six of the Kergan transports exploded as Joni fired off tungsten rounds from her glove. The Kergans, with no idea of what they had been hit with, began firing their particle beams into the air blindly.
Joni took a near direct hit as she ducked into the inhibitor field. "OK, I now know what you mean by this suit having limits. The energy absorption just shot up to 76 percent. Had that been a direct hit, there would be nothing left of me but carbon dust."
The Kergan troops took up defensive positions. For the time being, our fight had been delayed.



   Chapter 17

 
I transferred over to one of the Odenta carriers. The Mallox had a contingent of six hundred grunts, with eight hundred Odenta pilots ready and willing to fly them. I had a short meeting with the Odenta officers.
Captain Lura Zomm sat in a chair across from me. "Mr. Beutcher, these grunts are armored. Unless and until we try to confront the Kergan ships, we don't know if those particle beams will do damage or not."
I replied, "We ran some numbers. We think they would. Anyway, I'm not willing to risk any of your lives needlessly. I'd rather we spent our time figuring out how to defeat their weapons instead of flying into them. You have all the data we have, you have a complement of engineers on each of these carriers—put your heads together and come up with a solution."
The captain leaned forward. "We have a solution, Mr. Beutcher. A single fermium missile would take out the lot of them all at once. Including those troops."
I shook my head. "The problem with that is it would also take out all our remaining transports down there, stranding us here. We could move everyone into the bunkers for the blast, but the transports wouldn't survive."
The captain pursed his lips. "We've also talked about halo jumps into their camp once the soldiers move out, but we can't get overhead to drop anyone in."
I questioned, "Halo jumps?"
The captain pulled up a diagram on a holo-display. "High Altitude Low Open parachute jumps. We drop in, opening a parachute just before reaching the ground. You are familiar with parachutes, aren't you?"
I shook my head. "Not really."
The captain laughed. "Your people confuse me. You're so advanced in so many areas, and yet light-years behind in others."
I looked over the diagram, observing the video of a jump as it played.
"You have these parachutes?" I said.
The captain nodded. "Of course we do. We don't fly without them. That would be nuts!"
I pointed at the diagram. "Would one of those support someone the size of me?"
The captain looked me up and down. "I don't see why not. You are on the large side, but those chutes are made to carry extra. You might want to open a few hundred meters higher, but it should work."
I smiled. "Thank you, Captain. I think you just gave me a way to get to my people without the several hours of running I did last time. Garrett can drop me just above the inhibitor field. I would be on the ground where I want to be in just seconds."
The captain stood. "I can have a couple of my crewmen show you how it works and what to do. It's simple, just takes some nerves for a first-timer."
I soon transferred back to the Garmon with a dozen Odenta parachutes.
Jack looked at me suspiciously. "So let me get this straight, you plan to jump out of a perfectly good ship, and free-fall almost to the ground?"
I nodded. "The Odentas swear by them and claim to have used them for centuries. Captain Zomm says it's perfectly safe."
Jack frowned. "Look, I know your family is down there and you want to fight beside them and protect them, but you're taking an awful big risk. We could use you out here with us."
I put my hand on Jack's shoulder. "All of you did an excellent job out here without me last time. This won't be any different."
Jack looked up at the wall display filled with Kergan transports. "I wish we had a way to take those transport guns offline. You think there's any way we could sneak a force around behind them? Could you come out the back side of that valley and march around this ridge?"
I looked over the diagram. "What's the distance around to there?"
Jack swiped at his holo-display. "Fifty-two kilometers. We could stay under the protection of the inhibitor for all but the last two."
I scratched at my chin. "From this rise to the transports, that's at least a half kilometer of open. What's to keep the guns on those transports from mowing us down?"
Jack pointed at the wall display. "That little lady right there. There are eight transports with a line-of-sight toward that rise. If Joni can take them offline, you have your way in. They can't fire those guns in between those ships, only up or out."
I stood and paced the bridge floor. "I'm starting to like this idea. We take out those transports, drop that inhibitor, and let the grunts take to the skies. They could return to the carriers before any warships came this way and we could deal a devastating blow to the Kergan ground troops."
Jack remarked, "You do understand there will be fighting at their transports. They won't leave them unattended."
I nodded. "I would figure as much. If we decide to do this, I may take my entire Talisan force around for that assault."
Jack concurred, "I think you would need at least that. They have over five hundred ships carrying fifty thousand troops each. Now, you'll want to keep in mind that the transports are parked outside the inhibitor. When your Talisans go in, they go in with blasters. And they'll be fighting against whatever the Kergans have for their hand weapons, which is likely particle weapons."
"When do we expect Joni back?"
Joni blinked in. "I'm right here."
I replied, "What did you hear?"
Joni said, "The Talisans will have blasters and the Kergans have particle weapons."
I filled Joni in on our plan.
Garrett landed the Jess in the Garmon's docking bay and made his way to the bridge. "I've been listening in. Is there anything I can do?"
I nodded. "You can drop me over the inhibitor field. After that, stick with Jack and make sure those warships up there don't come back. If we manage to take out their transport guns, make it your priority to coordinate the shutdown of the inhibitor."
"What of the Gruntas while all of this is going on?" Garrett asked.
"They will be fighting hand-to-hand. I'll leave instruction for them to head back to the bunkers should the inhibitor shut down. We don't want them running around out there when we bring in the grunts."
Garrett looked up at the wall display. "Lot of moving parts in this plan."
I sat back in my chair. "Yes, but they are all in stages, and if a stage fails we aren't any worse off for it. If the Talisans can't take the transports, we retreat back into the inhibitor. If the inhibitor stays up, the grunts don't fly. And if the grunts do fly, the Gruntas seek the safety of the bunkers."
Joni crossed her arms. "When do we start?"
For the next hour we went back and forth over the plan in fine detail. We had the soldiers, we had the weapons, we had a plan. I joined Garrett on the Jess as Joni powered out to check on the status of the Kergans. As we lifted out of the Garmon's docking bay, I pulled the parachute pack over my shoulders and connected the harness.
Garrett gave me a look. "You sure you want to do this?"
I pulled the straps of the pack tight. "We need to put this in play while we have the chance. The clock is ticking on that fleet up above. If we can bring enough of the transports back online, we can fly everyone out of here. Let the warships fight for the warships."
Several minutes later we hovered over the valley of bunkers. The ramp-way of the Jess lowered.
Garrett looked back as I slowly walked down. "We're right at line of sight for those transports. You might want to make a quick exit."
I nodded, stepped down to the end of the ramp, took the ripcord in my hand, and hesitated. Two particle beam shots flew just above the Jess.
Garrett shook his head. "Go now or I make you go!"
Unsure as to why I was frozen in fear, Garrett took the initiative, turning off the inertial dampener and bumping the throttle forward. I fell out into the cold, high altitude air. Twenty kilometers now separated me from the ground. As I fell into the inhibitor field, my arm pad and comm shut down. Being in a free-fall was something I had never experienced. It was both exhilarating and terrifying at the same time.
My subconscious mind took over, guiding me through the simple steps I had been shown to enact a stable fall. The wind howled past my helmet and the occasional buffet of air jostled my stomach. I then had a sudden realization—I didn't have an altimeter: my arm pad was down, as was my helmet display. I watched in terror as the ground rose up toward me at a seemingly slow but still horrifying speed. Fifteen seconds into my drop I had reached terminal velocity.
My fall lasted for just over five minutes before I panicked and pulled the ripcord. The chute deployed, jerking slightly under my arms as it opened full. I had opened early, but was thrilled with the view from two kilometers high as the chute stabilized and I dropped gently toward the ground.
The valley walls rose up as sheer granite cliffs. A small but raging river flipped from clear to white as it bounced over rocks and boulders on its way down the valley. I had a sudden rush of pride as I realized I was looking down upon the beauty that was my ancestral home world. I landed in a grassy field, several hundred meters from my Talisan bunker headquarters. My heart continued to race as I removed the harness and chute pack. I was more than happy to be on the ground.
I made my way into the bunker, met with my Talisan commanders, and laid out the plan for them. They were eager to get into the fight, knowing I would be leading the way. If the Talisans were anything, it was loyal.
After leaving them to go over plans and organize troops, I walked over to the bunker that housed Grunta Command. General Abila met me in a conference room.
"General, the Kergans will be coming soon. I will have Joni keep you informed of their movements. You'll want to set up as many defensible positions as you can, always with a fallback that brings you back here. If we are successful at taking out those transport guns, we can bring in the grunts and shred their ranks."
The general replied, "We do not fear the Kergans. We will fight to the last Grunta if needed."
I threw my hands up. "That's exactly what I'm trying to prevent here, General. I know we are a proud people and we honor those who have just passed, giving their lives in battle. But why do that if we don't have to? Wouldn't it be preferred that we all live? I don't understand the death wish."
The general leaned in. "Mr. Beutcher, when we first arrived, our goal was to defeat the Grumar and Grotus. That has been accomplished. After much discussion, the Council has decided that we want to claim and hold this planet. This is our home. This is where we belong!"
I sat back, shaking my head. "OK, first off, the Grumar and Grotus are far from being defeated. What we faced here is probably only 10 percent of their numbers—10 percent! To think they are even close to defeat is insanity. Second, how is it you plan to defend this planet? You have no fleet! The Grotus or the Kergans could have another five thousand ships on their way here now. They might be here tomorrow. What are you going to defend yourselves with?"
The general held up her hand. "I won't argue with you, Mr. Beutcher. The decisions have already come down from the Council and have been accepted by the people. We stay here and we fight for Jorus."
I stood and walked out in disbelief.
Joni yelled into my ear. "I can't believe them! Why would you risk the lives of everyone needlessly?"
I yelled back. "I can't make sense of their decision making! Perhaps we have gotten weak in the mind when it comes to understanding the realities of life! Have we become so complacent that it no longer matters? Is principle without reason our new mantra?"
Joni replied, "All we can do is do what we can! Maybe we can get lucky and save some of them!"
I nodded. "I truly appreciate all you have done, Joni Salton! You are a person of conviction who at least attempts to operate with reason! I'm afraid my people have lost that!"
Joni yelled, "The Kergans are forming up to move! It looks like they are bringing about 80 percent of their troops! Those forests will soon be full of Kergans! We are looking at a front that is ten kilometers wide and a thousand soldiers deep! That's just crazy! We will be losing fighters to fatigue! I told Grunta Command of the spear guns earlier! They didn't seem to be concerned! I'll inform them of the Kergan movements when we are done here!"
I half smiled. "What of the transports? Will you be able to silence the ones on the side we will be attacking from?"
Joni replied, "Yes! I'll let you know when the guns are down before you come over the rise! If you don't hear from me, assume they are still up!"
I thanked Joni for her help and was soon met by the silence of a gentle breeze blowing. The valley was calm and quiet. I wondered how long it would remain that way.
After a second meeting with my Talisan commanders, we moved out. The journey out the back side of the valley was pleasant. We jogged along an ancient roadway where only the occasional washout slowed our progress. With the endurance of my Talisan fighters, we expected to be at the base of the rise, beside the Kergan transports, in just under six hours.
If things happened as we believed, my Gruntas would be several hours into their epic battle by our arrival. An image of great carnage and death was ever in my thoughts. It was not an image I was fond of.
As I ran along in a column of soldiers a hundred wide, I turned to the proud Talisan running beside me. "What's your name, soldier?"
An enthusiastic reply was returned. "Sergeant Guavel, Your Highness!"
I shook my head. "We are all equals here, Sergeant. There's no need to call me by that. I'm not royalty."
The sergeant continued to smile. "Oh, but you are, sir. As emperor, you have the undying loyalty and respect of our people. And might I add, you could not be more popular among us. Of the infants born in the last year, I would say a full third of the boys are named Knog. And an equal number of the girls will have some variation of that. Knogga, Knogelia, Knogessa, Knogene. The list goes on and on, sir. You are our emperor, and a most beloved one at that. Not a Talisan wouldn't fight and die for you."
I glanced over at the sergeant. "Thank you, Mr. Guavel. I was in need of a morale boost and you just provided me with one."
The sergeant teared up as his smile beamed. Out of respect for his conviction, I held back my eye roll. Our trek took us through a second valley, turning south, and then up and over a pass down onto a plain covered with rolling hills that spread out to forested flatlands.
As we reached the crumbled remains of an ancient Grunta town, we turned east, heading along a ridge that would take us directly to the transports. When our seven hour journey came to an end, we were within two kilometers of the Kergan. I ordered our troops to take up defensible positions should we be discovered.
As I looked around at the Talisans close to me, I saw nothing but smiling faces. It was a strange sensation to be surrounded by a species that had no real morals of their own. Their morals were those adopted by them from their leader, the Emperor of Talisan.
I said to myself as I quietly laughed, "You're living in crazy times with crazy people. And thousands of them are now named Knog."



   Chapter 18

 
I crawled to the top of the rise and spied down on the transports that were parked almost a kilometer away. Once the attack began, we would have a half kilometer of open space to cross. I hoped Joni's assault on the transport guns would also offer a distraction. If not, our first move would be costly.
The eight transports that covered the end of the field were arranged in a vee-shaped patterns. Four sets of particle cannons were aimed in our direction. Hundreds, if not thousands, of Kergan troops stood in and around the transports. Patrols of four walked the perimeter.
As I observed our enemy, the charge barrels from two of the particle cannons dropped to the ground. A dozen or so Kergans took note of the incident, walking over for a closer look. When the same phenomenon happened to the guns of the next two transports, activity among the Kergans began to pick up.
I said to myself as two more barrels fell, "Come on, Joni, keep it going. You’re halfway there."
I glanced back at the Talisan major lying on the ground several meters behind me. "Prepare the troops. When I give the signal, we go in."
The major nodded, sliding farther down the slope before getting up to run. As I looked back, word spread across my troops like a wave on a calm pond. When I turned back, the last of the cannon barrels fell to the ground. The Kergan soldiers moved frantically about the area, looking for a cause. Further into the cluster of transports, four large explosions could be seen. A moment later, the boom reached us.
Seconds later, Joni was by my side. "Go! Now! They're distracted. I'm heading back to add a little more. The bulk of their troops are on the north end of that field, about a kilometer and a half away."
I turned and waved my arm. Hordes of Talisan fighters charged up the hill behind me. I rose, joining them as they reached my position. Together a column of fighters, fifteen hundred men wide, almost four thousand deep, charged over the rise and onto the field beyond. The first of the Kergans to see us stood in stunned silence for several seconds. Thousands of blue ion bolts ripped into their ranks.
We concentrated fire between the transports as we crossed the field. Only a handful of orange particle beams came back in response. The intensity of the fighting picked up exponentially as we reached the edge of our goal. I knelt beside a transport doorway, firing repeated rounds inside before dozens of my fighters ran past me with their blasters blazing. The same scene was taking place on all eight of the forward transports.
I stood, firing my GPR, sending four Kergan bodies flying backwards into a group as they rounded the back end of the transport beside me. We pushed hard into largely empty ships, killing every Kergan in our path. Two minutes into our operation, the third row of transports had fallen. Our flood of troops moved rapidly forward.
A major ran up beside me. "Resistance has been light, sir. It appears they were completely unprepared."
I shook my head. "Thank you, Major. I find it baffling that these species don't feel the need to send scouts out past their perimeters. They could easily have pinned us down in that depression had they been prepared."
Our forward progress had covered just over a third of the transports before the resistance became heavy. Kergan fighters lay in wait, firing from positions that were somewhat shielded. Within the span of a few minutes, our rapid charge forward slowed to a crawl.
I gave orders for my fighters to climb atop the transports and to fire down upon the defenders from above. The tactic, which at first proved successful, quickly lost its element of surprise.
I turned back to the major. "How many of the GPRs do we have?"
The major replied, "We have fifty. The rest were given to the Grunta for their forest defense."
I gestured toward the front. "I want those GPRs up front. They are far more destructive. We can use them to drive the Kergans back."
A lieutenant approached with news from the northern side of the battle. "Sir, the Kergans are starting to use their spear guns. We believe they are searching for anything that can turn the fight in their favor."
I looked at the major. "Sounds like they are finally getting their act together. I would expect things only to get tougher from here."
I turned back to the lieutenant. "The spear guns, are they effective?"
The lieutenant replied, "Only in the closest of combat, sir. They can penetrate our battle-suits, and they are deadly when they do, but they don't offer an advantage over our blasters."
The major thanked the lieutenant, sending him back to the north.
As I stood behind the protection of a transport, I had to stop and wonder about my family and how their fight might be going. The thought of those spear bolts coming in through the woods gave me an uneasy feeling. At the same time, that uneasy feeling pushed me to drive forward into the Kergan ranks. The fighting had only been raging for twenty minutes, and yet we had taken nearly half of their transport fleet.
A thought crossed my mind. "Major, put several teams together. See if we can get one of these transports in the air. If so, I want them up there shooting down at the others we haven't taken, starting with the far end. If they can fly but not shoot, then crash them into the others. Anything to take out those guns!"
The major gave the orders.
Joni said. "They are concentrating on your northern flank. I'll go see what I can do to alleviate the pressure."
I replied, "Hold on. Can you go check on the Gruntas? I need to know how the fight is getting along there."
Joni nodded. "I'll be back in five."
Two particle beams singed the outer hull of the transport beside me. I returned fire. The gravity beam from my GPR struck the ground just in front of the two Kergans, throwing them upwards into the hull, killing them instantly.
"Major! Those two just dropped out of a hatch. Pass the word to keep an eye out for that. And have the hatches of the transports we've taken checked. I don't want anyone sneaking out and killing our people from behind."
I turned as the crackling sound of a medium particle cannon resonated between the transports. My troops had figured out how to work the Kergan cannons. Seconds later, the first of the transports began to lift. Before reaching thirty meters off the ground, two dozen of the Kergan transports opened up with their particle cannons. Debris from the strikes shot downward into my fighters, killing hundreds as a relentless barrage of orange streams ripped into the long gunmetal gray ships.
I yelled out, unheard, for the pilot to set the ship down. What happened next spoke of the commitment of my Talisan fighters. The transport, now in flames with parts dangling from her hull and smoke trailing behind, shot forward, crashing into the ships the Kergans still held a half kilometer to our east. Further explosions rocked the field around us as a dark column of smoke rose up from the crash site.
I watched in disbelief as a second, third, and then fourth ship followed the first.
I called out to the major. "I want gunners on every one of those ships we have taken! We can expect a similar tactic from the Kergans. If they bring up a single ship, I want it knocked down before it ravages our fighters! And tell our troops no more suicide runs!"
Three captured Kergan transports lifted into the air before my orders could reach them. Again, the ships were pummeled as they attempted to fire into the ranks of the Kergans. As the last of the three pushed forward on the throttle, its gravity drive failed, dropping it onto our front lines, killing thousands.
The Kergan troops attempted to surge forward in and around the crash site. Our troops countered, bringing the breakout attempt to a quick end. The fighting in and among the transports had quickly turned into a war of attrition.
Minutes later, as I had predicted, a half dozen Kergan ships rose above the others and began firing their cannons at our front lines. Their attempt was met with the same ferocity that ours had received. Particle streams from a hundred captured transports ripped into the ships, sending them back to the ground, their pilots more interested in survival than gaining advantage in the fight.
The major stepped forward. "Your Highness, we now have a gap on the ground between the transports we have captured and the front lines. All the transports we sent forward came from that gap. I would propose that we ready the transports on the back side of that gap to fire and then move our troops from the front line to back behind them. When the enemy surges forward, which they will, we can hammer them with the particle cannons on the back side of the gap. Once sufficient casualties have been inflicted, we again move our assault forward."
I thought for a moment. "Major Toora, you just earned yourself a field promotion! I'll be calling you Captain Toora from here on. And thank you for that idea. Let's put it in play immediately. Send runners back to the transports telling them to prepare, and send runners forward with order for our troops to wait for a signal. If we move that line back in rapid unison, the Kergans will surge into that void and right into the particle cannon fire. Have the gunners on those transports, and our troops, wait until that gap is flooded with Kergans before opening fire."
The newly-promoted captain barked out orders over his comm.
Joni blinked in and said, "The fight in the forest is not going well. We're taking heavy casualties from those spear bolts. The GPRs are a good equalizer, but I don't know that they are being used effectively. In pure hand-to-hand, the Kergans are losing, but not by much. They are good fighters. We've already lost three hundred meters of ground. We need to get those grunts in the air."
I replied, "Just move up and start taking out as many guns as you can, starting from the far side. Any you take out, we don't have to fight for."
Joni nodded. "Your family is safe at the moment. They are in the reserves, but they could get moved forward at any time as their division is next in line."
I nodded. Silence told me that Joni had gone.
The fighting continued until the comms came in with news. The transport gunners were ready. I gave the nod, to which Captain Toora sent out the order. In precisely five minutes, all Talisan forces would quickly fall back across the gap to regroup while we offered cover fire. As the Kergans raced forward, the transport gunners would have forty-five seconds of open fire, followed by a counter surge by our troops.
I waited nervously on the back side of a transport as the seconds ticked down. At the five minute mark, the flood of Talisan fighters turned and raced backwards. We were quickly across the gap and behind the transports, regrouping for our next push forward.
Screams could be heard from the Kergan ranks as they celebrated our retreat. Those screams of victory quickly turned to calls for attack as their troops emerged from their defensive positions. In less than a minute, the first of the Kergans cautiously nosed their way into the front part of the gap. Seeing no resistance, word was sent back. In only seconds the gap began to fill with tens of thousands of screaming Kergans as they raced forward after the retreaters.
Moments before reaching our side of the gap, our transport gunners opened fire with the particle cannons. Beam after beam sliced through the onrush of Kergan fighters, bringing their surge to a sudden, and devastating, halt. At forty-five seconds, the transport guns went silent and our fighters let out screams of their own.
The Kergans still in the gap turned to flee, but the gap turned bright blue with the ion bolts from our blasters. Kergan bodies exploded as we pushed rapidly across the gap and into the transports on the other side. The Kergans were regrouping.
Our force was greeted with a chaotic attempt at defense. We pushed forward through another dozen rows of transports before our progress began to slow. Our move, making use of the gap, had allowed the capture of another one hundred twenty transports. The Kergan fleet was shrinking rapidly.
The northern quarter of our advance remained at a standstill. I sprinted along, just behind our lines, stopping when I came upon my commanders.
General Tellinon was in command. "Your Highness, we have been unable to break through their lines. They are dug in, using both the ground and those transports for cover."
I said, "If we can't push them back, then we go around. Cut 'em off. How many troops do we have in reserve?"
The general replied, "We are down to our last fifty thousand."
I pulled back. "What? I thought we had close to ten times that amount!"
The general looked down. "We've attempted wave after wave of assaults with little success."
I threw my hands in the air. "And you didn't stop or call for tactical assistance? How did you get to be a general, General?"
Tellinon bowed his head in disgrace, took two steps back, and placed a blaster under his chin. Before I could react, he pulled the trigger and his head exploded, covering each of us with a smattering of his brains.
After an initial moment of shock, I looked around at the others. "Who is second in command?"
Colonel Mellu Brotlef stepped forward. "That would be me, Your Highness. How may I serve?"
I replied to Mellu and the others, "First, if a strategy isn't working, either change it or seek help or ideas from other commanders. Second, this is what we are going to do. Disable the particle cannons in the dozen ships in this section. We don't want them used against us. Next, move all available troops to the south by two hundred meters. Set up a defensive front and wait for the enemy to come to you. Third, I want a comm sent down to our central commanders asking for half of their reserves to be moved up to our new line.
"We'll lure the defenders forward, and then push in from the south until we can turn north, coming up behind their defenses. If we can cut them off from the others, we can at least hold them in check while the rest of our fighters move forward. We've been at this for six hours now and have two thirds of the ships under our control."
The colonel bowed her head. "We will begin this process immediately."
I moved south in anticipation of the reserve troops coming up. Fifteen minutes later, I had two hundred thousand fighters at my disposal.
Colonel Mellu stood beside me as I said, "OK, we attack just up there, between those transports. We force our way through and continue for another three rows. We plant a defense at that point and turn north. We keep moving until we reach the last transport in the row, then we start making our way back west. At that point, we send back runners and you move your troops in from the front. We'll see if we can crush them from both sides."
The colonel nodded and bowed.
I said, "Go now, prepare your troops. Give them a good motivational speech. If we pull this off there will be a field promotion in it for you."
Mellu replied as she again lowered her head. "My only desire is to serve my emperor."
I took a deep breath.
Once the colonel's troops had fallen back, I gave the order for our assault to begin. I cringed as the first two dozen troops to surge forward were wiped out by a multitude of orange particle beams. But my fighters pushed forward. I repeatedly raised my GPR, pumping a heavy gravity beam into a hot pocket of Kergan troops. We reached the end of the third transport in three short minutes. Defensive positions were taken and the bulk of my column of troops turned to the north.
They moved quickly from ship to ship, taking us deep into enemy lines. We reached the last transport sooner than I had anticipated. The Kergans countered with a push of their own. With one quick enemy maneuver, I found myself trapped, cut off from our reserves, with only two thousand fighters under my command. The Kergan counter-offensive had successfully pushed through our column, leaving us to fend for ourselves.
Joni blinked in. "Got yourself in a pickle!"
I replied, "A what?"
Joni rolled her eyes. "Never mind. I have an idea. I'm going to make you a way out, going through these two transports first, and then any others we want as needed. Rush that door and get all of your people aboard. I'll make an exit hole for you on the other end. Use the ramp to get on the next one and again I'll make you an exit. You'll have to fight your way onto each one of these ships, but that should only be through a handful of fighters. With luck, I can keep you just ahead of the bulk of their troops."
I replied, "You get us out of this and I'll give you a field promotion!"
Joni hesitated. "A what?"
I laughed. "Never mind. Just get us out of here."
We fought our way up a ramp onto a transport and then inside. Joni took out the guards as they appeared. When she reached the front of the ship. She aimed her tungsten coil gun and began to push the walls forward into the bridge and then out beyond. Violent explosions rocked the forward part of the transport as its framing and infrastructure was blown away. After repeating the process on the third ship, the resistance began to thin.
Joni said. "Where to from here? I can take you south again if you want."
I shook my head. "Just keep going. Every one of these ships we do this to will have its guns offline."
Joni replied, "It's only six more to the end."
I asked. "How many rows are disabled at the end?"
Joni hesitated. "Three."
As I ran forward I said, "Then we stop at the fourth and work our way south."
As we reached the next ship I glanced back. There was no one in pursuit. The particle cannons of the surrounding ships began to fire in unison. I looked up to see fifty Kergan transports firing back as they headed for the northern flank we were running from. One after another the transports crashed into the northern ships.
I yelled out, "Keep moving!"
Our small force moved off the transport we occupied as one of the attacking transports piled into the west end of the ship. I gave the order to just run south on foot. We fired at any Kergans we encountered as they ran about in confusion.
As we reached the seventh line of transports running south, I could see the fighting just to my west. We huddled into a tight wedge between two transports as thousands of fleeing Kergans came our way. Blue bolts were traded for orange beams as the fleeing fighters turned either north or south from our direction. We had broken their line. They were in full retreat.
I said to Joni as we rejoined the bulk of our force, "Go check on the Gruntas. We should have all of these transports offline soon. Come back in fifteen and we'll see if it's time to shut down the inhibitor and bring in the grunts."
I gave new orders to my commanders. "Board every ship and disable their cannons. If they manage a counter-offensive, we can at least keep them from defending against the grunts."
The new orders went out over the comm.



   Chapter 19

 
The last two dozen Kergan-controlled transports were soon under siege.
Joni returned with status. "The Kergans have pushed us almost to our transports. If they get in there and wreck them, your people are stuck here."
I replied, "Go tell Grunta Command to expect a field termination. Then shut it down. I don't think the last dozen ships here will be a problem for more than a few minutes."
Joni nodded. "I'll come back as soon as I can. Oh, and the battle topside rages on. The Moddle have been all but eliminated. The Grumar and Grotus are down to their last thousand ships and the Salton fleet stands at about three thousand. The Kergans still have over six. Unless something happens, they will come out on top."
Joni blinked out and was gone. I turned my focus toward capturing the few remaining Kergan ships. The fighters of the northern flank remained the stubborn holdouts. It was time to try a new tactic.
I called for a ceasefire. The seemingly continuous stream of blue ion flashes turned to nothing but Kergan orange. After a minute of holding back by my troops, the Kergan commander called a similar halt.
I yelled out, "Can we talk peace?"
The Kergan commander yelled back in a language I could not understand.
I raised Garrett on the comm. "Are the grunts in the air? And did we manage to record any conversations the ambassador had with the Kergans?"
Garrett replied, "Just launched. Let me check... got them. Pushing them to you now."
On my arm pad, I passed the conversations to the AI translator program and quickly received a match. I turned up the volume so the Kergan commander could hear.
Again I said, "Can we talk peace?"
The Kergan replied, "What did you have in mind?"
I continued, "How about no more killing of each other for a start?"
After a moment’s hesitation, I heard a reply. "Haven't we already achieved that?"
I laughed. "I guess we have. Look, this war was not of the choosing by the people we have down here on this planet. We were thrown into this and are just looking to survive. Our real enemy was the Grumar and Grotus."
The Kergan yelled back. "And yet your ships fight side by side with the Grumar and Grotus against us. And that after turning on a deal that had been made between us."
I held up my hands and walked slowly out into the open. "The people down here are not fighting for Harden Salton and his empire. They are fighting for themselves. Why do you think the Salton ships have made no effort to protect them?"
The Kergan stepped forward slowly. "What about the other warships you have down here? At this very moment they attack my fellow troops."
I said, "If you are willing to call off your troops, I'll call off my fighter ships. And if you have to think about that, just remind yourself that your people are dying by the thousands out there right now. I'm not looking for a surrender. Just a peaceful process where we can bring this killing to an end."
The Kergan stood before me. "And how do I know that you will keep your word?"
I shrugged. "The way I see it, we have the upper hand right now and we have this all but won. When those fighter ships are done with your ground troops in that forest, which won't take long, they will be coming here. We are already taking a big risk by just offering this to you. Call your troops off in that forest and I'll call off the fighter ships."
The Kergan spoke into his comm.
I opened a comm to Garrett. "Do you have a visual of the Kergan fighters? If so, tell me what they are doing."
Garrett replied, "They have broken off and are running back toward you."
I said, "Call off the grunts. And tell the Gruntas to hold their ground."
Garrett replied, "Call them off? What?"
I yelled into the comm. "Just do it! Now!"
Garrett looked away from the comm camera and then back. "OK, it's done. Grunts are going into a holding pattern. I sent a request to the Gruntas to hold their position. Looks like everything is quieting down."
The Kergan looked at me curiously. "Why is peace so important to you?"
I took a deep breath. "Because this is my people's home planet. The ruins you see down here on the surface are from our civilization, about three thousand years ago. The Grotus are a near identical species to ours that shared this planet with us at that time. After a horrific civil war, my people were swept away to another planet. The Grotus took to the stars. They are still our mortal enemies. Now, under the guise of the New Alliance and its efforts to expand, we have been returned to our home world. All we want is peace. And we are not to be confused with the New Alliance, although they currently consider us their subjects."
The Kergan offered a somewhat confused look. "There has to be a lot of information being left out of that story."
I nodded as I said to Garrett, "Get the autobots working on their prior task."
Garrett replied, "They're already on it."
I looked back at the Kergan. "Tell me, what do your people want with this planet?"
The Kergan huffed. "For several years our planet Bolitha has been under attack by the Grumar. We finally assembled a fleet large enough to not only push them off Bolitha, but to confront them on their own worlds. Your ambassador convinced us we could considerably weaken them with a fight here, making our attack on their worlds easier. Had the Alliance stuck to the deal that had been made, the Grumar would have been defeated and we would be on our way to their home worlds. This planet wasn't even a consideration before the deal was struck."
I nodded. "I will tell you what Harden Salton wants. He wants to run this whole galaxy."
The Kergan scowled. "How could one empire control an entire galaxy? That is ludicrous."
I laughed, "Well, actually, no, it's not. Our current empire spans six galaxies in their entirety. Only... at the moment, our empire is divided between a dozen wealthy families that are continuously breaking deals with each other."
The Kergan huffed. "Six galaxies? I am supposed to believe such drivel? You don't talk peace, you talk nonsense!"
Joni blinked in beside me to which the Kergan stepped back. "What is this?"
Joni said. "This is just a sampling of one technology we have. We also have the ability to open a wormhole portal, allowing us to travel wherever we want."
Joni vanished.
The Kergan waved his hand where Joni had previously stood. "A stealth suit. Impressive! But hardly a wormhole portal. You will have to do better."
I shook my head. "We don't control the portal. Harden Salton controls the portal. And once he has control of the Moddle empire, the Grumar and Grotus, and your worlds, he will build a fleet big enough to take through the portal to consolidate his power in our galaxies. After that, he will return to conquer the rest of this galaxy."
The Kergan grumbled. "And why should I believe that you are an authority on Harden Salton?"
Joni blinked back in. "Because I am his niece. So, here is what's going to happen. Your people can return to your transports. No attempts will be made to repair your weapons or to leave. The fight up above will continue. Your ships are winning and will continue to do so. Once you have defeated the other fleets, including the Salton ships, we will talk serious peace between the people on this planet and the Kergan Empire.
"That peace might even be an alliance if we feel you are strong enough to help us keep my uncle from acquiring a foothold here in your galaxy. I know that's a lot to absorb, but absorb it. The people down here want peace. You can continue your war against the Grumar, making use of these troops, after we have peace."
The Kergan commander stood quiet for a several seconds. "I will have to consult with my command."
Joni raised a finger before blinking out. "Any attempts at trickery or deceit and we will kill the lot of you."
The commander bowed his head and moved away for a private conversation.
I looked at Joni. "They will struggle with your suggestions. Your uncle's treachery will make it difficult for them to trust us. We should make contingency plans should they not agree to our terms."
Garrett landed the Jess close by and was soon standing beside us. "I have an idea I think we should consider. We send the bots over here to strip these transports of whatever we need to repair ours. That allows us to load up our people and leave. And we can do that before the fight up there ends."
I shook my head. "I don't believe the Gruntas will leave. They have now shed blood here and will have no interest in giving Jorus up again. Whatever strategy we come up with, it has to include holding this planet."
Garrett threw up his hands. "Why is it they have to keep choosing the hard way? We have the bots. Let's go find a quiet planet we can make use of for a year, and we'll come back when we have a real fleet!"
I replied, "For two thousand years they have been living on a planet that is not their own while being ruled by other species. It is only natural for anyone to want a home that belongs to them. It's the place of their history, one they have gone without for generations."
Garrett nodded. "Exactly, which is why they should be willing to go to all lengths to properly secure it. If they just stay here as is, the Saltons or the Grumar or now the Kergans are going to come and take it away. Your Council is likely to get everyone killed if they are unwilling to look at better options."
"I don't disagree," I said. "If it was up to me, I would follow a plan such as what you suggested."
Garrett pointed. "Well... drag your butt back to the bunkers and convince the Council that you're right! This isn't just about staying here. It's about staying and surviving and thriving. Your people deserve a shot at that."
Joni crossed her arms as she looked my way. "I think he's right. Go see the Council and tell them—no, demand from them that they follow your orders. You have saved them too many times now. They owe you."
I let out a long sigh. "I will talk to them."
Garrett gestured toward the bunkers. "Well, you might as well do it now. I don't see the Kergans coming back with an instant decision. And we might want to adjust any deal we make with them based on what the Council decides."
I looked at Joni. "Let me know if the commander comes back with any word. I'll be in front of the Council."
Garrett slapped me on the back. "Now we're talking. Come on. I'll give you a ride over there in the Jess."
We lifted off and were setting down in the valley less than a minute later. I walked down the ramp and for the first time in my last several visits, I was welcomed into the Council's chamber. This time, I was offered a chair to sit in.
The lead councilwoman began: "Mr. Beutcher, your sacrifices for your people, and your willingness to put your life on the line, have won over some in this council to your efforts."
I bowed my head. "Thank you. All I do is for my people. And I sit here before you again today to ask you to consider my counsel. The Kergans will win in the heavens above. That will leave us at their mercy should we stay. The bots are rapidly repairing your transports. We can leave here, find a new planet, and begin to build a real fleet and a real defense.
"We have the Kergan ground troops defeated, but that's only temporary. When they finish the fleet battle, those ships will come here and we will have no way to defend ourselves. Come with us. We will find a safe place. We can make a deal with the Kergans to peacefully cede us this planet when we return. From that point on we will have the ability to defend her. We can rebuild the civilization that was stolen from us."
After spending forty minutes trying to convince the Council of the merits of my plan, I was asked to leave. They would convene a discussion in private, letting us know of their decision when they deemed it necessary. I walked out of the chamber, into the valley, and back aboard the Jess. Decisions about our own fates would have to wait.



   Chapter 20

 
After lengthy discussions, the Council emerged from the chamber and the bunker. A meeting was set up in a clearing just north of the Kergan transports. The Kergans had refused to meet under any other than completely open terms. The Council accepted, wanting to talk peace.
The Kergan commander said, "It is unfortunate that our species had to first meet under these circumstances. Your people fought bravely. For that we have respect."
The lead councilwoman replied, "We wish to discuss terms of peace. If agreed upon, your people and your ships will be free to go. All we ask is to be left alone while we re-inhabit our world. This is our ancestral home."
The Kergan sat back in his chair. "The Grotus also make claim to this planet. Who are we to believe?"
The councilwoman looked at the Kergan intently. "We are a sister species to the Grotus. While it is true they originated on this planet as well, they forfeited their rights when they attempted to annihilate my species with nuclear destruction. We survived the attempt, only to be swept away by a third party."
The Kergan returned a curious gaze. "What third party? Another species?"
The councilwoman took a deep breath. "An artificial being who called himself the Duke took a number of species from this galaxy for the purpose of having us fight against other species he had also captured. It was all for sport, for his entertainment. The Humans, now the Saltons or the New Alliance, managed to defeat the Duke, taking control of the six galaxies. For two thousand years all sentient species within those galaxies have been at peace, a peace that was taken away when the Saltons and others took control.
"We were lied to and tricked into coming here to fight for our galaxies, believing this was one of them, and that it was under attack by an outside entity. I believe Mr. Beutcher informed you of the Saltons' true purpose here? As it turns out, Harden Salton lied, his diplomats and officers lied, and now we have the aftermath of those lies. We sit across from you today interested only in peace."
The Kergan glanced around at his officers and then back at the Council of nine Gruntas sitting before him. "Please allow me a few minutes to converse with my leadership."
The Council bowed their heads as the Kergan commander stood.
Garrett was the first to speak. "I don't like this. I don't know the Kergans, but I know when an expression looks less than honest."
I sighed. "I would have to agree with you. Have Jack put the grunts at the ready. And Joni, see if you can listen in on their conversation. I want to know what they are planning."
Joni walked casually behind a transport before blinking out, settling into the middle of the Kergan officers. She opened a video feed to our comms.
The Kergan commander said. "We are dealing with fools. General Holion predicts victory above within the day. We only need keep them at the negotiating table and their advantage will be lost."
One of his officers replied, "They seem to have two factions on this planet. Those who attacked our transports and the ones who are of the Council. Both fight with ferocity, yet only the yellow ones appear to be adaptable to change. And the stealth one. We believe it was she who was responsible for destroying our transport guns, allowing the attack. We should make effort to capture or kill her."
The commander nodded. "Yes, she poses a problem. If the signal is given, she must be taken out at the same moment as the Council."
The commander huffed. "They send their women to do men's work."
The Kergan officer shook his head. "I have seen their women in combat, Commander. They have fight and strength, easily matching two to three of our best warriors at once. We should not underestimate them."
The Kergan commander smiled. "As I have seen with this Council, they are arrogant where they should be confident. Confidence comes with prudence, where arrogance comes with pride. They negotiate here, believing they have the stronger hand, and therefore lack the fear that would keep most alive. I look forward to the call from General Holion."
I walked up to the lead councilwoman as they discussed their position in a closed circle. "We need to talk."
The councilwoman stood in anger, grasping my right shoulder with a strong finger jammed up under my arm. "You will not interrupt this council again, Knog Beutcher. Your insolence will no longer be tolerated."
I winced in pain as I replied, "They plot against—"
Extreme pressure was applied, bringing me to my knees as the nerve bundle under my arm took command of my body. As the councilwoman released my shoulder, I was shoved backwards. Garrett, with the assistance of two of my Talisan officers, was quick to assist me to my feet. I was walked to the side, still in a daze.
Joni blinked in, coming around the transport to where we stood. "Orders have been sent out for their troops to quietly prepare for an assault. They believe if they can cut the head off the serpent, the rest of the body will writhe around, uncontrolled, until it dies. The order is expected from their general at any time."
Garrett turned to the Talisan officers. "Have all your people move to defensible positions. Be prepared to fight back."
I stumbled over to the nearest Grunta officer. "Colonel, they are planning an attack."
The officer held up her hand. "The order just came out that we are not to converse with you, Mr. Beutcher. Please step away or I will have to have you arrested."
I stepped back in disbelief over the stubbornness and stupidity in judgment the Council was displaying.
I opened a comm to Jack as I stumbled back toward Joni and Garrett. "Bring the grunts in close. If this goes bad, I want the Council protected."
I attempted to open a comm to Getta but was denied.
I placed my hand on Joni's shoulder. "You will want to disappear now. Stay blinked out until any fighting is over. And do your best to protect the Council if at all possible."
Joni turned, walking around the corner of a transport as a hundred Kergan eyes followed her. Once out of sight, her suit was activated and her existence in our dimension diminished.
I turned to Garrett. "We should move to protect ourselves. You get back in the Jess and prepare to assist the Council where you can. I'll rejoin my troops."
Joni came over the comm. "I'm standing in the middle of the Kergans. They have asked that their attack time be moved up. Jack, do the Kergans have any ships moving this way?"
Jack replied, "Not yet, but they are separating a force from the fight. If they are coming this way, it looks like they may bring as many as a thousand ships this time."
"Joni," I said, "find my wife and fill her in on what's going down. If the Council is attacked, someone needs to lead the Gruntas back to the safety of the bunkers. Oh, and Garrett, get someone on the ground at the inhibitor, we will want to turn that back on."
Garrett replied, "On it. I'll pick up one of your officers. Give me three minutes and they will be in position."
As both sides quietly prepared for conflict, I decided to move a large contingency of my Talisan fighters closer to the Council. The move was met by immediate protest from the Kergans. A glance over at the Council was met with a look of anger and disdain. Knog Beutcher had never been the subject of such hatred.
The comm came in from Jack. "Their ships are moving this way, fast. It looks like they are bringing a quarter of their fleet. The other ships seems to have enacted some kind of ceasefire."
I took a deep breath before giving an order I knew would bring the wrath of the Council. It was needed for their protection.
I opened a comm channel to my commanders. "The Kergan ships are on the move. Bring all troops in the vicinity of the Council out into the clearing. We must protect them!"
I glanced over in time to see the Kergan commander look up from his comm with a sly smile.
Two unarmed Kergan runners, carrying packs, left his side, heading for the Council. I fired a gravity beam from my GPR. The beam hit the ground just to the left of the running Kergans, knocking one off balance. He stumbled and fell.
As the second Kergan neared the leaders of my species, now too close for me to target, I yelled, "Bomber!"
A torrent of particle beams and ion bolts went out in every direction as the bomber detonated his load. A fireball forty meters in diameter consumed all those inside. My Talisan troops quickly surrounded me as the once-peaceful clearing erupted in death and destruction. I fired several gravity beams at a retreating Kergan commander as he slipped back in among his transports. Heavy particle beams from above began to rain down on the camped Grunta troops as the once beaten Kergan warriors again pressed for an advantage.
Garrett came over the comm. "Inhibitor will be up in a minute if it survives. Stay low and I'll see if I can give you some cover fire. The grunts are coming in but they will be taking a beating from those incoming ships any second!"
Jack said, "I've knocked the shields off a dozen ships! But they are still coming in! If we don't recall those grunts now they will be all but destroyed in the next couple minutes!"
I shook my head as I ran for a berm. "Give them another fifteen seconds before sending out the recall signal!"
Jack replied, "Got it! We will likely still lose half!"
I again attempted to raise Getta on the comm and was again refused.
Garrett said, "I can't believe how quickly that fell apart. If it hadn't been for Joni and that suit we would have just gotten hammered."
I backed away toward a rock-covered hill with fifty Talisans beside me.
As I knelt behind a half meter high granite stone, a battalion of Kergan warriors emerged from between the two nearest transports. Orange particle beams filled the air around us as I dove for the cover of the granite. My Talisan fighters didn't fare so well as they attempted to protect their emperor.
I reached around the edge of the rock, firing several gravity beams from my GPR into the onrushing horde. Bodies flew, limbs were severed, screams of both pain and rage resounded. My hideaway burst into hot shards of melted silicon as the Kergan particle beams impacted the ground around me. The Grotus suit I wore began taking heavy damage.
Joni yelled out. "I got 'em!"
In the same moment, Garrett fired on the battalion from the safety of the Jess. I stood and fired as the few surviving troops of Garrett's wrath turned and fled.
Joni said, "Getta and the others are heading for the bunkers, but they need twenty minutes! The field is coming online now! It won't offer the coverage we need if those ships continue to come! Which they are!"
Garrett set the Jess down next to my position with the ramp lowered. I ran, jumping onto the ramp as he lifted off.
I gave an order for my Talisan troops. "Make your way back into the inhibitor field and back to the bunkers! We will give what cover we can!"
Garrett turned his sights toward the sky. "At this point, all I can do is slow them down. We will have to back out of here, starting any second. If they camp just above that inhibitor field, they can still put an end to that transport fleet. From close in, those particle beams will go right through the light armor on those ships."
I replied as I sat in the copilot's chair. "Just keep them away from our people as long as you can. Ships can be replaced."
Joni said, "You two don't take any unnecessary chances. I'll be sticking it out down here with the Talisans, trying to get them inside the field."
Garrett yelled, "We have incoming beams!"
Jack replied, "We're moving back toward the northeast. Unless something breaks our way, I think our people will be stuck on this rock for a while. They are bringing in some of their big ships this time. Check your targeting displays and hit the ones that still have their shields! Slowing them down is all we've got!"
I stood and walked toward the back of the cabin. "We still have two of the Odenta parachutes. Can you get in over the valley for a drop?"
Garrett shook his head. "No can do. We won't be going near that place anytime soon. Once we set our distance we can push those ships back one at a time, but that's about our limit. Jack and I could both do close in damage with our ion cannons, but we would get cut to shreds by those particle beams. As of now, all we can do is to sit back and be a nuisance."
Joni said, "OK, the Talisans are under the dome. But they're in the open. If anyone decides to camp just above, they won't last long."
I replied, "From outside the field the Kergans should only have visual sensors. Have the Talisans hide wherever they can until after dark. They can move toward the bunkers then."
As we watched over her video feed, Joni powered away from the ground. "The first ship is coming! I'll see what damage I can do to it from within! Maybe if I can drop a few ships they will back off!"
Garrett shouted into the comm. "Don't take any unnecessary chances!"
Jack let out a yell. "We have incoming! I count another five thousand Alliance ships just breaking onto the sensors!"
Garrett turned the Jess back toward the field.
I said, "What are you doing?"
Garrett gestured toward his nav screen. "If Joni takes out a couple of those ships, the Kergans will run, given that new fleet coming in. I don't want to miss out on adding to the chaos when it starts."
The video feed from Joni showed her closing on and then entering in through the forward section of a Kergan cruiser. "I think I have the particle accelerator in front of me. I'll shut it down and then look for the power generators."
The cruiser exploded with a bright orange flash.
"Crap!" Joni yelled. "I almost bought it! They fired that weapon at the same time I pumped a tungsten pellet into it! Everything got bright orange and my suit skin jumped up to 92 percent on the absorption scale! I think I'll stick to hitting generators!"
A second Kergan ship fell from the sky as Joni destroyed its power system, taking its gravity generators offline. As Garrett predicted, the other Kergan ships reversed course and began to climb for high orbit.
Garrett smiled as he gave the last of the ships a boost with his gravity beam. "That was fourteen hundred ships we just knocked the forward shields off of. If the Salton ships engage, that fight will go decidedly their way."
Garrett held up a fist. "Yes! I just got my wish! The new ships are heading this way!"
Jack replied, "I wouldn't get so excited. I don't know that we want those New Alliance ships in control either."
Garrett snarked, "Well, at least they won't be looking to kill our people on the ground."
Jack said, "Looks like the space battle is picking up again."
Garrett smiled. "Good! I hope they kick the crap out of each other. I have a visual of the transports. Looks like they might have only taken minimal damage."
Joni turned back toward the field. "I'll shut off that inhibitor so the bots can get back to work. Knog, you might want to see your people. They just lost their leadership."
I replied, "Grunta Command will elect a new Council. They have contingencies to help keep our government in place. But yes, I should get down there."
As the inhibitor field faded, Garrett swooped into the valley, setting the Jess down just outside the bunker that housed Grunta Command. Nominations for the Council were already underway. A vote would be taken within the hour.
Jack came over the comm. "We have more news! The Alliance ships have rolled over on the remaining Grumar and Grotus ships and are fighting alongside the Kergans. Just when you start thinking there's hope, they go and change the game on you."
I ran down the ramp-way and into the bunker. The first set of guards held me just inside the door until General Abila ordered my release. I was escorted into Grunta Command where a list of nominees was being bandied about.
General Abila said, "We appreciate all you have tried to do for us. For that reason, we would like your input on the nominees. I know this is highly unusual for a male, but your insights would carry weight."
I opened a comm to Getta. "Are you OK? Everyone else?"
Getta replied, "We were fortunate to not be in the first wave this time. There were many losses."
I turned to the general. "Would I be given the honor of making a nomination?"
General Abila thought for a moment, then nodded. "I believe I could submit that for you."
I pursed my lips. "I would like to nominate my wife, Getta Beutcher."
The general's eyes grew wide. "Have you discussed this with her? She may not be amenable to being nominated by her husband."
I smiled. "That's why I would like for you to do her the honor. She will serve with as much passion and respect for our culture as any other Grunta. The consolation for me would be having a member of the Council who doesn't despise my every move."
General Abila returned a smile. "I will put forth her name. Her record on the battlefield will be difficult to argue against. Just keep in mind, as with every Council, there are those who will stop at almost nothing to have their candidate selected. It is a most powerful position."
Garrett came over the comm. "Jack says the Grumar and Grotus fleet will be finished within the hour. If your people want to have a voice with the Alliance, you better get that in place quick. If they see you're without a Council, they'll make nominations of their own. I'm sure they have a few spies within your ranks."
I looked at the general. "Time's wasting, Miss Abila."
The general let out a sigh. "I will push for a rapid vote. With this nomination going into the mix, I would suggest that it would be better if you were not here."
I replied, "Thank you, General. I don't think you'll regret this."
The six generals that made up Grunta Command, along with the thirteen surviving regional governors, voted on a new Council of Nine. Getta Beutcher was among the names that came out of the vote.
I returned to the bunker that held my family. Getta looked upset. A bag containing clothing was being packed.
I asked, "What's wrong?"
Getta stopped and looked up. "I've been elected to serve on the new Council. This is a disaster!"
I replied, "Why? You are certainly capable. You are a reasoned individual, intelligent, and your recent combat experience speaks for itself."
Getta's jaw dropped open slightly. "You? You put them up to this?"
I held up my hand. "OK, maybe I did, but why is that such a bad thing?"
Getta scowled. "Did you stop to think about the impact on our children? Who is going to be out there leading them in battle? Do you trust that job to anyone else?"
I stood silent for several seconds. "I guess I didn't stop to think about that aspect of it. This all happened very quick. There was no time to debate."
Getta stuffed another piece of clothing into her duffel. "I've been asked to move to the command bunker. The new Council will be meeting within the hour. This is a disaster."
I shook my head. "No. This is an opportunity. We will finally have a voice in the Council. There are no more deals with Saltons that have to be paid for in blood. Had the Council taken my counsel we might not even be at war."
Getta again stopped. "Well, we're at war now. What would you propose we do?"
I gestured toward the bunker door. "I would suggest we put every effort into getting those transports running and to getting out of here. There has to be a planet in this sector we can make into our temporary home while we figure this all out. If we stay here, we are at the mercy of whatever fleet controls this space. I would rather we be in control of our own lives."
Getta slung the duffel over her shoulder. "I have to leave our children in the care of their grandmother, as their father is out running around trying to save the AMP."
I stepped forward and took her by the arm. "You have done an excellent job of raising and protecting our brood. They are well adjusted, excellent fighters, smart and mature. Their mother did as good a job as any Grunta mother could have. You gave them all solid foundations to stand and build upon. I have no doubt they will excel at whatever it is they do. They all got that from their mother."



   Chapter 21

 
I walked up the ramp onto the Garmon. After a quick visit with Go, I found myself sitting in a chair on the bridge.
Jack said, "The bots are almost done with the scheduled repairs. Given our losses in this last battle, we'll have enough room to fly everyone, including the Talisans, out of here. We'll have to focus some energy on food-stocks if we plan on a journey of any duration."
I replied, "It's all still dependent on how the Council votes. I have to wonder what's in store for us. That fighting above will be finished within the day. What are the Kergans and Saltons going to do next? What's their latest deal?"
Jack referred to the nav display. "They are evenly matched with this latest fleet coming through. Too bad we can't get Joni back on the Sutherlin."
Joni popped into view. "If I go back on there, we lose having someone in this suit."
Garrett said, "I'm sure Go is eager to get back in there once he's healed up."
I looked at Garrett with a solemn expression. "He didn't tell you, did he?"
Garrett replied, "Tell me what?"
Joni continued, "His arm, he didn't mention his arm?"
Garrett grabbed his own right forearm. "His right arm? Yeah, it's got some heavy healing to do, but so what? Give him a month or two and he'll be back."
Jack shook his head. "He probably just didn't want to tell you. The Talisan surgeons are taking his right arm off tomorrow. It's essentially dead and starting to drag down his overall health."
Garrett sat in a chair with his mouth partially open. "I was in there for an hour this morning and he never said a word about it to me. His whole arm?"
Joni nodded. "Up to the shoulder socket. His right lung is badly scarred as well. He won't be going back into that suit anytime soon. And if he did, he wouldn't be able to move himself around without that BHD glove. So I'm kind of stuck in this thing for a while."
Garrett sighed. "He never said a word to me about any of this."
I said. "He looks upon you as both his best friend and the caring brother he never had. His family life was messed up before he came to work on SS241. We have been like his family ever since we got there."
Garrett looked up. "What about his overall health?"
Joni answered, "He'll be weak due to his lung scarring, but otherwise he should be fine. He's eager to get that arm removed so he can at least get back into the lab. He's used his time in bed to think about the sodium material issues. He has a few things he wants to try. And with the rest of us having been so busy lately, he's been Raptor's new best friend as well."
A call from Getta came over my comm. "The new Council is convening and they wish to speak with you."
I nodded. "I'll be right there."
As I left the bridge of the Garmon, the others were quiet. Garrett needed time to soak in the news about Go. Jack and Joni looked over displays of plans for getting close enough to the Sutherlin to once again receive information from Garrett's tag. When I entered the Council's chamber, there were several broken discussions going on. My presence wasn't noted for almost a full minute.
The new lead councilwoman said, "Everyone, please take your seats. We need to move forward with our discussions. Mr. Beutcher's time is valuable, just like our own."
The comment drew scowls from several of the new councilwomen. Getta smiled as she sat.
The lead councilwoman, Gaale Crommus, continued, "Mr. Beutcher has a plan he believes we should discuss. Mr. Beutcher, if you would..."
I cleared my throat. "First. I would like to thank you for this honor. The decision you have before you is a difficult one. We have already seen that the Saltons do not keep their word. If this Council chooses to stay here on Jorus, know that we are at the mercy of the fleets up above. We will have to comply with whatever it is they decide.
"If that decision is to load everyone onto the transports and fly to Bolitha to fight the Kergans, we will have no choice but to do so. If that decision is to load onto transports to fly to Mayanis to fight the Grotus, we will have no choice but to do so. If we stay here now, we lose our ability to choose.
"I would like to offer this alternative. We load everyone onto the transports, which are almost at the ready, and we fly out of here as free citizens. Where would we go? That would be a decision this Council would have to make. I would suggest that we locate an uninhabited world, set up a colony, and work to build ourselves a fleet.
"Now, that is not a simple task. We have to survive, we have to build, we have to establish ourselves on a planet we don't know and that we have no attachment to. But once we have established ourselves, once we have a fleet assembled, we can journey back here to claim our home world."
Gaale Crommus asked, "What if the Saltons and Kergans offer us peace and allow us to stay here?"
I shook my head. "I don't believe they will make that offer with any intention of keeping it. Harden Salton looks upon us all as nothing more than soldiers in his grand expansion plans. Any deal we make with him is tenuous at best. He can't be trusted, and certainly not trusted with the lives of our entire species. Please consider my request to leave Jorus, if only so we can return here later in a position of strength."
A second councilwoman said, "You would have us leave this planet in search of another? How is that better? Why would the others not just follow us or search us out? And what if we cannot find a suitable planet?"
I shrugged. "If we get out there, and we determine that life here on Jorus under the Saltons or the Kergans is preferred, we can just turn around and come back. I believe we will only have this one opportunity to govern ourselves, to make our own way, to only have to fight for ourselves. I've taken the initiative to have the transports repaired and stocked. After our latest casualties, we now have enough room to take everyone, including my Talisan citizens, plus additional food and supplies."
Gaale Crommus stood. "Mr. Beutcher, you will have our decision today."
I bowed as I said, "I understand this discussion will take time. All I ask is that you keep in mind that our window of opportunity for making an exit is small. And that window could begin to close at any moment. The war in the heavens will soon be at an end."
I again bowed as I backed out of the chamber.
As I walked down the hallway toward the massive bunker door, Joni blinked in beside me. "I thought that went as well as could be expected."
I sighed. "What is it with you people? Doesn't anyone respect the privacy of others?"
Joni chuckled. "So you want me to go back in there?"
I nodded. "Please. If they plan to stay, we have to make alternate plans. I'm taking my Talisans out of here no matter what. Jack, Garrett, Go and I cannot stay here. And you can't stay and keep that suit."
Joni blinked out. I made my way back onto the Garmon, going straight to the med lab to see Go. He was busily typing away on a holo-keyboard with his good hand as I entered the room.
Go looked up. "What'd the Council say?"
I shook my head. "They haven't. They are meeting about that right now. This is a whole new Council, but given the past record of decision making, I'm not holding out much hope. I've ordered my Talisans to begin the boarding process on our Odenta transports. They will all fit on those ships after our last fight."
Go winced. "How many did we lose in that last fight?"
I frowned. "We are down to three and a half million from our original six."
Go stared. "What?"
I nodded. "That last fight with the Kergans was costly. Much more so for the Kergans than for us, but we lost a lot of good fighters. I lost a lot of good citizens."
Go grimaced. "Sorry to hear that."
I looked at the holo-display floating in front of him. "Is this the sodium material?"
Go nodded. "I thought I'd make myself productive before tomorrow's operation. Doc say I'll be down for two days."
I furrowed my brows. "Two days? I would think a full amputation would go quickly, as would the recovery."
Go half smiled. "Unfortunately, they have scar tissue to deal with. Both in my shoulder and my right lung."
I sat in a chair next to his bed. "I didn't know they were taking the lung as well."
Go swiped away at several screens until diagrams of his surgery came up. "They're taking the right arm all the way up to the shoulder socket. They're taking the outer half of the right lung, my right kidney, and a portion of my intestines. The cells are dead and the decay is killing me."
I looked over the diagram. "Not much of you left after that. I had no idea the damage was so extensive."
Go half smiled. "If it hadn't been for the bio-gel in the suit I would be dead."
I leaned back in the chair. "Now two days in recovery seems short."
Go laughed. "That's two days I'll be under. Recovery will take weeks. But I do have something to keep me occupied. I have the AIs working on an artificial lung and an artificial arm. I'm fairly certain they will be able to devise an arm with a set of sensors which can be attached to nerve endings. I would be able to control it through thought, like normal. I mean, it won't be normal at first, I'll have to train it. But I think I could eventually have full movement back."
I nodded. "That's fantastic!"
Go looked down at his dead arm. "It's only a possibility, but I'll be keeping a positive outlook regardless."
I smiled. "That's one of the things I've always respected about you. You try to keep a good outlook. And I would like to say here and now that I have relied on your positive perspective on more than one occasion to help improve my own soured outlook."
Garrett walked into the room. "The Sutherlin will be landing just outside in a few minutes. I can only guess the Saltons are about to try to strike another deal."
I nodded. "Thanks for letting me know."
I stood, raising Joni on the comm as I walked into the hallway. "You are about to have a visitor in there. Ambassador Gottlieb is landing just outside. Which way is the discussion leaning?"
Joni replied, "I can still patch that feed through to you."
I shook my head. "No, I would prefer that I not violate the trust of the Council. I know it makes no sense, but I would prefer not to see or hear their deliberations directly."
Joni smiled. "OK, well, we have four in favor of leaving and three in favor of staying, with two undecided. And I'm sure you don't want to hear this, but Getta is one of the undecideds."
I shook my head slowly. "It looks as though I failed. The ambassador will undoubtedly offer them peace and security for staying. And they will undoubtedly accept."
Joni replied, "The ambassador is coming in. I’ll let you know how it goes."
As I came back into the room, Go pulled up an image of the sodium material. "I'm very close on the material. It's showing signs of activation which are similar to the suit. It's covered with billions of nano-gravity generators, and then the sodium coating. The sodium binds with the surface of the generators, which allows it to exist without interacting with moisture in the air when it's inactive.
"When activated, the gravity field, although tiny, is intense. It's strong enough to stop the electron spin of the sodium atoms which in turn makes the sodium act the way it does. All energies, all matter, is absorbed into the sodium skin, passed around if necessary, and expelled on the other side. It's fascinating… even if I don't have a good reason as to why it works."
I sat back in the chair. "You said you're very close?"
Go nodded as he brought up a diagram of the nano-gravity generator. "I'm having trouble getting the gravity wave strong enough to transfer the required energy to the sodium."
I looked over the image and replied, "Too bad you can't make use of the Odenta tech we use on the gravity beam cannons and GPRs."
Go stared at me for several seconds. "I don't know what I was thinking! That might be exactly what I need. I've been trying to amplify the power rather than to focus it! You may just have solved our biggest issue!"
I half frowned. "I come in and get you all excited just before you go under the knife."
Go laughed. "What? Are you kidding? That doesn't happen until tomorrow afternoon. I can have the bots working on this in twenty minutes. You just gave me something to keep my mind busy until the surgery. Thanks!"
Joni came back over the comm. "Man, this guy is smooth. They just voted eight to one to stay. Getta was the holdout. She's talking right now, but I don't think anyone will be changing their minds. The ambassador should be back on his ship. Wait ... they’re calling for a vote. Her arguments were rejected. I count nine hands. They're staying."
I asked, "What did the ambassador offer?"
Joni scowled. "Exactly what you said... peace and security. They'll be asked to participate in the attack on Mayanis. Which they eagerly accepted. The Kergans wanted to trade particle beam tech for the inhibitors, but the ambassador told them he didn't feel it was in their best interest. He asked about the GPRs, as the Kergans had also asked about them.. The Council told him they weren't their weapons. I think he's still trying to figure that one out."
I opened a comm to my Talisan commanders. "How are we doing with the boarding?"
A Talisan general responded. "The last of our people are boarding now. Supply loading should be complete in the next five minutes."
I nodded. "Send out an order to all AIs and bots. I want them aboard our ships. They go with us. The Council has voted to stay. They will have to make do with what they have."
The general bowed. "I believe we are leaving them in good shape. All power and water systems have been restored. Their transports are ready for flight as well."
I thanked the general and closed the comm. I nodded to Go as I got up to leave the room. His mind was fully occupied with his nano-gravity generator problem.
As I walked onto the bridge, Jack said, "I hope you are ready to go. The Sutherlin has been talking to the Salton commanders non-stop. Ambassador Gottlieb delivered the bad news. I think we need to make our exit before the skies are full of Alliance battleships."
I opened a comm to Joni. "I think you need to come back aboard the Garmon. It's time we left."
Joni blinked in beside me. "Let's go."
Garrett came up from the docking bay. "What's up? The bay is filling up with AIs and bots."
Jack gestured toward the nav display. "We're leaving as soon as they're aboard. Oh, and Knog, I hope you don't mind, but I commandeered a couple of the Alliance transports to carry the rest of the bots. The ambassador might cry foul, but I don't particularly care."
I took a deep breath. "Have all the ships move to a single staging location. I want any AIs on those Alliance transports transferred to our ships. If the Alliance ships wind up slowing us down we may just have to scuttle them. We'll leave as soon as all ships are there."
Jack passed the orders along. A hail came over the Garmon's comm from the ambassador.
I answered, "Hello, Ambassador."
"Mr. Beutcher," Amabassador Gottlieb replied, "you are an enigma. I continue to hear of your demise only to have you show up later. I really do wish you could be trusted to join our team."
I shook my head. "I'm afraid I already know too much about your team and what it stands for, Ambassador. I prefer to be free, and to treat everyone fairly."
The ambassador laughed. "Mr. Beutcher, you have a false impression of what's really going on. All that we do, we do for the New Alliance. I have heard it's your desire that we return to the AMP? I can assure you that our goals are aligned. We wish a single government ruling all the galaxies. The figurehead at the top of that government is the only true difference."
I scowled. "Your twisted lies don't work on me, Ambassador. I know about Harden Salton's desired dictatorship. And I know about his expansion plans out here and beyond. I'll be taking my Talisan citizens and leaving."
Ambassador Gottlieb waved his hand. "Do as you will, Mr. Beutcher. You may go freely. I know that you have Joni Salton there with you. Her uncle wishes her no ill will. And if she is listening, she can return whenever she likes, so long as you no longer meddle in the affairs of the New Alliance. And as to your Talisan troops, take them. We have an ample supply back home still waiting to come through. Upwards of one hundred fifty million I believe that have been conscripted, trained, and are waiting for battle. And we have you to thank for that, Mr. Beutcher."
"What do you mean?"
The ambassador returned an evil grin. "It was you who gave them the order to follow our orders, was it not? I believe you directed them to return home and offer no resistance? Am I correct?"
"I didn't tell them to go to war for you!" I said.
The ambassador shook his head. "You are talking to a diplomat, Mr. Beutcher. Those words are merely semantics. You gave an order, they followed. Simple."
The ambassador then offered a stern look. "And you would do good to stay away from the Gruntas, Mr. Beutcher. If word was to get back that you are meddling in our affairs, well, things might not go well for your family. I believe your wife, Getta, is now in a position of power? She would not be difficult to find if the need should arise."
I took a deep breath. "So you are threatening my family?"
Ambassador Gottlieb thought for a moment. "Again, semantics. You stay out of our business with your little troop of disrupters and we won't have any issues. Oh, and before I forget, your Odenta friends on Doomlight, they decided against joining the New Alliance. Our new Moddle friends should be arriving there shortly to take care of them. Sorry to have to give you the bad news."
I turned to Jack. "Get us out of here before I fire one of those fermium missiles down his throat."
I looked back at the comm display. "We will meet again, Ambassador. And you won't be quite so smug when that happens."
The ambassador gently shrugged his shoulders in an "oh well" type gesture just as the comm channel closed. The Garmon accelerated skyward along with the rest of our small fleet.
I turned to Jack. "Head for Doomlight once we're away."



   Chapter 22

 
The journey to Doomlight was long and full of dread. The Odentas who traveled with us had already lost their world. If the Saltons had wiped out their remaining brethren on Doomlight, I feared for their sanity. As we entered the Doomlight system our sensors lit up with activity. We pulled to a stop.
Jack said, "I have at least five thousand ships in high orbit. Give me a sec and I'll have visual on the city we left them in. The planet's rotation places it on this side."
Garrett crossed his arms. "I don't know if we want to see this. If Harden did them in like the ambassador said, I might have to go back through to Alpha Prime and kill him myself."
Jack continued, "OK, we have the city, and... it looks to be intact. Those look like Odentas."
I replied, "Raise them on the comm."
Seconds later an Odenta voice answered. "We are glad to hear from you! How did the mission go?"
Garrett jumped in. "What's going on? You have Salton forces all over that planet."
The audio feed changed to video as well. "The Alliance ships showed up and threatened us. We have a large contingent of very powerful gravity cannons which we had the bots build for us. After two days of siege with no progress, the Alliance vessels gave up. They offered peace if we wouldn't interfere with their works."
I replied, "I have a hard time believing they kept their word."
The image on the display shook his head. "They didn't, but we were prepared. They attempted a ground assault, which was disastrous for them. Atmospheric assaults yielded the same results. They even attempted to bombard us with space rocks, which we also repelled."
Garrett asked, "What about ion cannons?"
The Odenta officer nodded. "We were able to modify the inhibitor field to come on almost instantaneously. The field is momentary, but it was all that was needed to stop the ion blasts from coming in. Thankfully they didn't press the strategy as our defenses would have been easily overwhelmed. Instead, they chose to ignore us. They have other business to attend to."
I said, "Well, we'll get you out of there. We need to find another planet to camp on that's out of the way."
Go came onto the bridge, carried by two bots. "I have a possible solution. These bots are immune to the radiation on Odenta. We can send a shipload of them out there to start cleaning up. All we need is an area of maybe a hundred square kilometers to begin with. Send out maybe ten thousand with orders to replicate and then to start cleaning. We could have that area detoxed in a month. The whole planet could probably be done in a year. Filtering those oceans will be the hardest part."
Garrett returned a suspicious expression. "You sure that's possible?"
Go nodded. "I am. And not only that, I think we get the added benefit of everyone believing that planet is radioactive. If it was me, without the bots to clean, I wouldn't go near that place for at least ten years. Even then, it would only be useful for short visits. But if the bots can clean it up, well, I think it might make a great place to hide out for a while."
I turned to Jack. "We have two transports with nothing but bots and AIs. I say we send them out with orders to clean out an area for us."
Jack replied, "Why not just tell them to analyze the situation and optimize the cleanup of the whole planet?"
I shook my head. "No, I think we want to initially stay with a small area. That way, any scans by a passing ship and that planet should still show on the sensors as highly radioactive."
I turned back to face the Odenta. "I think we might have a solution."
The Odenta replied, "We've discussed this at length since you've been gone. We would just as soon stay here as search for another planet."
I smiled as I nodded: "What if we were to take you home to Odenta?"
The image on the display sat forward. "Is that even possible?"
"We believe so," I said. "It will require that you stay here for a bit longer, maybe a month."
Go signaled his bots to take him back to the lab. "I'll get with Anterra and get started on this."
Garrett half frowned. "The AIs have names. I know they may be the only reason we are still around, but they still make me nervous. Especially as comfortable as Go is with them."
Jack said, "That's the original name for that one. The clones don't have names. And thus far they haven't given us anything to worry about."
Garrett thought for a moment. "No, they haven't. But they are machines. They have infinite patience. They could be continuously plotting our overthrow and we wouldn't know it until it happened. There's no emotion to alert us, no questionable behavior. Their motives could remain completely hidden right up until the point where they pull the trigger."
I laughed. "You need to take a step back, Garrett. You start letting your emotions run wild with speculation and you will soon be full of paranoia. You have the kill switch still at the ready?"
Garrett nodded. "Always."
Jack replied, "Well, there you go. That's the best you can do. Just keep it close and you have nothing to worry about."
Garrett huffed. "Yeah, except I may be here and the AIs and bots might be a month away. The kill switch isn't magic, you know. It's not universal in its effectiveness."
I smiled. "True. Which is why each of us has a trigger for that switch. And it's why I was thinking of sending you out with the bots to start the cleanup process."
Garrett thought for a moment before looking over at Joni. "Can she come?"
Joni began to speak, to which I held up my hand. "We need to keep her here. I want to get her on the Alliance command ships to see what it is they are planning."
Joni half smiled. "I can do that."
I looked back at Garrett. "If we can get this colony established on Odenta, and if we can get their people off Doomlight and back there, that frees us up to go back through that portal. We need to check on the progress of that new portal ship Harden is building."
Garrett frowned. "OK, I'll do it."
I gestured to Jack. "Arrange for all the Odenta transports and cruisers to head out for Odenta. We'll work on how we're going to get everyone off this planet. And, Garrett, as soon as you can empty those transports and send them back this way, the sooner we can load them back up. We need transports if we're going to move these people."
Garrett replied as he turned. "I'll get started on that now."
Joni smiled and then followed Garrett off the bridge.
Jack said, "Those two are getting close."
I nodded. "They are both deserving of a chance at a relationship. I just hope it doesn't interfere with what we are trying to accomplish."
Jack leaned back in his chair. "Yeah, but I think we have to just let them go. We might still be fighting for what we want to accomplish twenty years from now. Wouldn't be fair to make them wait. Let them have at it. We'll just have to learn to work with it."
I smiled. "I think we are both in agreement. I just wish I could supply them with a better environment for starting a relationship."
Jack laughed. "Well, you can look at it like this, if they can hang together through all this, they'll be unstoppable."
Garrett transferred to an Odenta cruiser and was soon on his way. The other cruisers and transports followed. Joni plopped herself down in a bridge chair with a sad face.
I sat beside her. "How's the suit holding up?"
Joni replied, "I just had the power cells filled, and the filter cleaned. The bio-gel was replaced yesterday. Everything is at 100 percent."
I placed my hand on her shoulder. "We need to get you onto one of those command ships. Our only method is to send you out and for you to power your way over to them. That was an eight day drift before we added the extra power cell. You should be able to accomplish it in two now. You'll just have to keep your speed at sixteen SOL or less."
Joni nodded. "I can do two days. Should I tag the bridge of the ship I land on?"
I thought for a moment. "Hold on."
I opened a comm to Go. "Did we ever get more stealth tags from the bots?"
Go replied, "Yes. I have about dozen now. If I can get some free time to work with the AIs on them, I believe I could get them to the point of being made as they are needed."
"Can you get half of those tags for Joni? We'll be sending her out shortly to do some recon on the Alliance command ships."
Go nodded. "Send her down and I'll have them ready. I'll even give her a quick lesson on how to best deploy them."
I stood with Joni in front of Go.
"I can't believe you have those bots carting you around like that," Joni said. "Who's the emperor here?"
Go replied, "Yeah, well, my right leg isn't in all that great shape either."
Joni half smiled. "Well, you look good considering what you just went through."
Go nodded. "The Talisans are excellent surgeons. And they have a good understanding of nerve endings and nerve bundles. I actually feel OK. Pain is minimal. Just have to get used to doing everything with my left hand. The bots have been a big help."
Go pulled a tab from a drawer. "Here are some dummy tags. You can practice deploying these before you have to do the real thing. You will probably want to do it somewhere with a camera. Play it back to see if you show. After you've done half a dozen, I'd go up to the bridge and see if you can do it without getting spotted. When you think you have it, come see me and I'll evaluate your stealthiness and the tag placement. If you want to deploy one, you press down on the dot with your fingertip, and then press your fingertip against the surface you want to stick it to. It activates as soon as it leaves the tab."
Joni replied, "Press and stick. Got it."
Go shook his head. "Not exactly. That works great if the suit is inactive. If you're blinked out, it can get complicated."
"How so?" Joni said.
Go brought up his holo-display. "Bear with me a few seconds. I can't press the buttons on this thing anymore. I have to tell the bots what I want. Select... stealth tag... deploy... while active."
An image of the suit came up on the display. "OK, what you have to do is to blink in, press, and then stick it where you want before blinking out."
Joni frowned. "Won't I be visible?"
Go nodded. "With a little practice you can do it with an activation level of 2 percent of your glove. Your hand will be visible, but not fully so. If you can blink fast enough you'll just look like a blur on a bridge camera. Go too slow and a good tech could pick out your glove outline from the video. Also, you'll want to place it somewhere that has the best view of the bridge. And remember, it's not always just the people you want to see. Having a look at a console display can tell you as much or more as watching any crewman."
Joni practiced with several tags before heading back to the bridge.
Go looked at me. "I improved the battery life. We should get a good six months out of them now."
I replied, "How's the active sodium material coming?"
Go held up a finger as the bots carried him to another table. "Over here. We've been having trouble shrinking it down to the scale we need, but I think it's only a matter of time before we have it. And I've been thinking a lot about its use. If we cover a ship, we have no propulsion and we lose our gravity shields."
I sat in a nearby chair. "Could we just cover the front half of a ship?"
Go shook his head. "No. It has to be fully enclosed. I've been studying the BHD, the coil gun gloves, and the external speaker and mic. I have no idea how they were able to make those features function on this suit. Eventually I might figure it out, but right now it's out of our grasp."
Go ordered up a display. "If we covered an entire ship, we could make it disappear. Without that external mic and camera signal though, we would be completely blind to everything outside the active skin. While that might be good for hiding your ship, it's not practical. The material isn't all that hardy, and without being activated it would get blasted off a hull by normal space dust. It's kind of an all-or-nothing proposition."
"What about for another suit?" I asked.
Go again shook his head. "Again, without the BHD glove and external sensor feeds, the suit would be useless. But I'll figure it out. I just need time."
I said, "Have the Talisans been helpful with this?"
Go nodded. "Tremendously so. But their expertise is on the implementation side. You get something working or close to working and they can improve upon it."
I looked around the lab, gesturing at the AI named Anterra. "What about the AIs?"
Go leaned over on his good arm as he looked back. "I'm not sure. When it comes to this suit, I've been very careful about what information I share with it. I don't know, maybe Garrett has me a little spooked. I won't tell him this, but I do try to keep a certain distance with our critical technologies. Take the gravity beam weapons: the bots and AIs have fully assembled those, excluding one very sensitive part, the gravity focusing mechanism. And to date, all we've used have been hand constructed by the Talisans. As a last step we put that part in there ourselves."
I frowned. "Couldn't the AIs just pull one of those out and reverse engineer it?"
Go shrugged with his left shoulder. "I don't know. I suspect they could. But I don't really want to find out. I'd rather use them to construct things for us from known designs."
"How about an ion amplifier?" I asked.
Go thought for a moment. "I haven't done anything with blasters. That might be a good subject to turn Anterra loose on. If we could make our own efficient amplifiers, that would come in useful for any ships we might build."
Go said to the AI, "Anterra, you will find a blaster rifle on that wall over there. See if you can determine exactly how the ion amplifier in that works. If you figure that out, let me know immediately."
Anterra replied, "Thank you for making use of my abilities, Go. I will inform you when progress has been made."
A bot assisted the AI by retrieving the blaster rifle from its perch. Seconds later the parts of the weapon were spread across another table.
Go looked back at me. "It may or may not take it very long. This might be a good dry run for determining if it really is smarter than we are."
After several more minutes of conversation, I returned to the bridge. Jack was studying the nav display as the rest of the crew went about their normal duties.
I sat in a chair next to Jack. "What are we looking over?"
Jack replied, "Well, I'm just trying to determine what ships we have out there, and which ones are the command ships. And I'm trying not to laugh every time I see Joni attempting to be all stealthy."
Joni blinked in just in front of us. "Hey, it's harder than it looks."
I asked, "How many tags have you deployed?"
Jack answered, "Three."
Joni laughed. "Ha! Four! I put one on your forehead just before blinking in."
I flipped down my visor and zoomed in. "She's right. You have a tag on your forehead."
Jack rubbed with his hand. "OK, I'll give you that one. But the one over the door, the one to the left of the nav console, and the one that looks right at the comm console... you were a little too obvious with."
Joni smiled as she blinked out. "I'm learning."
Less than a minute later she blinked back in. "OK, tell me what you saw?"
Jack pulled up the images from several video feeds. "Hmm. I got nothing this time."
Joni again laughed. "Well, good. I'm glad. Because I didn't try to place one."
Jack shook his head. "You see how little respect I get around here?"
"Tell me what command ships you have targeted," I said.
Jack returned his focus to the nav display by popping it up on the big wall. "Let me zoom a little. This one is a good possibility. Only problem is, it doesn't seem to be very heavily armed. Command ships are usually your best. It has a high volume of comm traffic emanating from it though. And this one is almost a definite command vessel. Big cannons fore and aft with cannons lining both sides. Armor looks substantially thick as well."
"Wait," I said. "How are you getting all this sensor data? Shouldn't they be able to see us?"
Jack smiled. "I had Garrett drop a string of probes on his way out. He left three on a slow drift toward Doomlight. He spaced them out, so we should be covered for another twelve hours or so. After that we'll be mostly blind. I was thinking we could have Joni deploy a few more probes on her way in."
I nodded. "She could carry them in the suit pouch on her leg. Although, she will have to stop to deploy them, so it will take her longer to get there."
Joni blinked in. "OK, how many did I drop this time?"
Jack looked over his camera views. "I got nothing."
Joni grinned. "No. You got tagged five times!"
She looked in my direction. "I'm ready when you are."
I pointed to Jack. "I think he has a target all picked out for you."
Jack gestured toward the full wall display. "This battleship looks like your best bet. If you get there and it turns out to be a dud, don't feel bad about searching out a new one. If you get those probes deployed properly, we'll be in constant contact with you."
Joni nodded as she blinked out. "I guess I'll check in with Go and then I'll be on my way."



   Chapter 23

 
Two days later, Joni drifted aboard the New Alliance battleship. After powering her way to the bridge she settled into a corner with a panoramic view.
Jack said, "We have the video feed. I would say this is definitely a command ship. You usually don't get three admirals standing on the same bridge."
Joni replied, "Give me a few minutes and I'll drop a couple tags. We should be able to pick off the comm channels they are using from that console; and of course the nav display is a given."
I nodded. "You get us the comm frequencies and I can use the Jess to tap into their conversations."
Joni asked. "Tell me again why you didn't just park the Jess at sensor range instead of me dropping probes?"
I replied, "Garrett knows the sensor workings of that ship. I know some. Just enough to be dangerous. With it sitting back here I can get Go's or Jack's assistance if needed."
Joni sighed. "And why did we have to send Garrett off to Odenta?"
I pursed my lips. "We needed one of us to go. I don't trust anyone else to do what we want or need at the moment. If Go was healthy I would have sent him. He could do his experiments on the way there just as well as he could here. He needs to be here with the surgeons and the med lab until he's fully healed. You are in the suit and we need the Garmon here for a sustainable base."
Jack said, "OK, I have the feeds from your two tags. Signals are strong and... zoom takes the visual in close enough to read the comm channels. Good job."
I zoomed in on the image of the nav display. "Nav looks good as well. Why don't you roam the ship for a bit. An internal mapping of their latest battleships might do us some good."
Joni replied, "On it."
As Joni moved off the bridge we listened in on the conversation the admirals were having.
The admiral, identified as Konj Blekhart, said, "They should be showing within the hour."
Admiral Bob Monger replied, "I would be happier if I knew who they were."
Admiral Jean Casper pulled up a display above her arm. "It's the Talisans... as we requested."
Admiral Monger asked, "How do you know this?"
Jean Casper replied, "Intel got the communiqué about ten minutes ago."
Admiral Monger scowled. "Why wasn't this information forwarded to my staff?"
Admiral Casper laughed. "You have to have friends in the right places, Bob. I told you six months ago to start networking with the intel people. They are the first to know and they know the most. If you build trust with them, they will throw you the occasional bone."
Konj Blekhart said, "My source says they fulfilled our request for all fifty million soldiers."
Casper shook her head. "They did, but there's a catch. Half of them will be kept here in reserve. Command likes the way the Jorus campaign worked out with only sending in the reserves as needed."
Bob Monger continued with his scowl. "Those were warships, these are ground troops. Why would you hold them in reserve?"
Admiral Blekhart returned a stare. "It's not our job to ask questions at this stage, Bob. Those are the questions you can ask once we reach Bolitha."
Admiral Monger huffed. "The intel they gave us says Bolitha has around two hundred million ground troops that are dug in and well defended. Tell me what we can do with twenty-five million?"
Casper smiled. "After they scorch the surface from orbit, twenty-five million should be more than enough to mop up. Our goal is to occupy the planet so we can destroy its infrastructure, water supplies, and farming. Basically anything that makes it habitable. Then we move on to the next one."
Blekhart nodded. "The Kergans, just like most multi-planet empires, have made themselves dependent on having all their planets fully functioning. Bolitha provides nearly 50 percent of the food for the Kergans. In three months, they will be begging to join with us—under our full direction of course."
Monger crossed his arms. "Couldn't the same be achieved by annihilating their fleet? If we control the space between worlds, we control those worlds."
"Command wants the remainder of their fleet intact," Blekhart replied. "We need those ships until our own people are put in place to govern. This policing is what half of the Talisans coming through will be doing on the Moddle worlds. They are reserves for Bolitha until Bolitha falls. Command hates the term Moddle, by the way. They have asked for a designation for that sector. I believe I heard Calico may be a frontrunner."
Casper laughed. "It never ceases to amaze me how much energy is wasted on nonsensical items when we are trying to conduct a war. If they put a bit more thought into these campaigns, perhaps they would run more smoothly."
Monger groused, "What are you talking about? The Jorus campaign came in within two hundred ships of projections. And it would have been an almost exact hit had there not been that initial delay by the Kergans."
Casper lowered her voice. "I heard the delay may have been caused by Beutcher."
Blekhart scowled. "Beutcher is dead! That was confirmed on Odenta!"
Casper replied, "Confirmed? How? There were no bodies to be found. How do we know the Grotus didn't lie about the escaping ships they scanned?"
Admiral Monger responded to the questions. "He's dead because we had diplomats on those Grotus ships. The Grotus would have no reason to lie. They didn't even know who he was."
Jack leaned back in his chair. "Wow. You've become famous. Looks like the Salton's military staffers all know who you are."
I frowned. "I can't say this is a good thing. I have to wonder if Getta will now be watched."
Jack shook his head. "I don't think your popularity makes a difference there. She's on the Council, she'll be watched anyway."
Joni said, "I can't believe how much Casper sounds like me. She must be from Alpha Prime as well."
Jack laughed. "Well, at least you can be thankful you didn't inherit her bulldog looks."
Joni replied, "There is that."
A deck officer stepped up to the three admirals. "Ma'am, sirs. The arriving fleet is showing on the sensors. We expect a comm link any time."
Admiral Casper smiled. "Thank you, Commander."
Casper turned to face the others. "You want answers as to what we are doing next? We should have those momentarily. Rumor is that Commodore Kipsy will be joining us."
Blekhart growled as he frowned. "Kipsy? Now I know this campaign is going nowhere fast. We should strike at Bolitha while they are reeling from their losses at Jorus. Kipsy will have us polishing their ships as an act of trust. I don't see this as a positive development."
Monger replied, "Neither do I. Sometimes I wish Command would just tell us 'Go do what needs to be done,' and leave it at that."
Casper snarked. "And why do you think you could do better? You have no experience at war. The entirety of your experience with leadership has come from your success in the simulations. I would say that Command has shown excellent judgment in their decision-making thus far. Doomlight is ours, the Moddle worlds are ours, we have Jorus secured for our raids on Bolitha. The only front that has not progressed as far as desired is against the Grumar and Grotus."
Monger scowled. "We have twelve thousand warships at our disposal, and now over fifty million ground troops. We have weakened the Kergans. I would smash the Grumar first and then go after the weak Kergans."
Blekhart placed his hand on Monger's shoulder. "I'm with Bob. Let us deal with the Grumar first. The Kergans would then fall in line without so much as an ion bolt being fired. Our force by then would be overwhelming to them."
Casper shook her head. "Are you two so dense as to plot against the wishes of Command?"
Both Monger and Blekhart grumbled in denial.
A comm link broke their conversation. "This is Commodore Kipsy. Which of you would be the admiral in command?"
Casper replied, "We are all in command here, sir. Each has a fleet that we oversee. I am Jean Casper. This is Konj Blekhart. And this is Robert Monger."
The commodore returned an unimpressed look. "I detest management by committee. Of the three of you I have previously only heard the name of Blekhart."
Konj Blekhart bowed. "At your service, Commodore."
The commodore returned an uninterested stare. "Blekhart, you are now in charge of these other two. You will report directly to me and only to me. Any discussion the three of you have about any item or issue, you will immediately inform my staff."
Blekhart again bowed, only this time with a grin on his face.
The commodore continued. "Before you get all happy with yourself and your new command, Mr. Blekhart, I would like to add this statement: I do not tolerate insubordination. I also do not tolerate failure of any kind. The four individuals who served as my fleet officers prior to this campaign have each been executed for one or the other of those transgressions. Do we have an understanding, Mr. Blekhart?"
Blekhart's grin disappeared as he stood tall at attention. "Yes sir, Commodore. I will be your tool here in this galaxy."
The Commodore returned an unconvinced stare. "Hmm... tool. Call it whatever you like, Mr. Blekhart. Precisely follow my orders and you will do well."
Jack commented, "What a hard-ass. I would be thinking about desertion right about now."
I replied, "Joni, when the commodore's vessel is within maneuvering distance, fly to it and get a tag on his bridge. All orders for this fleet will be originating from there."
Jack zoomed in on the nav display as the new ships approached. "I don't see the twelve thousand warships the admirals were just talking about. That's only about two thousand. The ships coming in, except for a handful, are all transports."
Joni replied, "The other ten thousand are at Jorus or are on their way there."
Jack stood up. "What the... I count almost all the Odenta ships coming in! What are they doing?"
Garrett came over the comm. "We have a problem!"
Jack replied, "Garrett? What's going on?"
Garrett continued, "I made the mistake of telling the Odentas that the New Alliance gave their information to the Grumar and Grotus. That intel is what got their world destroyed. Well, they weren't too happy about it."
Jack remarked. "You couldn't just order them to stop?"
Garrett shook his head. "I tried, they wouldn't. Our agreement with them all along has been that we would assist them in any way we could, not that they answer to us. I've been trying to talk them down since I let that slip out. They intend to attack and to demand a surrender."
Jack sat back down in his chair. "Surrender? Why would they do that? We can knock out their shields and push them around a little, but that's about the extent of it."
I said, "Joni, I need you to leave that command ship and head for the planet's surface. I think the Odentas plan on using their fermium missiles if they don't get a surrender."
Joni replied, "The commodore's ship will be here in about two minutes. Let me hang out until I can get on there to tag it."
I shook my head. "Just leave! The Odentas may release those missiles anyway if things begin to go bad."
Joni shrugged. "I'm heading for the commodore's ship now. I'll head down as soon as I get a tag or two on there."
Jack said, "The first of the Alliance ships are heading toward the Odentas. I count forty ships... and forty ships just lost their forward shields. This could get interesting."
Garrett fired the cruiser's gravity weapon. "I'm staying with the Odentas as long as I can. If it gets too hot for me I'll break it off."
I asked, "Where are my Talisans in the transports?"
Garrett replied, "I sent them on ahead to get things set up. They have all the bots as well. The Odentas took the remaining cruisers and transports that only have their people on them. I have a Talisan crew here with me."
Jack remarked, "So far they are successfully knocking down those shields. That's one hundred sixty ships now."
Joni said, "OK, drifting aboard the commodore's ship. Deck five, four, three... and on the bridge. Tags are going up."
A display of Commodore Kipsy's bridge popped up on the full wall display of the Garmon.
The commodore yelled, "I don't care what they are doing! I want those ships stopped! Mr. Blekhart, if you can't accomplish that, there are two people standing behind you who can!"
Blekhart bowed. "I apologize, Commodore. I will handle it."
Garrett said, "Pass me the comm channel frequencies they are using!"
Jack made the handover.
"Give me just a second," Garrett said. "I think I can foul up their comms... got it! Odenta ships, I am forwarding the comm channels in use by the Alliance ships. Tap those channels and blast out whatever you can. That should at least temporarily take out their coordination."
Blekhart yelled at his comm officer: "What do you mean they aren't responding? Send that order now!"
The comm officer replied, "We can't, sir. The comms aren't locking to the other ships. Something is interfering with the channels!"
Blekhart's face turned fiery red. "You find a channel that works, mister, or you'll find yourself getting shoved out an airlock!"
Jack said, "I forwarded the tag feed of the comm console to you. If they switch channels, you can follow. Forward that on to the Odentas and we should be able to keep them in the dark for a while."
The commodore yelled, "How is this possible? I want answers! Start patching those channels through as direct line-of-sight links!"
Garrett frowned. "He just hit on the answer. If they switch to LOS they will have their comms back."
Joni grinned. "I'll take care of it."
I replied, "Joni? Where are you going?"
Joni flew through half a dozen decks, stopping in the massive generator room of the commodore's command ship. "Scratch one generator!"
Joni stepped into the main conduit leading out to the rest of the ship. With a quick blink in and out, the section of conduit that occupied her space vanished. A powerful ion stream began to flood the room with power as sparks flew from the nearby walls, ceiling, and floor.
Joni grinned as she powered out the side of the vessel. "That should keep them offline for a while!"
The New Alliance command ship ceased to move. All indications of external lighting went dark. Seconds later, a bright blue stream of ions broke through the outer hull. A coolant failure sent the sixty megajoule generator into overload. The ensuing explosion was violent, disintegrating the back third of the giant ship.
Twenty seconds later, a similar occurrence happened on the command ship occupied by the admirals.
"Buh-bye!" Joni yelled.
I said, "Joni, don't take any more chances! That suit is too important to us!"
As the second command ship shut down, Joni exited and was soon powering toward Doomlight's surface.
Garrett half smiled. "This is utter chaos! Those ships have no clue as to what they are doing! We have almost half of them without shields now. Give us ten minutes and the whole fleet will be vulnerable!"
I turned to Jack. Take us around until we are in comm range of those Talisan transports.
Jack smiled as he added commands to his nav display. "I like it! Although, what are we going to do with fifty million Talisan troops?"
I sat back in my chair. "We're going to move them safely out of here. I think our mission at Odenta just got bigger."
Garrett said, "They aren't even coming out at us anymore! It's just total confusion! Some of them are turning for the portal area! I'll swing around and see if I can stop them!"
Joni said, "I should hit the atmosphere in about ten minutes. I contacted the Odentas. They said to come on down."
Garrett grinned. "I just stopped eight runners! Three other cruisers are with me! They may not even get a stray ship out of here!"
The battle in the heavens continued until the last of the New Alliance ships had its shields knocked out, limiting them to sub-light speeds. The Talisan transports sat in their original position, twice again the distance from Doomlight to the chaotic fleet.
Garrett cleared the Alliance comm channels. "Attention, New Alliance ships! You are now subjects of the Odenta Empire. Cease all activities and return your ships to their previous positions until a full evaluation can be done."
Jack turned to me. "Full evaluation? What's he talking about?"
I half laughed. "I don't really know, but let him run with it."
Two ships continued to move toward the portal area. Garrett and a second Odenta cruiser powered up their gravity beams, first stopping, and then pushing the two ships back toward the others.
Garrett looked at the comm camera. "Guys... and Joni, I can't tell you how much of a headrush I have going right now! We just stopped two thousand warships with our little half-assed fleet!"
The Odenta commander came on the open comm channel, speaking to the New Alliance ships. "Ships and crews of the New Alliance! I hereby convict you of the heinous conspiracy and murder of the Odenta people, and in the destruction of our planet. After consultation with my brethren, the ruling congress of the remaining Odenta people, it has been decided that the penalty for your transgressions will be the same manner of death as that of our people. Death by nuclear fission!"
I attempted to open a direct channel to the Odenta commander. It was denied.
Garrett split the channel he had open, sharing the comm feed with the Garmon.
Garrett yelled, "Commander! I beg you to please wait before you take action!"
I followed. "Yes, Commander, please! Just hear me out!"
The Odenta commander stood in silent thought for several seconds. "Out of respect for all you have done for us, I give you one minute to state your case, Mr. Beutcher. That time starts now."
I nodded. "Thank you, Commander. Let's take a moment and look at the big picture. We have defeated this fleet, of that there is no doubt. But the action we take here should not be a useless, although gratifying, execution. What we have is an opportunity. We have an opportunity to strengthen the Odenta position.
"I propose that instead of destroying this fleet, we commandeer it. Take all of the New Alliance personnel from the ships and drop them on Doomlight. We then bring your people up and take this fleet back to where we were originally going.
"By the time we arrive, the Talisans Garrett sent ahead should have a colony established. We will then have a fleet of more than two thousand warships there to protect it. That's a much better start than we had planned for. Imagine these ships when outfitted with those gravity beam weapons. We could hold off a fleet of attackers ten times that size!
"Please, Commander, I beg you to consider the opportunity this gives us all. And all without the loss of any more lives. Most of these ship captains and crews are just conscripts, sent off to fight in a war they know nothing about. The real culprit is Harden Salton, and the Grumar and Grotus. Save your wrath for them. Save it for when you can inflict definitive and final damage, bringing their scourge to an end. Please, Commander. We may never have an opportunity like this again!"
The comm was silent for nearly a minute.
Jack said, "We have comm with the Talisan transports."
A Talisan general stood at attention before kneeling. "Your Highness! How can we serve!"
I looked back at the Odenta commander. "I have one more thing to add, Commander. Take my offer and we will have fifty million trained and armed, Talisan ground troops that go with it! You want to enact justice on the Grumar and Grotus? Let us help. Let us be the heavy maul that you wield in battle!"
The commander let out a deep breath. "As always, Mr. Beutcher, your words are wise."
The commander turned from the display and barked an order. "Stand down on the missiles, Mr. Frick, but keep them at the ready."
I let out a long sigh.
Jack took over the open comm to the fleet. "Captains, it has been determined that your lives will be spared. On your maps of Doomlight you will find a former city named Okree. You will begin immediately to shuttle your crews to the surface to that city. Take enough supplies to feed yourselves for a month. More ships will be through here before then to take you home.
"And just so there are no misunderstandings, I want to see confirmation that all weapons have been taken offline. As a show of compassion, since there are dangerous animals down there, you may take your hand weapons with you if you like. Oh, and any ships not in immediate compliance with these orders will be... immediately terminated."
Jack turned. "That sound tough enough?"
I nodded. "I thought it was perfect."
I focused on the comm to the Odenta commander. "Commander, I suggest we try to find everyone we can who is even remotely capable of piloting those ships. We are in need of a couple thousand captains and crews."
Garrett said, "You know, we could probably get most of those captains and crews to defect. What do you think?"
I shook my head. "That might be true. But I don't think we can risk it. We are in too weak a position still to handle any kind of internal revolt. I say we just leave them here and be on our way. We can be out of here in three or four hours."
Joni came over the comm. "OK, I'm on the ground. What do we do with all the stuff the Odentas built down here? It's actually pretty substantial given the short time they've been here."
I nodded. "Have them strip any components they feel are worth taking, given the timeframe we have to work with. We'll destroy the rest from above."
Joni replied, "Got it!"
Jack turned toward me. "I've been keeping a count of our captain and crew volunteers. We don't have enough to even make a dent in taking that fleet of ships with us."
I frowned. "If we don't have a solution by the time we have everyone off that planet, we may have to drop back to the nuke 'em strategy. We can't leave them to be used against us at some future point. Keep looking for a solution."
Over the two hours that followed, the Odenta ships shuttled their crews down to the Doomlight city of Okree. When the ferry mission had ended, each shuttle was placed on autopilot for its journey back to the heavens. Once an inspection of all Alliance warships had been completed, the Odenta transports landed to collect their people. Ninety minutes later, the last of the transports took to the air.
Garrett and the other Odenta cruisers sat in high orbit above the Odenta outpost. "OK, Commander. Let's light it up!"
Gravity beams raked the buildings and ground that made up the former Odenta haven. Every piece of technology related to the gravity beams had been loaded aboard empty transports. Nothing of consequence was left to chance. Jack flew the Garmon low over the crushed ground and our ion cannon was put to use.
Five minutes into the final destruction, Jack said, "There won't be anything but complete scrap left of that town. Gonna look like one big burn spot in about two more minutes. Oh, and the Jess lifted out of the docking bay about five minutes ago under Garrett's control. Just thought you'd want to know."
Joni came over the comm standing next to Garrett. "We have a solution for our captain problem. Garrett and I have transferred to the Jess. He thinks he can remotely pilot all of those ships from here at the same time."
Jack smirked. "That's just over two thousand ships. How will you manage that?"
Garrett smiled. "Well, I have the comm channels into all of them. Give me ten minutes without any counter-hacking and I should be able to control the lot of them from here. I only have to send simple nav commands once we're in."
Jack shook his head as he looked around the bridge of the Garmon. "Every day I wonder how it is that I'm surrounded by so many geniuses."
Jack took a deep breath and continued: "Look at the things we've accomplished. Fighting massive ground and ship battles, inventing technologies, jumping through wormholes… I have to slap myself every day I wake to make sure I'm not living in some dream. It's sometimes a nightmare, but mostly a dream."
I laughed. "Save those thoughts for once we're out of here."
Several minutes later, Garrett said, "OK, I'm in! Give me two minutes to tie all these ships together and we'll be ready to go."
I jumped in my chair as Jack yelled, "Crap! We have incoming! Another thousand ships coming from the direction of the portal!"
I gave an order to my Talisan fleet to move ahead to a rally point.
I raised the Odenta Commander on the comm. "Commander, we have several options available to us. Option one, we stand and fight just as we did before. Option two, we leave, nuking these ships as we go because we can outrun those Alliance ships. Or option three, we try to negotiate a peaceful exit. They get their trained crews back, we leave unscathed."
The commander frowned. "Had we just nuked them to start with we would be gone from this place and it wouldn't matter. Since we are now in a new predicament, I say we take option two. Nuke them and go."
I looked at Jack who was shrugging his shoulders. "I have to agree with him."
Garrett said, "How about option four? Why limit ourselves when we have so much more to offer?"
I replied, "What's option four?"
Garrett smiled. "Watch this!"
In unison the two thousand abandoned ships turned toward the new vessels. Two thousand heavy ion cannons fired at once, their effective range being far short of the incoming ships.
Garrett pressed the fire button again twenty seconds later. "Bet they stop and run!"
I leaned forward in my chair. "And if they don't?"
Garrett grinned. "If they don't, then I have the self-destructs ready to be set. We're clear of any blast, so I have the timer set to zero. Oh, and I guess I should mention this—I just realized we can't take these ships with us anyway."
Jack replied, "Why's that?"
Garrett shook his head. "Well, it only occurred to me a few seconds ago—and I'm guessing it slipped your minds as well— but we knocked the forward shields out for all these ships. They're pretty much stuck at sub-light speeds. It would take us days to get them safely out of this system. And then days to get out of the sensor range of anyone coming here. I think they're a lost cause. Too bad though, would have been nice to have as a starter fleet."
Joni said, "The incoming ships have stopped."
Jack leaned forward. "Just because they lost their forward shields doesn't mean they can't move ahead at full speed, right?"
Garrett nodded. "That's true. You just run a high risk of taking heavy damage. And I think I see where you're going with this. Hang on."
"What's he doing?" I said.
Jack crossed his arms. "He's chasing off the new ships. He just ordered them up to half full speed. And... there go the new ships, heading back toward the portal. I am quite certain they are massively confused at this point."
Garrett said, "They're moving away at full speed. I'll follow for a few minutes until they are out of sensor range. Then we get out of here."
I frowned. "Can't we just run those ships at full speed? In a line behind one of ours?"
Garrett shook his head. "Won't work. Those battleships are far larger than any of ours. The lead ship would take hits down the sides which would impact the ship behind it even further. We could try it, but that just means we take longer to get out of here."
Several minutes after the New Alliance ships had moved out of sensor range, Garrett set off the self destructs. The dark empty space of the Doomlight system had a brief moment of bright white light as the two thousand warships self-incinerated. Without hesitation, we were quickly off to meet the Talisans at the rally point. Our journey back to Odenta with the slower transports would take a full four weeks.
I sat back in my chair, reflecting on all that had just happened. The Odentas had been rescued along with fifty million of my Talisan citizens. We were heading to Odenta to hopefully establish a new colony. My family? They were safe for the moment. Our incursion at Doomlight would cause delays for any plan the Saltons had. Bolitha would have to wait. I hoped it would give us enough time to bring up a fleet of our own, a fleet large enough to defend the Odentas and the Gruntas.
The galaxy we occupied was a hostile and unforgiving place.
 
~~~~~
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Housing construction for the Odentas was complete. The clean area on the planet's surface now stretched out eighty-six square kilometers with another four being added every day. The number of AIs and their autobots was doubling every three days. With the additional Talisan forces with us, our surface area requirements had grown substantially.
Jack said, "The food rationing is going smoothly, but we need to get some farming online here soon. We have about eight weeks of rations left, and that's stretching it."
I replied, "Construction of the greenhouses and breeding pens begins today. I wish there was an alternative. How are you supposed to feed almost fifty-five million people?"
Jack nodded. "It'll be tough. I was wondering if there might be an opportunity for us back at Doomlight."
I turned with a suspicious stare. "Doomlight? Why would we go back there?"
Jack held up a hand. "Just hear me out. What if we took a force back there for a raid? If there are transports or supply ships, we steal them and bring them back here. They can always send more food through the portal."
I frowned. "While I like the sound of that on the surface, I would have to believe that Harden Salton now has at least five or ten thousand warships guarding that planet. And I doubt we would be able to get away with that comm stunt again. We got lucky the rest of those captains didn't think of switching to direct comms."
Jack nodded. "What about other star systems around here. There might be a populated planet we could trade with. Or if it's not populated, but habitable, we might be able to land the Talisans there while we build this place up."
I shook my head. "I think we would have the same issue there with having to build farms and livestock, only we would be that many weeks further behind."
Jack crossed his arms. "I just hate sitting here when there is so much to be done."
"I have a job for you," I said. "Have the bots on board build enough of those passive probes to lay out a network around this star system. Kind of an early warning system should other ships come this way. You might have to deploy thousands of them, but that could give us extra hours of warning if someone was coming. After that you can work with the Odentas on a fast evac plan should we need to load everyone back on the ships."
Jack sat forward. "If we have to do that, we will be in a world of hurt soon after. We won't have the supplies to sustain us on those ships for quite some time."
I half smiled. "Well, you wanted something to do and that should keep you busy. Once those things are in place and we get our food resources straightened out, it will at least give us options."
Jack stood. "Now that... we can agree on."
I looked at Jack as he began to stare at me. "What are you doing?"
He laughed. "I'm waiting for your big gray ass to get off my ship so I can get started! Come on, I'll walk you to the ramp."
As we walked, I said, "Go seems to be doing well. Tires quickly, but gets right back at it when he's rested."
Jack nodded. "He's neck deep in projects he's loving. He thinks the AIs might have an artificial arm almost ready to run a few tests on in the next day or two."
As we passed the lab I had to stop and look. Go was standing over a table. From his torso down to his ankles he was wrapped in an exoskeleton.
I stepped into the lab and said, "What's with the mechanicals?"
Go turned. "Oh, I got tired of the bots picking me up to carry me around so I had them build this. It just gives me the bit of assistance I need. The muscles down my right side are still in decline. I really miss that suit. It had me in the best shape I had ever been in."
Jack chuckled. "Looks like we have the makings of our first cyborg."
Go replied, "Hey, it helps. Until I get myself back online, I need these mechanicals to give me mobility. You can't imagine what it's like to have all these things to do, and you can't get them done without major hassle. It just drives me nuts."
Jack nodded. "I get yah. Was just pulling your chain. We all have things we want to get done that take us too long. You just have to keep plugging away at them. And by the way, you've been at that almost every waking minute. You might take a rest and just find something to do that's relaxing. We all need a little recharge sometimes."
Go looked up. "This is my recharge."
I patted Jack on the back as we turned toward the ramp. "Keep an eye on him. We don't want him burning himself out. And if you get bored, poke your head in and nose around in his business. He might get annoyed with the distraction, but it might be the break in his pattern that you say he needs."
Jack stopped at the top of the ramp as I walked down. "I probably won't be back for a few days."
I waved over my shoulder. "We'll be here. Just keep an eye on the sensors for other ships. Any warning is good warning."
As I walked toward a newly-constructed building, the ramp of the Garmon closed and she lifted off. I stopped and watched as our majestic light cruiser headed toward the heavens. She had been a good ship, and a ship that was worthy of her namesake. I had to take a moment to wonder about Layda and Jallis. Had Harden's people taken control of Effica? Had our efforts in Omega really saved anyone?
My attention to my current efforts returned as an Odenta citizen stopped in front of me. "Mr. Beutcher, I'm sure you've heard this before, but we really do appreciate all you have done for us. We're alive, we're home, and we have a light in the heavens that says we will come through this. Just this morning my neighbor gave birth to twins. They are named Knogek and Knogral. I just thought you might want to know."
I bowed my head. "I appreciate the gesture and I thank you for your kind words. I'm just out here trying to survive and to save my family like everyone else."
The Odenta returned the bow and smiled before walking away.
Garrett came up behind me. "Did I hear that right? The Odentas are now naming their babies after you too?"
I shook my head. "In a few years time they will all be living in a very confused world. I am honored at the thought, but not worthy of the deed."
Garrett laughed. "Yeah, keep telling yourself that."
Garrett followed as I continued walking toward the first farms and pens that were under construction.
Garrett said, "I sure hope this works out. These people are badly in need of a break. Almost everything they've ever known has been destroyed, the mass of their population killed... we need at least a year or two of peace to really get this place in shape. They expect to have the first gravity beam cannon set up by the end of this week. It'll mirror the one they defended themselves with on Doomlight. They plan on covering the surface of this planet with them."
I placed my hand on Garrett's shoulder as we walked. "Speaking of needing a break, I am glad to see that you and Joni have finally had some time together. How is that coming along?"
Garrett shook his head. "Well, I know I'm in love because nobody has been able to push my buttons like that before. You say something completely innocent, they twist it around and then you feel horrible about what you innocently said. It's like they have this hidden switch they can flip whenever they want you to feel sorry. If I could just figure out how to get over that ... well, the rest is fantastic. Couldn't be happier."
I smiled. "Such is the plight of the male in almost every species. We will fight and die for them. We'll work our fingers to the bone for them, and we can spend our entire lives trying to make their lives better, but we somehow lack a simple understanding of what drives them. We somehow lack the conversation gene they require. I speak in generalities of course. There are always those who will give us all a bad name."
Garrett shook his head. "You know, up until now I had to laugh at every guy story I heard where they were complaining about a woman. That's all changed. I can now relate to that lack of understanding you’re talking about. Sometimes I just don't have a clue, and they don't like that."
Garrett looked around suspiciously with a smirk on his face. "OK, we probably should best end this conversation. They either have spies everywhere or they can tell when we've been talking about them. And I don't need any more trouble."
We turned the corner of a building to see the first foundations of the massive grow houses the bots were constructing.
I said, "Each structure covers a square kilometer. When completed in the next few weeks, we should have nearly a thousand of these stretching off into the distance. This building is supposed to be the first to come online. Within six weeks we expect it to produce enough to feed five thousand."
Garrett pulled back his head. "Five thousand? That seems like an awful lot coming from that small space."
I nodded. "We are counting on these being highly efficient farms when run by the bots."
Garrett did the math in his head. "That's only food for five million if that's the case. How are we going to manage ten times that amount? If it's taking six weeks to construct and bring these online, the Talisan supplies won't last that long."
I agreed. "Things will be tight for a while and rations my have to be stretched, but the construction of farms should grow exponentially. After that initial six week period, we believe we should have enough additional production after two additional months to keep us from starving. In the meantime, you’d best prepare to be hungry."
Garrett slapped me on the back. "Well, at least I require a lot less food than you. Finally something physical that works in my favor."
Joni joined us from behind. "Are you two talking about me?"
Garrett leaned in. "See what I mean?"
Garrett took Joni's hand as she came up beside him. "We're discussing the farms. Food is going to get scarce around here until these are all up and running."
Joni asked, "What about the galligs?"
I pointed off in the distance. "Breeding pens are being constructed just on the other side of that ridge. The Odentas only have five hundred sows for their starter herd. Even with the fast breeding techniques, and the constant care the bots can provide, we don't expect the galligs to be providing substantial meat quantities for nearly a year."
Garrett winced. "A year? I'll be eating salads for a year?"
I nodded. "It's the best we can possibly do."
I rubbed my chin in thought. "Jack mentioned exploring for other planets in this section of the galaxy. There are two on the star charts that are within a four week journey. They would be impossible to explore and to find enough food to bring back of any significance. But it might not hurt us to scout them out anyway. Would be good to know what surrounds us."
Garrett looked at Joni. "Any interest in an exploratory mission?"
Joni laughed. "Are you sure you want to be cooped up with just me for a couple months?"
Garrett smiled. "I guess there's only one way to find out."
I said, "OK, why don't the two of you stop being so coy and just get on with it."
Joni rolled her eyes as she dragged Garrett by the arm. "Come on."
I looked over my shoulder as they walked. "Take an AI and a couple bots with you just in case you need repairs!"
Garrett held up his hand. "Got it!"
In the following days I made the rounds on our small but growing patch of detoxified land. The Odentas continued to settle in and to plan for their future. Using the bots, they planned to build a bigger and better world. A world where their children could once again grow up in a safe and secure environment.
As I made my morning rounds, looking over the first dozen grow houses, Jack settled in with the Garmon on the landing field. The ramp was lowered as I approached.
Jack stood at the top when I arrived. "I tried to raise you on the comm."
I nodded. "I saw it. You didn't have it set as urgent so I thought I'd get a status from you directly."
I followed Jack to the bridge. "We deployed almost four thousand probes in a matrix. If anything comes near this system we should have a good four hours of warning before anything would show on a standard sensor. The next block of probes would add another hour to that time, but we'll need another four thousand to cover that area. They're all online and functioning."
I sat in a bridge chair. "Thanks for taking care of that. I don't think we'll be able to run anytime soon if anyone shows."
Jack pulled up the nav display. "I noticed the Jess pulling out a couple days ago. Where were they off to?"
I replied, "I took your suggestion and sent them off to explore the two closest star systems to this one. I don't expect to learn much, but it gave them something to do. And they get to do it together."
Jack smiled. "They needed that. I know at least from Garrett's standpoint, he has been wrapped up in her for a while."
I nodded. "It's mutual. Garrett was already talking to me about the universality of males not understanding females."
Jack laughed. "Already gotten himself in trouble, huh?"
"More than once, apparently," I said. "I think they're just feeling out this relationship. Neither has had the opportunity to have a serious one before this. Joni is a Salton and Garrett joined the organization fresh out of high school at sixteen. If they come back happy, it's for the long term."
Jack shook his head. "Out here, keeping that long term might be their only choice. I don't see my chances of reconnecting with someone getting any better. But I had it all, and I don't know if I want to risk losing that again. I'm glad to see someone has the potential for being happy, though."
I said, "Can I guess that Go is in the lab?"
Jack laughed. "Where else? Come on. I'll walk down there with you."
When we turned the corner into the lab, Go was opening and closing a mechanical hand. "That is so cool. Hey! Come check this out!"
I stood next to the bench, looking down on the mechanical appendage.
Go said, "This is the spine. These are the hydraulics. It has good mobility, almost as much as a real hand. And it has about twice the strength."
Go gestured toward his shoulder. "This is the nerve pickup. It's only one way right now, so all I can do is try to move my arm with my mind like I used to. The pickup translates those signals into movement. It's kind of freaky right now because I don't get any touch feedback. I can see it move, which feels right. I can hear it if I bump something. But there's a big hole otherwise."
Jack leaned in and looked over the arm. "Wow, they managed to fit all that in a slightly smaller size. What comes next?"
Go pulled up a holo-display. "If we get the kinks worked out of this arm, the next step is an interface for my shoulder. I gave Anterra access to our human anatomy database. She's working on its design as a background task."
Jack chuckled. "She?"
Go replied, "Well yeah. We call the Garmon a she even though it's named after a guy. Isn't that tradition?"
Jack thought, then nodded. "I guess it is. It just struck me as funny I guess because it's an intelligence and not just an object."
"Do you have a timeframe in mind for the interface operation?"
Go nodded. "I'm hoping by the end of this week. The operation would be lengthy. Might take as long as two days. Nerve endings have to be attached. The bone structure of the shoulder has to be reinforced and mounts for the interface added. And the whole thing has to be sealed over with skin grafts that attach to a mesh. The HMI is complex."
Jack asked, "HMI?"
Go pulled up a holo-diagram of it. "The Human Machine Interface. That's what I'm calling it. I wasted an hour trying to come up with a cool acronym before just calling it what it is."
Jack again chuckled. "At least tell us what the runner-up was."
Go sighed. "OK. I had two. The first was the MAC, the Man Android Configuration. And the second was the MOG, the Machine on Go. I wasn't impressed with either so HMI was it."
Jack replied, "How about the GAP? Go's Android Prosthesis? You know, like bridge the gap between you and your arm."
Go stared.
The hand raised up with the index finger in the air, waving slowly back and forth. "It's the HMI."
Jack stepped back with a phony grimace. "Oh, OK. Didn't mean to disparage the hand."
Lieutenant Jefferson came over the comm. "Sir, we have a hit on the probe matrix. There's a ship sitting just on the far reach of the array. We don't have enough for visual, but it's there."
Jack replied as he turned for the bridge: "Is there only one? Do we have a size or any identification?"
Jefferson shook his head. "All we have is that it's there. It bumped the sensor field of one probe and disappeared. We thought it might just be an anomaly, but it then showed on the second probe and came to a stop."
We walked onto the bridge. Jack flipped the nav screen up on the display wall. Several swipes followed with the sensor data showing in a table below.
I asked, "Can we tell how big it is?"
Jack shook his head. "Not yet. It's only a single craft though, so at least we have that. We don't know if it has picked up the probes or not. It shouldn't have, their signature is incredibly small, but we have no way of knowing what their sensors are capable of."
I stood, looking over the display. "Do we risk going out there to get a better look?"
Jack winced. "If we do, we risk being detected. Right now we don't know if they know we're here or not."
I pointed at the prior probe detection point. Do we have enough info about its direction to get an idea of where it might have come from?"
Jack looked over. "Hang on."
Several swipes later a line showed on the wall display. "We have two candidates. "The closest one is one of the two systems you told Garrett and Joni about. The second possible is three weeks past that. And if we run the trajectory the other way... it comes real close to the other system you told them about. Which one did they go for?"
I pointed at the last system. "They headed off to this one. The other is moving back toward Jorus, although still quite far away from it. This one is sitting out by itself."
Jack sat back in thought. "You know, if they are using conventional sensors from there, they would be seeing the data from this planet for a couple months ago. If it isn't so far down in the noise, that is. Two months ago this planet was putting out nothing but radioactive signals. If they were coming here they might have decided against it just from that. This planet is not habitable for the long term. And any materials pulled from it would likely be contaminated, so it wouldn't be a good resource planet either. That's based on what standard sensors would see."
Jefferson said, "They are moving again. Speed is just under ours, but only by about 2 percent. They are on a dead course for that system."
I pulled up the system in question on a star chart, passing it to the wall display. "Quanus, the system is called Quanus. Red sun, five known planets. Jack, feel like going for a ride?"
Jack nodded. "Rather than just sitting here? Yeah, I'm in."
I said, "Since we have a speed advantage, take us out this way for a couple days. We can come back at it from a sharp angle until it hits sensor range. If anything looks wrong or if we get detected, we just run back the direction we came in from. Pick out a distant star system so our trajectory can be mapped back to it."
Jack nodded. "Now we’re thinking. Give me five minutes and we can go. Mr. Jefferson, how are our supplies?"
Jefferson replied, "I ordered a restocking as soon as we landed. They only gave half what I asked for, but we don't have all the Talisans aboard right now. That gives us about four months of supplies at normal ration levels."
Jack looked at me and smiled. "You got enough clean underwear to last that long?"
I replied, "What? That's an odd question."
Jack shook his head. "It wasn't a real question. It was a joke."
I asked, "I don't get the humor in it. Is that an inside Human joke?"
Jack rolled his eyes. "Never mind. Sometimes I forget I'm talking to a stodgy old Grunta."
I thought for a moment. "I'm actually only on the early side of middle-aged for my species."
Jack held up his hand. "It was a simple Human joke. You didn't see the humor. Let's move on."
Go walked onto the bridge with his assisted frame. "I think we passed the last hurdle. I've ordered Anterra to devote her full time to the HMI design. What are we looking at here? Whose ship was that?"
Jack replied, "We don't know, but we're heading out to find out."
Go nodded and turned back toward the lab. The Garmon powered up through the Odenta atmosphere and was soon on a course that paralleled the unknown ship. After two and a half days of travel, Jack turned us back toward our target.
Jack said, "If they stayed on track, we should have sensor data in about three minutes. Mr. Jefferson, dump that to the big screen when it comes in please."
Jefferson replied, "Yes, sir."
Go came over the comm, looking groggy. "Hey, guys. Well, the HMI is installed. In about three days I can attach a wireless interface to it that will allow me to control the arm. I won't be able to attach it fully for another two weeks. Too much healing to do. But I might be able to at least familiarize my system with the different sensations I'll be experiencing."
Jack shook his head. "You are a bold individual, Go. The fact that you took this all on yourself speaks volumes."
Go partially shrugged. "It's not like I have a lot of choice. If I wanted a new arm I had to build my own. But with all I've gone through and learned, I have to wonder if I couldn't have just had an arm transplant. I think Anterra could handle that without me having the normal nerve attenuation that comes with it. I would need a donor arm though, and those are in short supply out here."
Jack smiled, "Yeah, good luck finding one. Anyway, just wanted to say that I'm proud of you for taking that on, and I hope it works out. Heck, if these guns I once packed get any flabbier, I might want a swap-out myself."
Go looked over the HMI implant. "I won't be able to travel anywhere in the New Alliance with this. Powered artificial limbs aren't allowed through the portals. It's a shame too. Think of all those amputees who could get full mobility back. Seems like such a dumb law."
Jefferson said, "Sir, we have the ship on the sensors. Posting up on the display. We should have visual in another minute or two."
Jack replied, "As soon as we have visual I want you to put us back on a parallel course. If they don't react, we'll move in a little closer."
Jefferson replied, "Yes, sir."
Jack zoomed in on the display. "Data says it's a lot smaller than us. Maybe twice the size of the Jess. And I can say with all honesty that I'm thrilled it's not a teardrop ship."
Our first visual image showed on the display. The ship was tall, forming a sickle shape. The top and bottom jutted forward, while the center curved back.
Jack said, "That's not anything I've seen before. I'm getting a steel blue color as well. Everybody out here has been black or gray. And I've got symbols on the side. Sending those to the translator app. I wouldn't expect a language lock until we have a good bit more than that."
I remarked, "It doesn't appear to have any weapons. I would say definitely a scout or possibly a diplomatic vessel."
Jack's expression soured. "Let's hope it's not another diplomat out making bad deals with the Alliance or any other of those clowns."
Go said, "Hey, Anterra has the species that owns that ship in her database. I'm dumping the information for it to the big board. They are called the Tamarin and the world it is heading to is Parmesen, not Quanus. Prior to the last few months they had laid claim to Jorus. They had been in negotiations with the Grotus about that. I would guess they are returning from there after seeing that someone else has occupied it."
Data from the Anterra began to spill onto the big wall. The Tamarin Corporation spanned sixteen star systems. Their encounters with the Grotus had been anything but friendly. Basically, they had demanded that all claim to Jorus be forfeited or else tribute be paid. The Grotus were keeping the negotiations open as a delay tactic, hoping to resolve their issues with the Alliance and the Kergans before opening a war on another front.
I said, "I think we showed up in this galaxy just at the time when these empires were all starting to interact. I have yet to see any true cooperation between any of them."
Jack nodded. "You said this place was hostile. I think it's brutal, and I think we can add another species to the mix. I wonder why they didn't go after the Odentas?"
Go replied, "Maybe they aren't as hostile as the others. Odenta was occupied. The Jorus system was not."
As I looked over the data, I got an uneasy feeling. If the Tamarin thought Odenta was now desolate and abandoned, they might lay claim to it as well. And who were the Tamarin? Could they be reasoned with? Did they have a strong fleet or technologies that far outshone our own? Our plan of laying low was suddenly in jeopardy.
 
~~~~~
 
Once again, this Human is asking for your help! If you enjoyed the book, please leave a review on the site where it was purchased. And by all means, please tell your friends! Any help with spreading the word is highly appreciated! I have a free science fiction eBook short story, titled "THE SQUAD", waiting for anyone who joins my email list. Also, find out when the next exciting release is available by joining the email list at comments@arsenex.com. Visit the author's website at www.arsenex.com for the rest of the series and other works!
 
Thank you for reading my work! I hope you have a great day!
Stephen
 
Books written by Stephen Arseneault
 
SODIUM Series
A six-book series that takes Man from his first encounter with aliens all the way to a fight for our all-out survival. Do we have what it takes to rule the galaxy?
 
AMP Series
Cast a thousand years into the future beyond SODIUM. This eight-book series chronicles the struggles of Don Grange, a simple package deliveryman, who is thrust into an unimaginable role in the fight against our enemies. Can we win peace and freedom after a thousand years of war?
 
OMEGA Series
Cast a thousand years into the future beyond AMP. The Alliance is crumbling. When corruption and politics threaten to throw the allied galaxies into chaos, Knog Beutcher gets caught in the middle. Follow along as our hero is thrust into roles that he never expected nor sought. Espionage, intrigue, political assassinations, rebellions and full-on revolutions, they are all coming to Knog Beutcher's world!
 
HADRON Series
HADRON is a modern day story unrelated to the SODIUM-AMP-OMEGA trilogy series. After scientists using the Large Hadron Collider discover dark matter, the world is plunged into chaos. Massive waves of electromagnetic interference take out all grid power and forms of communication the world over. Cities go dark, food and water supplies are quickly used up, and marauders rule the highways. Months after the mayhem begins, and mass starvation has taken its toll, a benevolent alien species arrives from the stars. Only, are they really so benevolent? Find out in HADRON as Man faces his first real challenge to his dominance of Earth!
 
Find them all at www.arsenex.com.



Table of Contents
Title
Copyright
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Next


cover.jpeg
War is violent...

Stephen Arseneault





images/00001.jpg





