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      I want to thank you for picking up the latest 5-book box set of The Human Chronicles Saga. This is an incredible bargain, whether you purchase the set or read it through Kindle Unlimited. There's a lot of story here!

      Now if you'll bear with me, I'd like to take this opportunity to fill in a few of the blanks about myself and what I have planned for the future.

      First of all, I'm one of those people who decided at the early age of twelve that I wanted to be a novelist, and like many others, it wasn't until much later in life before I achieved my life-long goal. But that didn't mean I wasn't active in the field. I was trained as a journalist, through high school and college and then served as a Journalist in the U.S. Navy. After the Navy, I did freelance publication design before becoming a real estate agent and broker, during which time I published a magazine called Homes For Veterans. I did the magazine for twenty of my twenty-five years in the field.

      This is all a long way to introduce the FREE BOOK OFFER I'm making for those readers who sign up for my email list. It's actually 3 FREE BOOKS, including the first two books in my Jason King: Agent to the Stars series, as well as Captains Malicious, co-authored with my friend George Wier.

      Sorry, but these aren't in either my Human Chronicles or REV Warriors series. However, I am working on an exclusive short story for my email subscribers which will go into detail how aliens abducted Adam Cain and other main characters at the beginning of The Human Chronicles. This short story will be available to all my email subscribers…even though I'm still working on it. But if you sign up now, you'll still get access to the three free books. Rest assured, everyone who signs up or who is already on my list, will receive the short story when it becomes available.

      Now about the Jason King novels.

      Currently, there are two books in the series (hopefully with a third coming out in early 2019). Jason King has been a passion project of mine. It involves the adventures of an ex-Army Ranger who's now a very successful real estate broker working on the capital planet of a vast galactic empire. But be assured, these are not real estate books. Instead, this is the story of a money-grubbing scoundrel and the troubles he gets into dealing with a variety of alien species, as well as a cadre of conniving, back-stabbing Humans. Because I spent twenty-five years in the real estate and mortgage industries, I do throw in some realistic insights which make the series not only humorous but also a look behind the curtain. Bottom line, Jason is a victim of circumstance—often brought about by his desire for the all-mighty buck.

      The story originated from my belief that once Humans become part of a vast galactic family of aliens, they won't be content to live in the housing of the aliens. Instead, they would prefer their style of home, not only because it would be more familiar, but to overcome the shock of the strange universe in which we find ourselves. That was the catalyst that took Jason King from his homeworld to a planet twenty thousand light-years away, just so he could get into trouble, which seems to follow him wherever he goes.

      These books are light-hearted and humorous romps through interstellar space. And you can get both The Enclaves of Sylox and Treasure of the Galactic Lights for free by signing up on my email list.

      But there's more….

      I'm also including Captain's Malicious. This is a book I co-authored with my friend George Wier. George and I created a more traditional military sci-fi/space opera adventure involving the first clash between two great stellar empires, the Humans and the Vixx. At the outset of the war, the Human forces decide to pull back to more defensible lines, leaving their outer colonies on their own and at the mercy of the aliens. This includes The Reaches, where our hero, Captain Robert Kincaid, now wages a privateer campaign against the alien occupiers in the last remaining Human warship in the region, the Malicious. This is a full-fledged sci-fi adventure novel with plenty of space battles, twists and turns.

      Oh, and you get it for FREE as well when you sign up on my email list.

      And last, but not least, the exclusive short story detailing how Adam Cain, Sherri Valentine, Riyad Tarazi and Nigel McCarthy came to be captured by the Klin (a story I'm still working on). This is a behind-the-scenes look at how the Klin and their minions, the Jakreans, managed to abduct the most-lethal creatures in the galaxy. I hope to have it completed in February 2019.

      As I mentioned before, as an email subscriber, you will receive notices of all my giveaway and bonus material as they become available from now until the end of time—or until I move on to the happy writing grounds in the sky, whichever comes first.

      In the meantime, what's up is the next Adam Cain novel in The Human Chronicles Saga, Destroyer of Worlds plus the untitled follow-up book to Destroyer. These will be books #26 and #27 in the series and detail the continuing struggle against the now-immortal Aris, Kracion. I'm honored that the series has maintained a loyal following throughout the years and be assured I work hard at making each novel unique and thrilling, something that's a must in a series this long. That's my number one goal with each new Adam Cain novel, to keep it fresh and exciting for you.

      After the next two Adam Cain books will be the 5th and 6th books in the REV Warriors Series. The war with the Antaere has taken an unexpected turn, and now the Human race is on the brink of extinction. Unless the new breed of Human—the REVs—can save the day once more. The series is building momentum. Hopefully, you'll be amazed by what comes next.

      By the way, I’ve also started a new Facebook group where my fans can interact with each other. I’m very active on the site, as well, providing commentary, insights and updates for everything having to do with my writing. I hope you check it out. It is a private group, so you’ll have to sign up to join.

      You can reach the site at: trharrisfb.com.

      Again, thanks again for picking up the 4th Box Set in The Human Chronicles Saga and for being a loyal reader throughout the years. As I say, as long as you continue to read my books, I'll continue to write them.

      

      T.R. (Tom) Harris

      March 2019

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Scorched Earth

        

        
          Copyright 2016 by T.R. Harris

        

        
          Scorched Earth Campaign

        

      

      
        
          Prologue

        

        
          Adam Cain is an alien with an attitude.

        

        
          1. Another day…another war

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        
          Chapter 31

        

        
          Chapter 32

        

        
          Chapter 33

        

        
          Chapter 34

        

        
          Chapter 35

        

        
          Chapter 36

        

        
          Chapter 37

        

        
          Chapter 38

        

        
          Chapter 39

        

        
          Chapter 40

        

        
          Chapter 41

        

        
          Epilogue

        

        
          The End of Scorched Earth

        

        
          Alien Games

        

        
          Alien Games Intro

        

        
          Copyright 2016 by T.R. Harris

        

        
          Prologue

        

        
          Adam Cain is an alien with an attitude.

        

        
          Chapter 42

        

        
          Chapter 43

        

        
          Chapter 44

        

        
          Chapter 45

        

        
          Chapter 46

        

        
          Chapter 47

        

        
          Chapter 48

        

        
          Chapter 49

        

        
          Chapter 50

        

        
          Chapter 51

        

        
          Chapter 52

        

        
          Chapter 53

        

        
          Chapter 54

        

        
          Chapter 55

        

        
          Chapter 56

        

        
          Chapter 57

        

        
          Chapter 58

        

        
          Chapter 59

        

        
          Chapter 60

        

        
          Chapter 61

        

        
          Epilogue

        

        
          The End of Alien Games

        

        
          The Cain Legacy

        

        
          Copyright 2017 by T.R. Harris

        

        
          Chapter 62

        

        
          Chapter 63

        

        
          Chapter 64

        

        
          Chapter 65

        

        
          Chapter 66

        

        
          Chapter 67

        

        
          Chapter 68

        

        
          Chapter 69

        

        
          Chapter 70

        

        
          Chapter 71

        

        
          Chapter 72

        

        
          Chapter 73

        

        
          Chapter 74

        

        
          Chapter 75

        

        
          Chapter 76

        

        
          Chapter 77

        

        
          Chapter 78

        

        
          Chapter 79

        

        
          Chapter 80

        

        
          Chapter 81

        

        
          Chapter 82

        

        
          Chapter 83

        

        
          Chapter 84

        

        
          Chapter 85

        

        
          Chapter 86

        

        
          Chapter 87

        

        
          Chapter 88

        

        
          Chapter 89

        

        
          Chapter 90

        

        
          Epilogue

        

        
          The End of The Cain Legacy

        

        
          The Andromeda Mission

        

        
          Copyright 2017 by T.R. Harris

        

        
          Adam Cain is an Alien with an Attitude

        

        
          Chapter 91

        

        
          Chapter 92

        

        
          Chapter 93

        

        
          Chapter 94

        

        
          Chapter 95

        

        
          Chapter 96

        

        
          Chapter 97

        

        
          Chapter 98

        

        
          Chapter 99

        

        
          Chapter 100

        

        
          Chapter 101

        

        
          Chapter 102

        

        
          Chapter 103

        

        
          Chapter 104

        

        
          Chapter 105

        

        
          Chapter 106

        

        
          Chapter 107

        

        
          Chapter 108

        

        
          Chapter 109

        

        
          Chapter 110

        

        
          Chapter 111

        

        
          Chapter 112

        

        
          Chapter 113

        

        
          Chapter 114

        

        
          Epilogue

        

        
          The New Beginning

        

        
          Last Species Standing

        

        
          Copyright 2017 by T.R. Harris

        

        
          Adam Cain is an alien with an attitude.

        

        
          Prologue

        

        
          Chapter 115

        

        
          Chapter 116

        

        
          Chapter 117

        

        
          Chapter 118

        

        
          Chapter 119

        

        
          Chapter 120

        

        
          Chapter 121

        

        
          Chapter 122

        

        
          Chapter 123

        

        
          Chapter 124

        

        
          Chapter 125

        

        
          Chapter 126

        

        
          Chapter 127

        

        
          Chapter 128

        

        
          Chapter 129

        

        
          Chapter 130

        

        
          Chapter 131

        

        
          Chapter 132

        

        
          Chapter 133

        

        
          Chapter 134

        

        
          Chapter 135

        

        
          Chapter 136

        

        
          Chapter 137

        

        
          Chapter 138

        

        
          Chapter 139

        

        
          Chapter 140

        

        
          Chapter 141

        

        
          Chapter 142

        

        
          Chapter 143

        

        
          Chapter 144

        

        
          Chapter 145

        

        
          Chapter 146

        

        
          Chapter 147

        

        
          Chapter 148

        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

      
        
          The End of Last Species Standing

        

        
          Email List & Free Book Offer

        

        
          Novels by T.R. Harris

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Scorched Earth

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        And now…

        Book number 16 in

      

      

      
        
        The Human Chronicles Saga

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Copyright 2016 by T.R. Harris

          

        

      

    

    
      All rights reserved, without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanically, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. 2/18

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Scorched Earth Campaign

          

        

      

    

    
      …a military strategy that targets anything that might be useful to the enemy while advancing through or withdrawing from an area. Specifically, all of the assets that are used or can be used by the enemy are targeted, such as food sources, transportation, communications, industrial resources, and even the people in the area.

      The practice can be carried out by the military in enemy territory or its home ground. It may overlap with, but is not the same as, punitive destruction of the enemy's resources, which is done for purely strategic/political reasons rather than strategic/operational reasons.

      The most famous use of such a strategy in modern times was the operation carried out by Captain Adam Cain, UMF (et al.), in a campaign directed against Juirean forces during the Second Human-Juirean War. Although historians are conflicted as to whether or not the operation was conducted under official sanction, the results are undisputed. Depending on which side of the conflict is reporting, Captain Cain is considered either a hero or a villain for his command of the operation. Time will be the final arbiter in the matter of Adam Cain….
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      Admiral Andy Tobias peered through the binoculars at the squad of Juirean Guards passing through the wooded shadows not more than fifty feet from where he lay. They moved without concern for noise or cover, confident in their status as the lords of the galaxy. Such an attitude of overconfidence could prove fatal, and if Andy was in a better strategic position, he might have been the one to teach them a lesson.

      But his mission was to observe only and then report back to the others hiding in the cave. After two long months in the cold, dank cavern, it seemed that the forest was now infested with the mane-heads. The Juireans were closing in; it was now only a matter of time.

      To delay the inevitable, Andy had sent two of his remaining five military personnel to search for a new hiding place farther up the mountain. They hadn’t returned yet. Even still, the higher they went, the more difficult it would be to find food and warmth in the near-winter of the planet Worak-nin.

      Back at the cave, Andy and his eight fellow fugitives had a small remote comm unit, and all the reports they’d picked up spoke of how thoroughly the Juireans were consolidating their presence in the Kidis Frontier. The aliens had annexed the region and were determined to stay.

      Being the pragmatic soldier he was, Andy Tobias prayed that no one would be foolish enough to attempt a rescue of his tiny band from the planet, which was now deep within Juirean territory. It would mean even more loss of life.

      Andy’s long-term plan called for him and his team to eventually steal an alien spacecraft and make it back to Union territory on their own. If they failed, then only they would be sacrificed.

      I can live with that, Andy thought, amused by the irony in the statement. Although he could deal with the consequences, he had others to consider.

      Besides the five military personnel under his command, he also had Sherri Valentine and Arieel Bol under his care. Even though the two females—one Human, the other alien—were both skilled and capable in their own right, this was asking far too much of them to continue much longer like this. And then there was the ex-Juirean Overlord Benefis Na, who had turned his back on his people to lead a life of unabashed capitalism in the Frontier. While he might have skills and abilities worth utilizing, so far Andy hadn’t found any. Although at seven feet tall, he did serve as a decent lookout.

      The fatal truth was that if they didn’t do something soon, the Juireans would find them, and in Andy’s opinion, it was always better to go out with a bang than a whimper.
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        * * *

      

      Once the Juireans had passed, Andy extricated himself from his hiding place and began to make his way back to the cave. The aliens had a lot to learn about stealth movement and Andy was confident he could detect anyone along his path. Even so, he took a circuitous route through the forest.

      The cave had been a fortuitous find. The entrance was in the upper part of a rock outcropping, making it almost impossible to spot unless you were standing directly below it. When he reached the opening, Andy lifted a small rock and tapped three times lightly, alerting those inside of his return. He waited for the small ladder they’d constructed out of branches and bark-twine to be lowered from the opening.

      After a minute—and still no ladder—he knew something was up. He’d left the encampment three hours before; they would be expecting his return.

      There were faint echoes coming from the cave, but he couldn’t make out anything with clarity. He tapped again on the rock, hoping the people inside were simply engaged in some intense conversation and had failed to hear his signal.

      When the ladder refused to appear a second time, he moved to the rock wall. He knew the purchases and footholds, so he could reach the entrance if he had to, even without the ladder. Now he had to. Something wasn’t right.

      He took his time, climbing with almost slow-motion precision. When he reached the cave entrance, he slipped inside and scurried into a small alcove on his left. The ladder was there. He pulled an MK-17 from the holster strapped around his waist, preparing for the worst.

      The cave curved off to the right, forming a light buffer for the two small electric lamps the team had with them. The voices beyond were soft and intermittent.

      Andy moved off in a crouch. At the bend in the rock wall, he did a quick look-see, before returning to cover. His mind’s eye recalled the image. Benefis was there, as were Arieel and Sherri. But his three remaining men lay on the ground, with several smaller creatures standing over them.

      These weren’t Juireans. They were the natives of the planet, small, purple-skinned beings with short tails. Andy always assumed the natives would side with the Humans if it came down to a choice between them and the mane-heads. He was wrong.

      He gnashed his teeth out of anger and frustration, along with a healthy dose of sadness. His forty years of military experience told him one other important fact from his quick survey: the three motionless men on the ground were dead.

      He’d made a tactical error, and he knew what it was. Even though the Juireans were new to Worak-nin, the natives knew their forest intimately. Now the question became: had they discovered the hideout on their own, or were they working with the Juireans?

      Andy shuddered. There was no way the passive natives could have killed three of his Human warriors and taken the rest captive, not on their own. There had to be Juireans in the cave—

      A burning blast of light struck Andy’s left shoulder. The force of the level-two bolt threw him into the open area beyond the bend, in full sight of the others and their alien guards. To a Human, the bolt was non-lethal, but its scorching pain was disorienting.

      Andy let the momentum of the blast roll him over several times, until he came to a rest on his stomach, facing the native guards, flash weapon gripped in his hands. He let loose with two quick bolts, flashes of brilliant plasma that lit up the dim interior like a mid-day sun. Level-two bolts were lethal to the natives, and now—after a quick count—only three remained.

      But Andy didn’t get a chance to finish the job. Instead, a huge body fell on him, pressing the air from his lungs. Using his superior Human strength in the light gravity of the planet, he cast off his attacker. Not surprisingly, it was a Juirean, and another was rushing towards him.

      Andy lifted his weapon, yet before he could steady his aim, another brilliant flash filled the cavern. This one was much more intense—a level-one—and it hit the admiral in his right thigh. A wave of searing pain swept through him, replaced almost immediately by a strange floating numbness. He knew he was in shock, but he didn’t care. He looked down at his leg. A smooth-edged, crescent-shaped chunk had been taken out, with the heat of the bolt cauterizing the wound instantly. Andy stared at his mangled limb as if it was no longer a part of his body.

      He heard female voices in the distance. Falling back on the damp, powdery soil, Andy twisted his head toward the sound.

      How sweet, it was Sherri and Arieel. They were on their feet and speaking to him. He couldn’t make out what they were saying, but they seemed very animated with their lilting voices and passionate expressions.

      A dark shadow appeared next to him. Andy looked up at the towering figure, where a glowing halo of pale blue surrounded the head and hidden face, backlit by the various lights now dancing within the cave. Then one of the lights caught the face. It was that of an alien, green-tinted and with fine scales for skin. The beast snarled.

      “I recognize you. You are Tobias,” said the creature.

      Andy’s eyes rolled back in his head as he drifted in and out of consciousness. When his mind allowed it, the numbness faded from his leg, and now it seemed as though his whole body was on fire.

      “—Quite well-known,” the gruff voice was saying. “Leader of the military forces for the Union and compatriot of the criminal Adam Cain. I see from your injuries that the myth of Human invincibility is just that, a myth. A simple increase in bolt intensity and you are just as mortal as the rest of us.”

      Andy must have passed out again because when awareness returned, the Juirean was standing over him with a flash weapon aimed at his head. Human eyes met alien eyes, and with his last ounce of savage breath, Andy Tobias managed to grunt, “Get it over with, you rotten alien bastard!”

      “As you wish.”
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        * * *

      

      The flash filled the cavern with a stark, blinding light. When it faded, there wasn’t much left of the admiral’s head.

      The Juirean Overlord turned to the other prisoners. “That was for Regional Overlord Esketon, who died at the hands of a Human. I will be honored for avenging his death.”

      Sherri fought through flowing tears to glare at the alien. “All you’ve done is piss us off, you son-of-a-bitch. You would think by now you would have learned.”

      “Learned what?”

      “That you don’t mess with the Humans…not if you want to live.”

      “Your bluster is amusing, Human.”

      The traitorous ex-Overlord Benefis Na wobbled where he sat, in a state of near-collapse, bruised and bloody. The first Juireans on the scene had worked him over quite well, taking out their frustrations on the turncoat.

      “Are you now going to kill the rest of us?” His trembling voice echoed off the walls of the cave, sounding more like a plea than a question.

      The Juirean leader stepped closer to the surviving three prisoners. “No, I will not kill you. I shall, however, send you off to Juir for processing.” He focused his attention on the two females. “Sherri Valentine, you are a well-known terrorist. Undoubtedly, you shall meet your fate in a very public spectacle, designed for the enjoyment of the masses. Arieel Bol, your situation is more complicated. As the leader of the Formilians, you will require a more extensive shaming before being put to death, yet it will happen. You cannot associate with enemies of the Expansion as you have and expect immunity for your deeds. And as for you, former-Overlord Benefis Na. There are many who will receive great satisfaction in making an example of you before all the Juirean people. Your insane treason cannot go unpunished.”

      “Why did you have to kill Andy?” Sherri asked, her voice shaking from both anger and remorse.

      “As I said, for revenge.”

      “But he didn’t kill your precious Overlord lover…or whatever he was to you.”

      “I fail to grasp the meaning of your reference, yet I sense the implied insult. As for your contention that he did not kill Esketon, you are correct. It has been determined that Adam Cain was his killer.”

      “Adam’s alive?”

      “That is my understanding, yet it matters not. You should feel fortunate that your Admiral Tobias returned to the cave when he did. Otherwise I would have killed you in his place.”

      “I wish you had.”

      “Be assured, Sherri Valentine, in time your wish will be granted.”
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        * * *

      

      Lieutenant-Commander Tom Paulson and Sergeant First-Class Travis Morgan watched as the small force of Juireans and natives exited the cave, taking with them Sherri, Arieel and Benefis. Paulson let out a sigh of relief. At least the admiral wasn’t with them. He was probably still out on scouting patrol. Yet what of the other three men in their unit…?

      Travis went to move, but Paulson pulled him back into the cover of the brush.

      “What the hell are you doing? There’s over a dozen of them.”

      “Yeah, but they won’t be expecting us.”

      “Don’t be crazy, and that’s an order. We’ll wait for the admiral and then work out a plan. What we have to do now is find out what happened to Stevie and the others?”

      The pair slipped deeper into their hiding place as the entourage of aliens moved near them and then off into the forest, guided by the natives, with multiple floodlights lighting their way. Ten minutes later they felt it safe to talk.

      “The mane-heads may not even know about us,” Travis said to the officer.

      “Let’s hope not. That’ll give us some operating room when the time comes. Let’s get to the cave and see if the comm unit is still there.”

      They moved out into the darkness, gaining entrance to the cave by the ladder the Juireans had left.  Once inside, they noticed that the small electric lamps were still on. The comm unit should be around, as well.

      That’s when Tom Paulson tripped over the body of Andy Tobias.

      Dropping to his knees, Paulson gawked at the bloody, barely recognizable corpse, an incredible sense of loss filling his heart. This was Admiral Andy Tobias, a legend within the military community, not only on Earth but all across the Union. He was also a friend.

      It was a sad and inglorious end to such a magnificent life.

      Travis tapped Paulson’s shoulder; he was pointing.

      There were three more bodies, those of the other members of the admiral’s staff.

      Paulson stood, his face a study in stone. He looked around the cave until he spotted the comm unit.

      “I want the Union to know about this,” he said to Travis. “And if Adam Cain is alive,  I hope to god he learns of it, too.”

      “What do you think he’ll do?”

      Paulson shrugged. “I can tell you one thing. It won’t be pretty, but it will be effective.”
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            Another day…another war

          

        

      

    

    
      With his friends now trapped behind enemy lines, Adam Cain insisted on sitting in on the latest war briefing. It was held in the Union Military HQ building outside Phoenix, in a small conference room, the solitary air conditioning unit blasting with such resolve that Adam wished he’d brought a coat. There were six other officers in the room, all of higher rank, along with three serious-looking civilians.

      Admiral Morton Hollingsworth was speaking, referring to a large video screen embedded in the wall. “It seems that as we—the Union forces—were taking the lead in the fight against the Sol-Kor, the Juireans were sitting back and consolidating their forces. The result: a four-to-one numerical advantage for the mane-heads.”

      “What about from a firepower standpoint?” asked Rear Admiral Cletus Adame. “The reason we took the lead was because of our superior capabilities.”

      “Capabilities that are no longer superior, Admiral,’ Hollingsworth replied. “It seems that no sooner do we make some technological breakthrough with regards to weaponry or propulsion, before the Juireans have it, too. Then they improve upon it incrementally, which is then followed by our acquisition of the new technology from them. Both our R&D divisions are as porous as sieves. There aren’t any secrets anymore, gentlemen. The result is our firepower and technology levels are about on par, with the one glaring exception of the four-to-one advantage they hold in the number of warships. David.” Hollingsworth turned the briefing over to another full admiral, David Nash.

      A new image appeared on the screen. It showed a graphic of the Orion-Cygnus arm of the galaxy, and next to it the minor spar called the Kidis Frontier. There were blue dots all along the border between the two arms, countering red dots on the Kidis side.

      “Currently we’re in a defensive standoff, but that’s about to change. The Juireans are funneling more assets into the Frontier, while the best we can do is create an ever-weakening deterrent force on our side. We certainly don’t have the assets to engage in any offensive actions. We estimate that within a month, the Juireans will have consolidated enough units on their side to launch an invasion.”

      “It’s even worse than that,” General Dominic Dinesh interjected. The gruff, seventy-four-year-old officer was a throwback to the time before military ranks had been consolidated, and one of the few to retain the title of General after the changeover. “The Union itself is now in jeopardy. Since we’re barely ten years old, many of our member planets lack any depth of loyalty to the Earth. Now they see the Expansion—an organization over three thousand years old—as having overwhelming military power and territorial dominance. Although none of them have come right out and said it, analysts believe that should an invasion occur, many of our members will bolt to the other side. It could turn into a domino effect after that, leaving Earth to stand alone against the aliens.”

      The room fell silent, as each person in the room searched his experience and reasoning for a silver-lining to what had been revealed so far. None was to be found, only the frustration voiced by Admiral Nash.

      “And this is the thanks we get for saving their scaly hides from the Sol-Kor.” A few glanced at Adam as if to say, Sorry all your efforts were in vain.

      “Excuse me, sirs,” Adam began. Although he was only a lowly Navy captain, he was the most-celebrated military officer on the planet. His words carried weight.

      “If we can’t beat the enemy militarily, then that leaves politics and technology. Isn't there anything we can do on the diplomatic front?”

      “Unfortunately, Captain, for months we’ve been beating our heads against a brick wall, and with no results,” said Hollingsworth. “The Juireans have been planning this war for several years, and it’s ironic, but it was our success against Sol-Kor that accelerated their timetable. After our victories, most of the galaxy began looking to us as the default leader, the most powerful, the empire worthy of their loyalty. The Expansion was disintegrating, while the Union was growing. The Juireans see this war as the only way to save their empire. And a negotiated peace would only highlight their status as a second-class power in the galaxy, at least in their opinion.”

      “What about technology? Is there anything we’re working on that will give us a leg up?”

      All eyes turned to Admiral Rolf Kushner. He ran the Union’s Military Technology and Development Division. “Of course, Captain, there’s always any number of promising technologies we’re pursuing at any given time, yet none we can put into full production. Not yet. And as Admiral Hollingsworth intimated, it seems that as soon as we come up with something truly revolutionary, the Juireans get it, too. We’re pretty sure it’s not any of us passing this intel along to the Juireans. It has to be some the aliens we have in the division. As Dominic said, many of our member races have a very weak bond with the Union. Loyalties can be bought.”

      “Can the aliens be restricted from the more sensitive labs?” one of the civilians asked.

      “Hell, some of them are making the most important contributions. If we cut out all alien involvement, we wouldn’t have nearly the number of breakthroughs we’re having.”

      The meeting continued for another hour, as each participant provided a more structured presentation regarding their area of expertise. When the point of exhaustion—and despondency—was reached, Hollingsworth adjourned the meeting, but not before tasking each of them to work on a solution to the crisis, no matter how wild or crazy it might sound. He was to present a plan of action to the President in three days. Everyone was counting on the best military minds in the Union to find a solution, a strategy that would not only save the Union but the Human race as well.

      Adam stayed behind to speak with Hollingsworth alone.

      “I want to go after Andy and the others on Worak-nin,” he said.

      Hollingsworth’s face went ashen. He shook his head. “I knew this was coming. Son…there’s no easy way to say this, but it’s been reported that Admiral Tobias is dead.”

      Adam felt his knees go weak. He fought for the words. “Reported? How reliable?”

      “It came from Paulson. He has a short-range comm unit with him. His message was picked up by a passing vessel friendly to our side and relayed back to the Union.”

      “When…how?”

      “We just got the news two days ago. The Juireans found the group hiding out in the mountains and killed Andy, along with three of this men.”

      “And you didn’t tell me! What about the others?”

      “Only two of Andy’s team survived, Paulson and Sergeant Morgan.”

      “You know what I mean, sir. What about Sherri and Arieel?”

      The Admiral hesitated, which only made Adam’s heart race faster.

      “They’re alive,” the Admiral said, raising his hand. “Paulson tracked them back to Panur’s palace under heavy Juirean guard.”

      “And this was two days ago? Are they still there?”

      “Unknown. We haven’t had any contact with Commander Paulson since then.”

      “We have to do something—”

      “Like what, Captain? You heard the briefing. The Frontier is in the process of being locked down tighter than a drum, and the mane-heads are deploying passive detection buoys so they can track every ship that moves. And even if that weren’t the case, it wouldn’t be you leading the rescue attempt.”

      “And why the hell not…sir?”

      “Calm down, Adam. You know why. You’re a symbol for the Human race, as well as the Union. How would it look if you went out and got yourself killed, just when we need our heroes alive and well?”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. Your last little adventure didn’t end so well. It took a major effort to get you back from the Klin, and that was before the Juireans deployed thousands of additional ships to the region. Any rescue attempt now would be iffy at best.”

      “What about using the Mark VII?”

      Hollingsworth furrowed his brow and pursed his lips. “I’m not going to ask where you heard about that; I don’t want to know.”

      “It’s based on Panur’s trans-dimensional drive,” Adam continued. “With it I’ll be able to pop in and out before the Juireans can do a damn thing to stop me.”

      “That ship is experimental and based more on the original modifications Panur made to the Pegasus than the TD ship. Besides that, it doesn’t work, not reliably. We’ve only been able to make three light-year jumps, and then with an hour recharge between hops. That’s makes it only slighter faster than a K-Drive in a full gravity-well.”

      “But it’s stealth.”

      “For three light-years. Then you’re sitting there for an hour with your ass hanging out, only able to maneuver on chem drive. It’s a power source problem. So far we haven’t been able to figure out Panur’s energy equations.”

      “I could take the ship above the plane and then drop into a less-guarded area of the Frontier. Even if the Juireans do detect the ship, I’ll be gone long before they can get to me.”

      “Admit it, after a few jumps they’ll know exactly where you’re headed.” Hollingsworth shook his head again, this time more emphatically. “Sorry, Captain, but it’s too risky. And what if the ship falls into Juirean hands? It’s a miracle we’ve been able to keep it a secret this long.” Hollingsworth snorted. “That’s probably because the damn thing doesn’t work! No…a rescue attempt with the Mark VII is off the table. Maybe another team with another ship.”

      “But Admiral—”

      “If you want me to make it official, Captain, you got it: Permission denied! Is that clear enough for you?”

      “I could go to—”

      “To whom? The President? Good luck with that. Now that he has you back from the Sol-Kor universe, he’s nervous as a cat every time you even get behind the wheel of a car. He needs your fame, Adam. He needs you out there as a symbol of Human ability and determination. Like it or not, you’re the personification of Superman to most of the galaxy. It wouldn’t be good press if Clark Kent went and got himself killed, now would it? Like I said, I’ll consider a rescue mission. But not with you—or Riyad, for that matter—and not in the Mark VII…which for the record, doesn’t exist.”

      Adam’s shoulders slumped. What could he do? He couldn’t let Sherri and Arieel end up like Andy.

      Hollingsworth placed a hand on his shoulder. “Adam, you’ve had one hell of a past twenty years. You’ve saved the planet and the galaxy more times than Captain Kirk and helped make the Union what it is today. Isn’t that enough for one lifetime? Let the rest of us take over from here. Take my advice: Relax and let the President parade you around as a symbol of Human superiority. Bask in the glory, son. You deserve it.”

      “And Sherri and Arieel?”

      “Let me worry about that. I’m not going to forget about them.”

      Adam smiled wryly. “Yessir. Sounds like a plan. I just have to get my Superman cape back from the dry cleaners.”

      Hollingsworth wasn’t buying Adam’s sudden change of heart. “I know you’re being sarcastic, but I’m serious, Captain. Don’t let me find you sneaking around behind my back. The President will let me do what’s necessary if it means keeping you alive and well on good ol’ Mother Earth.”

      Adam saluted the Admiral before spinning on his heel and leaving the room. He was in a hurry. He had to talk with Riyad.

      There was no time to lose.
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      “What the hell is a Mark VII anyway?” Riyad asked. He and Adam were slinking along a shadowed wall of an isolated hangar on the vast testing grounds of the Union Technology and Development Division. It was a little past midnight on the night of the war briefing. Adam was in full uniform, just in case.

      “It’s like the Mark IV we had, only more advanced. Ever since Panur made his changes to the Pegasus, T&D have been trying to duplicate the feat.”

      “And they’ve done it?”

      “Not completely…shush, we’re coming up on the sentries.”

      Adam came around the corner of the building with his chest pumped out and walking with purpose. The two guards at the hangar door jumped to attention and saluted. Even if the set of four gold bars on his shoulder boards weren’t enough, they recognized Adam immediately.

      “Captain Cain!” one of the E-5s stammered. “Good evening, sir. What can we do for you?”

      “Mr. Tarazi and I need access to the hangar. Please open the door.”

      The other guard was frantically scrolling through his datapad. “Sir, I don’t see your name on the authorization list. Either of your names.”

      “Of course you wouldn’t, sergeant. Datapads can be hacked. Our schedules are not to be broadcast. Now open the door.”

      “But sir—”

      Adam smiled. “Sergeant, are you trying to tell me that I’m not allowed inside? What do you think I’m going to do, steal the Mark VII?” The two guards looked at each other. “That’s right. How would I even know about the ’Seven if I’m not authorized to enter the hangar?”

      “I’ll have to make a call—”

      “And wake up a junior officer who doesn’t have the clearance to know about our orders? Do you think every officer is privy to such classified information?”

      “C’mon, Bill, it’s Captain Cain.”

      The first guard looked at the second. He hesitated for a moment before nodding. “Of course, sir.” He grinned. “I’m sure there aren’t very many places you can’t go,” he said with a nervous laugh.

      The other guard had already tapped in the security code for the door. Adam walked through the doorway while Riyad grasped the enlisted man’s shoulder. “We’ll only be a minute. And hush-hush, sergeant. Top secret stuff. You understand?”

      “Yessir, Mr. Tarazi. And I’d like to say it’s an honor to meet the two of you.”

      Riyad smiled, flashing his impossibly white teeth at the guards. Then he winked.

      “Hurry up, Mister Tarazi, we don’t have all night,” Adam said impatiently.

      Once they were inside the hangar, Adam shut the door and locked it. Through his brain interface device, he activated the lights in the hangar. Even manufacturers on Earth were now using Formilian circuit controllers, which gave him control over more than just the lights.

      Fluorescent lamps in the ceiling popped on, quickly heating up to full strength, giving time for their eyes to adjust. The room was large and dominated by a sleek, silver-hulled starship. The craft looked very traditional, almost like a sleek jet fighter, but on a much larger scale. It was three hundred feet long by seventy wide, with a sloping forward section dominated by a pair of rectangular viewports. The fuselage widened closer to the aft section until it reached a pair of short matching wings radiating out on each side, with an oblong power generator attached to the ends. There was also a series of gangly-looking tubes strapped to the hull, looking out of place. They ringed the center section of the ship, held there by thick, black cables.

      They could also see several recessed ports lining the hull in a number of locations, as well as on the tips of the wing generators pods. Adam had read some of the specs. The ship possessed both energy and ballistic armament, and quite a few of them by the looks of things. There was also an experimental type of torpedo onboard, one which was capable of utilizing a form of trans-dimensional propulsion, if the power supply problem could be solved.

      The main entrance hatch opened on Adam’s mental command and the interior lights snapped on.

      The two men entered a sizeable airlock, which wasn’t in use on the surface but would come in handy in space. Beyond the next doorway, they entered a spacious central common room, more spacious than other starship layouts since it served multiple functions, such as dining, a lounge and auxiliary control, all without the need for dividing walls. The bridge was to the right, while the passageway leading to the engine room was lined with long tubes along each bulkhead, forward and aft. These were auxiliary energy generators, like those strapped to the exterior of the ship. With the incredible energy draw the jump-drive demanded, the ship’s designers had to use every square inch of available space. There were two small staterooms aft.

      There weren’t a lot of creature comforts aboard the Mark VII. This was a prototype, and clearly a work-in-progress.

      Adam and Riyad proceeded aft to the main engine room. Another hatchway beyond led to the service bay, which contained a small, six-person shuttle. Again, nothing fancy.

      “So what makes this ship so special?” Riyad asked. “I know it’s similar to Panur’s first version of the enhanced Pegasus, but obviously without any style.”

      “The geeks know the technology works, but they haven’t been able to fully power the modules yet. That’s why both the interior and exterior is full of extra generators. That also makes the damn thing incredibly heavy, which then requires even more energy for non-gravity transits. My friend in T&D—who shall remain anonymous—said they’ve been pulling their hair out trying to make it work. It’s a case of damned if they do, damned if they don’t. Attaching a dozen exterior generators to the ship in order for the drive to function makes the ship too heavy to lift off the ground.”

      Riyad leaned against a huge round generator module and crossed his arms. “So, my friend, why are we here? I thought we were going to rescue Sherri and Arieel.”

      “I have an idea. Pogo!”

      Riyad frowned, confused.

      On a nearby control console, a pale green orb materialized.

      “Pogo? You named it Pogo?”

      “Yeah, just seemed right. It keeps bouncing around like a pogo-stick.”

      I know from your thoughts you actually named me after a cartoon possum.

      Now Adam frowned as the object spoke in his mind.

      Riyad moved closer to the tiny, four-and-a-half-inch diameter metal globe, covered in strange hieroglyphic markings. “I know…Pogo is supposed to be some kind of ancient power generator, so is that your plan?”

      “It’s worth a try.”

      Adam reached out with his ATD to communicate with the three-billion-year-old alien-created personal service module he’d brought to Earth after his last adventure.

      Do you understand the dilemma? he asked the object. It could only communicate telepathically—and Adam was the only person in the galaxy who had an embedded Formilian artificial telepathy device linked to his brain.

      Yes, Adam. I’m scanning the nearby units. They are really quite primitive.

      Save the editorializing for later, my friend. Can you link with them or not?

      Not the actual engines, yet I can access the main battery packs.

      Can you add power to them…or whatever it is you do?

      Yes. I can supply the packs with near-instant energy, although the composition of my resources are slightly different than used here.

      “What’s he saying?’ Riyad asked, growing impatient with Adam’s silent staring at the orb.

      “He said he can recharge the batteries but can’t power the engines directly.”

      “Is that good or bad?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Pogo, what does this mean for the operation of the ship?

      The vessel will be able to perform as designed, and the recharge times will be shortened considerably.

      By how much?

      Hard to know for sure, not without direct experimentation. However, my scan indicates that as of now, after a full draining of the batteries, a one hour, four minute recharged would be required, based on your Human time scale. With my input, I can decrease that to two minutes.

      Adam’s eyes widened. He looked up at an anxious Riyad. “Two minutes between recharges!”

      “And that means what…exactly?”

      “A two minute recycle time between each three light-year jump.”

      Riyad blinked. “That’s barely enough time to get our bearings. It’s also something like ninety light-years per hour. That’s fast.” Adam could see the glimmer in his friend’s eyes. The mission was shaping up.

      “Okay, this is what we’ll do,” Adam said, his voice trembling with excitement. “We need weapons and supplies. I’m sure the ship doesn’t carry any long-term provisions or armaments onboard, being an experimental craft. So let’s stock up and be ready to move out tomorrow night.” His face turned solemn. “They’re not going to let us out of here without a fight. We may have to bust a few heads along the way.”

      Riyad flashed his trademark smile. “That never bothered me in the past. Don’t know why it would now?”

      “Pogo, stay here and learn all you can about the onboard systems,” he said to the orb aloud. It could hear others talk, even as it could only communicate telepathically with Adam.

      Yes, Captain Cain, as you command.
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      Adam and Riyad left the ship.

      “Let’s pray the sentries don’t tell anyone we were here,” Riyad said. “That could tip off Hollingsworth about our plans.”

      “I get the feeling he already has his suspicions. Dammit, I should never have told him I knew about the Mark VII.”

      “To head him off, I suggest that later today you do  something to convince him you’ve put any ideas of a rescue out of your mind.”

      “Like what?”

      Riyad raised his left hand. With his fingers cupped together he twisted his wrist back and forth. “If you’re going to be paraded around the Union, you could show him how you’ve been practicing your Queen’s Wave.”

      “Asshole. Let’s get going. There’s still a lot of real work to be done before we go rescue our damsels in distress.”
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      As soon as he opened the exterior door to the hangar, Adam was blinded by an assault of light from multiple sources. Squinting through the glare, he saw at least twenty armed soldiers, with lights attached to their weapons, and all the barrels aimed at them.

      A backlit figure approached. “I knew you’d try something stupid like this,” said Admiral Mort Hollingsworth. He motioned for this men to lower their weapons. “There you have it. That was your one and only get-out-of-jail-free card, just to let you know you’re being watched. Next time I won’t let you off so easy.”

      Riyad sighed and leaned against the corrugated metal wall of the hangar, defeated.

      Adam wasn’t so compliant.

      “I’m sorry, Holly, but this is one order I can’t follow.”

      Just then, all the lights on the soldier’s weapons, as well as those illuminating the exterior of the hangar, suddenly winked out. On such a moonless night, the area was cast into near total darkness, with only the glow from the distant headquarters complex defining the landscape.

      “Cain, what the hell are you doing?” Hollingsworth cried out.

      But Adam was already on the move. He ducked back into the hangar, pulling Riyad in by the shirtsleeves after him. He slammed the metal door shut and activated the electronic lock with his mind.

      “That won’t keep them out,” Riyad yelled.

      “I reset the locking code.”

      “To what?”

      “Six zeros, it’s the only thing I could think of at the moment.”

      The lights in the hangar popped on again as they sprinted for the entrance to the Mark VII starship.

      “What now?” Riyad queried. “They’ll have a thousand troops outside in a matter of minutes. There’s no way they’ll let us take this thing out onto the tarmac, even if we could get it moving.”

      Adam stopped at the hatchway and pointed up. “The roof rolls away. We’re not going out…we’re going up!”

      Pogo, can you get the generators operating?

      I’ve been monitoring events. Perhaps you should have asked that question before you set out on this particular course of action?

      Can you or can’t you?

      Yes, already charging. Adequate power for liftoff in twenty-three seconds.

      Great. We’re heading for the bridge.

      The hum of spinning-up electronics was heard throughout the ship as Adam and Riyad dashed onto the bridge. With so much interior space taken up with generators and battery banks, the ship was only designed to carry a crew of three, including a pilot, co-pilot and test monitor. Adam and Riyad slipped into the control seats and strapped in. Thanks to Adam’s ATD, screens were already lit with data streaming across. A dial on the left side of the pilot’s panel was building to one-hundred, an indication of full power.

      “I thought you said this thing was too heavy to fly?” Riyad pointed out.

      “That’s to get it to full capacity, and we won’t need the weight of the extra generators strapped on the hull, not with Pogo aboard.” Adam scanned his control board until he found what he was looking for. He activated the switch.

      A prolonged series of loud, echoing clanks and clunks was heard coming from outside the ship.

      “I assume that’s the sound of the external generators being jettisoned?”

      “Like I said, we don’t need them…I hope. I’m opening the upper hangar doors.”

      Using his ATD, Adam located the overhead door controls. Riyad switched his screen to a top view and watched as the huge panels separated along a centerline. The gaping black opening grew wider, beaming the light from the interior of the hangar into the sky above. A few stray clouds made their presence known in the phantom light from below.

      When the charge indicator topped out, Adam ignited the chemical liftoff jets.

      The Mark VII had only ever been launched by first moving it through wide side panel doors and onto the vast concrete pad outside. The hangar was never designed to accommodate a vertical liftoff. By lighting off the jets in such an enclosed space, the effect was much more impressive than an outside launch. Quite a bit so.

      The side walls bulged out, as fire and white smoke slammed against them, before being vented upward and through the now-open roof of the hangar. Bright torrents of roiling flame and gas shot skyward, joined a moment later by the ghostly shape of a starship moving within the fiery cloud. The ship gained altitude quickly, while trailing even more fire and brimstone below. At five thousand feet, Adam tilted the nose to a radical angle toward the heavens and applied full chem power.

      The image on the screen now showed the hangar as a prominent beacon of light far below within the vastness of the blackened landing field. The dot of light grew smaller, even as the brilliant glow of the city of Phoenix to the north came into view. But it, too, soon turned to just a white smudge on the dark globe below.

      Once clear of the atmosphere, Adam activated the first gravity jump without knowing exactly to where. Instantly the view on the screens changed to that of an eerie greenish glow with faint streaks of white and blue forming the walls of a poorly-defined circle. The image only lasted a few seconds before normal space popped back into view. A low-pitched hum cycled down, then there was silence.

      Riyad tapped the keys on his console. “According to the star positions, we’re two-point-nine-four light-years from Earth. Not quite the three the salesman said she’d do, but close enough.”

      “Anyone around?”

      “No one close, just a few faint signatures near the edge of the screen.”

      “Which way to Worak-nin?”

      Riyad checked his screen. “Back the other way. Distance, sixty-two hundred  light-years, give or take a light-year. You know, I’m no mathematical genius, but that’s still around two thousand seventy jumps. With two minutes between each jump we’re looking at around three days to get there.”

      “You figured that out in your head? Maybe you are a mathematical genius.”

      Riyad flashed a smile.

      “Still beats the old transit time of around a month,” Adam continued. “Plot-in the course.”

      “What about provisions…and weapons?”

      “Yeah, about that, we may have to make a stop along the way. We’ll see how things go.” He unbuckled his safety harness. “I’m going back to see what Pogo has learned about the ship.” He looked at the chronometer on the wall. “New jump coming up. Set it on auto. We’ve got quite a ways to go.”

      “Yessir, Captain Cain, sir.” Riyad saluted.

      Slipping from the pilot seat, Adam returned the salute, however, his was of the one-finger variety.
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      Adam was surprised by what Pogo had already learned about the Mark VII. First, it did carry a decent-size compliment of armaments, as well as enough provisions to last a crew of three for a month. The reason—as it turned out—was the ship was being prepped for a full dynamic test, using the cluster of extra generators that had been strapped to the exterior. Researchers wanted to see how the ship would function with a full load.

      When Adam dumped the exterior generators, the ship’s weight was lessened considerably, allowing for an uneventful liftoff from Earth’s surface. Then with Pogo’s energy contribution to the batteries, the ship was able to make jump after jump—three light-years at a time—with minimal recharge time between, and without the need for the additional generators. It was a win-win all around.

      Seventeen hours into the trip, all that changed.

      Adam, we have a problem, Pogo’s ethereal voice echoed in his mind.

      He and Riyad were in the small galley, preparing a bland meal of spaghetti-like mush. The ship’s food processor wasn’t the best, just something with comparable weight and able to keep the test crew from starving.

      What is it? Adam asked mentally, his gut tensing. The ancient orb didn’t engage in idle conversation.

      My energy inputs are having a degrading effect on the battery components. The subtle difference in wavelengths is the cause.

      How bad is it?

      I’ve noticed it early enough to prevent the batteries from failing completely. But soon the ship will require a new battery bank along with a four-hour initial charging boost using conventional power. I can regulate future power inputs to prevent this from happening again—at least the requirement for replacements. Yet periodically we will need full recharges with conventional energy timed at several hours each.

      How much time do we have left on the existing batteries?

      Two hours of jump times, approximately one hundred eighty light-years.

      Okay, give us some time to see what we can come up with.

      You have two hours if we continue with the same jump schedule.

      “Problem,” Adam announced aloud. He repeated to Riyad what Pogo had just told him.

      “That’s what we get for stealing a prototype,” Riyad said.

      The two men hurried to the bridge with bowls of steaming mush in their hands.

      Their current location placed them just on the Kidis Frontier side of the border, which according to the Juireans, was now Expansion territory. This area sitting between the two galactic empires would the most-saturated with passive detectors and having already perforated local space with a series of pop-ins and pop-outs, it was a good bet the Juireans were already tracking these disturbances, even if they didn’t know what they were.

      “I have no idea what’s around here,” Adam complained. “And who knows where we’re going to find a new battery bank for an experimental starship of Human design.”

      Riyad’s forehead was creased with worry lines. “Not much out here, from what I can see. We’re in the void area between arms of the galaxy. However, if we do find any settlements out here, it’s a good bet they should have a fully-stocked starship parts store. They’d be like an oasis in space and quite popular.”

      “By the way, you got any money on you?” Adam asked.

      Riyad withdrew his wallet. “Twenty-seven dollars. Any idea what the exchange rate is out here?”

      “Not enough, that’s for sure. Hey…what this?”

      Riyad leaned in close to Adam’s screen. “Bingo! Looks like a small support colony about twelve light-years from here.”

      “Yeah and sitting on a single lump of rock out in the middle of nowhere. It’s registered under the authority of the Tigans, whoever they are. Let’s check it out.”

      “And the money situation?”

      Adam smiled. “I do have my American Express Gold Galaxy card with me.”

      “The one backed by an M-101 assault rifle?”

      “That’s the one. Never leave home without it.”
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      Twelve light-years was only four jumps and less than ten minutes from their present location, yet rather than pop in close to the station, Adam dumped out of the jump half a light-year away and approached under a conventional gravity-well of modest depth. He didn’t want to attract any undue attention.

      Support colonies were like truck stops in space, eking out a rough and tumble existence by catering to the needs of star travelers traversing wide stretches of void space. Most were huge space stations, while others took advantage of large asteroids or stray planetoids. The majority of commercial starcraft weren’t equipped to go more than a few thousand light-years without refueling and provisioning, making these stations vital to interstellar travel and commerce. The prices were astronomical, but desperate people were willing to pay the cost for not planning well enough in advance to fill-up at a more competitive gas station.

      Adam was in the desperate category. He also had no money, which made the saying he’d kill for a new bank of batteries more literal than figurative. It may very well come down to that. After all, Sherri and Arieel were worth a few dead aliens. Maybe more than a few.

      The settlement was on a rogue rock about half the size of the moon, and it was obvious from first glance that the Tigans had been there for a very long time. As the only piece of solid ground for three hundred light-years, the colony’s operators had taken advantage of nearly every level square foot of the surface, covering it over with a complicated spider-web-like network of rust-colored plasti-steel canopies and connecting tubes, dotted with thousands of rectangular windows, most covered in a thick layer of obscuring dust.

      A survey map of the settlement came up on Adam’s screen, providing more information about the colony. There was a permanent population of around ten thousand individuals, serving the needs of approximately three thousand starships per standard Juirean year. The one feature that caught Adam’s attention, however, was the mention of an underground gravity-grid.

      He’d heard of this being done before, but not on something this small. Buried generators produced a series of regulated singularities in huge chambers carved out below surface, creating a supplement to the planetoid’s own feeble gravity field. Adam knew this type of technology didn’t come cheap, but it would provide them with gravity similar to Juirean-standard or about three-quarters that of Earth.

      “Heads up, Mister Cain—we have Juireans.”

      Adam glanced at Riyad’s real-time view of the colony. There were several ships in stationary orbit above the main part of the settlement, among them a couple of Class-4 Juirean cruisers. The long-range video also showed a dozen or more Class-2’s and -3’s in port at the three surface landing fields visible from this angle. Undoubtedly, there would be more on the other side.

      “Shit!” Adam growled.

      “Luckily we took a detour from our projected path to Worak-nin,” Riyad said. “Maybe they won’t associate us with the mystery signal that’s been popping in and out of their space.”

      “We’re still two Humans in a Human-designed starship.”

      “Well, maybe it’s time to let the aliens know who’s boss, Captain Cain,” Riyad said with an evil-looking grin.

      Adam sighed. “Yep, you’re right. Nothing subtle; it never is. I’ll have Pogo keep what’s left of our battery banks charged and ready. When we get what we’re after, we’ll pop out of here, leaving the mane-heads with one finger up their noses and another up their butts, wondering what just happened.”

      “You paint such graphic images with your colorful American way of saying things.”

      Adam smiled. “Gear up, buddy. We’re going in.”
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        * * *

      

      Three suits of battle armor were found hanging in a locker within the Mark VII’s service bay. There was also a compartment with a wide assortment of projectile and flash weaponry. Ammo for the Human weapons could be an issue. They only had twenty-five thousand rounds of standard caliber. There were a lot more than twenty-five thousand Juireans in the galaxy, but that would be a good start.

      The Mark VII was a one-of-a-kind starship, so it wouldn’t be registered in any Library database, either in the Union or the Expansion. Adam was counting on this fact to give them enough time to land on the surface and locate a new battery bank before the ship could be identified as being of Human origin.

      Clearance for landing wasn’t necessary, not at a supply colony. But they were guided to a landing pad by an automated system and a snake-like umbilical tube mated with the Mark VII’s main exterior hatch. Once pressure was equalized, the armed and armored Humans moved through the passageway and into the main section of the settlement.

      Juireans might have been able to recognize the armor as being that of Union forces, but not the bulk of the colony’s occupants, or if they could they didn’t let on. The interior was crowded, far beyond what the Library brief had indicated about the colony. Through his helmet lens, Adam scanned the menagerie of alien species filling a huge central courtyard, wondering if the increased population came from refugees seeking shelter and protection against the coming conflict. Even though war had been declared between the Expansion and the Union, no major battles had yet to take place. That was about to change, and apparently these creatures knew it.

      Adam and Riyad were two of the smaller beings in the chamber. This was common for heavy-worlders, whereas species evolving in light gravity grew to heights of ten feet or more. To the Human’s relief, the combination of artificial and native gravity was still less than they were used to. They would have an advantage here,  if—and when—the time came.

      “You see anything like an energy supply store?” Riyad asked through his internal comm.

      “Let me scan through my ATD,” Adam replied. “I should be able to spot any concentrations of batteries or another power sources.”

      The planet Formil—where Adam had acquired his brain-interface implant—was the galaxy’s premier supplier of electrical components and control modules. This was especially true in the Expansion, where the Formilians had been leading the way in scientific technology for over two thousand years. Recently, they’d been making inroads into the Union as well, at least until this new war broke out.

      Arieel Bol, Adam’s former lover and mother to his mutant-genius daughter, Lila, was the leader of the planet. Or she had been at one time. She was the last in a long line of hereditary female religious rulers called Speakers, who through their own brain-interface implants, were supposedly able to communicate with their Gods, two of which represented the polar opposites of positive and negative within the electromagnetic realm of universal forces.

      It had all been bullshit, of course. What the masses on the planet took as supernatural abilities were nothing more than manipulations of modules and static electricity through the brain interface, what Adam called his artificial telepathy device, or ATD. It was true; he could communicate telepathically with other creatures with similar implants. Fortunately—or unfortunately—he was the only person in the galaxy who currently had such a device.

      However, his ATD did allow him to communicate with the three-billion-year-old personal service module he’d named Pogo. The pale green orb was a remnant of an ancient race of beings who had evolved to a state of almost pure energy and exceptional mental capacity. As Pogo explained, the Aris—as they were called—still had bodies, yet they weren’t required to communicate or to travel mentally throughout the universe. Pogo had been the personal property of one of the last remaining Aris, feeding energy to the being much like one would feed a Human baby. He also assisted with certain physical manipulations the Aris were unable to accomplish on their own.

      Adam was amazed by the tiny orb’s intelligence, as well as its ability to teleport for distances of up to a hundred feet. Even though it was of a design and technology light-years ahead of anything currently existing in the Milky Way, Adam got the impression that to the Aris, Pogo was nothing more than a toy or a snack cart, called upon when they needed a quick pick-me-up of pure energy.

      Adam now used his Formilian brain-interface device to scan the local surroundings at the Tigan truck stop, looking for any concentrations of energy. The place was filled with literally hundreds of sources, from air circulators and flash weapons to three-foot-square cold-fusion reactors that powered most of the colony. He began to press through the crowd, continuing his search, with Riyad trailing behind, serving as Adam’s eyes against unknown threats.

      There was a fair number of Juireans in the crowd, yet they didn’t move with the same nervous desperation as most of the others. They had always been cocky SOB’s, and now with an overwhelming numerical superiority in warships compared to the Union, this air of confidence and invincibility filtered all the way down to the lowly green-haired Guard rank. They were masters of the universe, and once again were about to prove it to the galaxy.

      “Got it!” Adam announced. “Huge signature, about a hundred yards to our right.”

      Riyad looked around. “The battery bank is going to be heavy, even here. We’ll have to take it out on a cart. Do you see a shorter route back to the ship?”

      Adam scanned the area. “Doesn’t look like it, not unless we puncture the exterior wall and hoof it outside.”

      “Not something I would prefer, but if necessary our suits will provide us with protection.”

      “Let’s see what we’re up against first. Follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      Most of the shops lining the huge rectangular center of the service colony had alien guards representing a variety of species posted at their doors. Not so the battery store. They carried products that weren’t easily transported, making shoplifting a non-issue.

      The two Humans entered and were barely acknowledged by the four creatures working the store. This seemed odd since no other customers were in the shop at the time. Adam walked up to the counter.

      “We need an A-33 battery bank, charged if possible.”

      The clerk was a scaly, yellow-skinned creature standing about six feet tall and about the same in width. He was of the two-armed variety of alien, yet only had three stubby fingers and a thumb on his smallish hands.

      Without looking up from his datapad, he shouted. “Do we have any A-33’s?”

      No one answered back immediately, prompting Adam to say, “We’re in a hurry, if you don’t mind?”

      Now the creature looked up. He took a moment to scan the black armor and peer as best he could through the tinted visor. “What are you?”

      “Does it matter? We just need a new battery bank. Do you have one?”

      “Donic!”

      “No,” came the reply. “But we have two A-20’s.”

      The clerk looked at Adam. “Link them together and you have more energy than an A-33. Combined, they are about the same size.”

      “Are they charged?”

      “Are they charged?” the creature yelled.

      “Partially. Enough to initiate a generator spin.”

      “We’ll take them,”  Adam said.

      The creature looked hard at the Human. “Do you not wish to know the cost?”

      “Sure…how much are they?”

      Stubby fingers punched keys on the datapad. “Nineteen thousand Juirean credits.”

      “Nineteen thousand!” Riyad said, speaking for the first time. “Standard thirties only cost around nine.”

      “Not here. The price is nineteen thousand, no negotiation.”

      “All right, we’ll take them.”

      “Credits?”

      “Bring them out first; I wish to inspect them,” Adam demanded.

      The alien looked confused. “They are battery banks,” he said. “What is there to inspect?”

      “They’re not A-33’s. I wish to check the configuration.”

      The clerk waddled away and returned three minutes later pushing a four-wheeled cart with two, eight-foot long black boxes on top. The containers measured three feet on each side with the ends a maze of connecting wires.

      Adam stepped up to the cart. “Formilian?” he asked.

      “What other kind is there…Human?” the clerk snickered. “Now payment.”

      “You’ll get paid when they’re delivered to our ship.”

      The fat jowls of the yellow beast bobbled. “That is not how it is done here. Pay first, delivery second.”

      Adam turned to Riyad. “Time to pay up.”

      “I suppose so.”

      Human battle armor consists of hidden compartments along the thighs of each leg where compact M-101 Triple-C’s assault rifles are stored. The Consolidated Close-Combat weapon was a compact amalgamation of nearly every component available, lightweight and with short, suppressed barrels. They carried composite-jacketed .45-caliber ballistic rounds, as well as a powerful plasma bolt launcher. There was an M-4 grenade launcher below the thin, ten-inch high body, along with a pencil-laser and built-in night-vision scope. The weapons were concealed in the leg compartments so they could be carried anonymously within crowds without causing panic.

      Now Adam and Riyad activated release panels and the weapons popped out on articulated arms.

      The M-101’s were up and aimed at the clerk and the rest of the workers in a flash. The clerk eyed the weapons, first with concern and then with curiosity.

      “You are robbing us…of battery banks?” His voice was incredulous.

      “That’s right,” Adam replied. “We’re desperate, and we need the battery packs, in fact more than I care if you live or die.”

      “That is a rather rude statement.”

      “Riyad, do the honors.”

      Tarazi moved behind the cart and began to guide it toward the exit. That was when two of the other clerks got the courage up to try and stop him.

      The clerks were of the same fat, yellow variety as the main alien—Tigans more than likely—and Riyad was surprised at how fast they were in the combined gravity of the station. The pair struck from behind, grabbing Riyad by his arms. He spun around, breaking their weak holds while lifting the M-101 to firing level. He shoved the barrel against the chest of one of the attackers. “Don’t press your luck.”

      “On your left!” Adam yelled. The fourth clerk had just produced an MK-17 flash weapon. Both Humans shifted the aim of the weapons, followed by a series of muffled puffs from the muzzled barrels. The clerk literally exploded, releasing a shower of yellow and red mucus as if a giant water balloon had just burst.

      The store was in chaos, as the other three clerks scrambled for their own flash weapons. Riyad swept his rifle fire along a level plane, cutting two of the Tigans in half.

      Only the main clerk remained, and Adam turned to see him exposing an MK from behind the counter. Adam reached out with his left arm and took the creature by the neck. Even as round and fat as the alien was, Adam easily hoisted him over the counter and tossed him to the floor.

      “Don’t bother with a receipt,” Adam said, mere moments before a blast of hot lead caused the rotund head of the alien to disappear.

      Sloshing through alien innards and blood, Adam lead the way out of the store, with Riyad pushing the cart with the bulky power modules behind him. Even though their assault rifles carried suppressors, the sound of shouts and gunshots still carried into the area directly outside the store. With the crowded state of the station, plenty of creatures heard the disturbance and stopped to look inside. Now they panicked, fleeing from the horrific scene while squealing in a variety of alien languages.

      Adam turned left outside the store and rushed toward the main central courtyard. Access to the landing field was just beyond the huge square.

      A hundred feet or so beyond the battery store, the crowd was still frantic, although most of the fleeing creatures had no idea why. All they were doing was going with the flow of others running from some unknown threat. The Humans mingled with the crowd as best they could—while pushing a cart with two eight-foot long metal boxes on it—which served as an effective battering ram against the slower pedestrian traffic in their path.

      The colony had its own security force, which not surprisingly, wasn’t made up of the fat, yellow-skinned Tigans. Like most places in the Kidis Frontier, nasty creatures of every variety came to the region seeking employment as enforcers, bodyguards, mercenaries…and security guards. Adam and Riyad were soon confronted by a United-Nations-like assortment of aliens, all armed and with radioed-in descriptions of the perpetrators.

      The first contingent was made up of five guards. By the time they spotted the black-armored Humans, it was too late. Sure, Adam could have used his ATD to shut down the alien’s flash weapons rather than cut them apart as he did with his M-101. But that would had taken time and concentration. Besides, there was far too many flash weapons in the courtyard for him to reach out and negate each one of them individually. He had his trusty assault rifle, and it was a more-comforting presence in his arms than playing tricks with his mind.

      His firing also produced even more covering panic in the crowd.

      Three Juireans were being hustled about in the courtyard along with the other aliens. They stood nearly eight feet tall with their magnificent manes of colored hair and could see over most of the commotion. Adam saw the trio moments before they saw him. Taking aim while on the run, he sighted the rifle on the alien’s green bouffant hair styles and fingered the trigger. Heads exploded in a spray of red.

      Adam smiled. It had been a while since he’d killed a Juirean. It felt good.

      The pair of Humans—along with their over-sized cargo—were now through the courtyard and at the starship service tubes.

      “Hold!” a booming voice called out from behind them.

      Riyad spun the cart around, and the ends of the two long battery banks smashed against a line of three Juireans who had moved up behind him. The aliens tumbled, while four more took aim with their MK’s.

      The room erupted in a blaze of light as plasma weapons discharged. Adam and Riyad dove for the deck, landing on their stomachs with assault rifles extended out in front of them. The flash of the alien weapons was soon overshadowed on the hail of lead streaming from the 101’s at ankle level. Several Juireans fell, their feet cut out from under them, only to be met with more bullets as they lay writhing on the floor.

      Adam and Riyad stood and scanned the area. There were a dozen or so other aliens—non-Juireans—in the area, each with flash weapons in their hands. They were careful not to aim them at the pair of black armored killers; instead they stared at the Humans, uncertain what to do next. In some strange way, Adam hoped the aliens would raise their weapons. This form of live combat was really getting his juices flowing.

      Slowly, the aliens closest to the exits began to move away, followed quickly by the rest of the them. A couple of battery packs weren’t that important to lose one’s life over.

      Adam stepped over to Access Tube Eight-Four—the one leading to the Mark VII—and opened the hatch. With Adam guiding the cart and Riyad pushing, the pair rushed down the tube. Using his ATD, the outer hatch opened. Adam rushed through the airlock and opened the inner door so the battery banks would fit inside. Then he commanded the outer hatch to close and the internal air pressure to rise.

      Adam pulled off his helmet.

      “Get the batteries to the engine room. I’m going to the bridge.”

      Pogo, are we ready to go?

      Yes, Adam Cain. I have also channeled some of my energy to the weapons. You should see a seventy-percent increase in their intensity.

      No shit?

      No shit.

      Excellent. Can’t wait to try them out.

      Adam fell into the pilot seat; the screens were already up and running. A cascade of native dust erupted from under the starship as Adam triggered the chemical lifting jets. A glance outside showed several of the Juirean ships riding matching clouds of grayish exhaust as they rose from the surface. With only a moment’s head start, Adam rotated the Mark VII around until the forward tip of the ship was facing the closest Juirean Class-2. He fingered the trigger on his control stick, activating the forward flash cannon.

      He recoiled at the intensity of the white stream of plasma; a blind spot occupied the center of his vision. Is this what a seventy-percent increase in bolt strength looks like? If so, I like it!

      The targeted warcraft hadn’t reached enough altitude to engage its diffusion screens, so the full brunt of the enhanced bolt slammed into the hull. The thin metal skin melted instantly, allowing pressurized internal atmosphere to rush out with explosive force. The mortally-damaged warship tumbled sideways, falling toward the service colony, overcome by the stronger-than-normal artificial gravity of the planetoid.

      By the time the vessel crashed into the main courtyard dome, Adam had already shifted the Mark VII to another target, firing off a series of bolts that ripped a wide gash along its port side hull. The Juirean warship fell back to the surface, at almost the same spot it had lifted from, before exploding upon impact.

      The Mark VII was now several miles above the surface, and in the area where the much larger and better-shielded Class-4’s were waiting. Adam activated the ship’s shields, moments before the first powerful cannon bolt slammed into his starboard side.

      Spinning the Mark VII into a cork-screw-like path, Adam managed to avoid the next two cannon blasts, while bringing the first of the two alien battlecruisers into his sights. This time he selected the prototype vessel’s ballistic weaponry, unleashing a barrage of cannon fire made up of seventy-millimeter, uranium-encased bullets. He found it amusing as the Juirean warcraft’s diffusion shields merely flickered with tiny flashes of light. The deadly lead slugs carried no electrical charge, so they passed through the shields without a second thought. Gaping holes perforated the silver hull, followed again by magnified explosions from the interior.

      To defeat most starships, all it took was a breach of the pressurized hull. After that, air pressure did the rest. During normal combat operations, internal compartments were sealed off and non-essential areas purged of their atmosphere. That’s how the Humans did it. Juireans did that as well; however, the first Class-4 hadn’t taken the small Mark VII starship seriously, not until it was too late.

      The other C-4 would be better prepared.

      But Adam wasn’t going to give them a chance.  He activated the jump-drive. In the blink of an eye, the tiny, experimental starship disappeared.
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      Once the Mark VII was back into its jump cycle, Adam sought out the tiny ancient orb.

      “What the hell was that flash bolt all about?” he asked aloud. The orb was resting on a console in the engine room, while Riyad worked to connect the two A-20 battery banks in sequence. “It wasn’t like anything I’ve ever seen before.”

      Yes, it was unexpected. I’ve accessed the data files aboard the ship to learn more myself.

      “And?”

      The Mark VII’s flash weapons are of an experimental type, which like the other systems aboard, have been unable to function properly because of the high energy requirements. I appear to have solved that problem.

      Adam shook his head. “So…how are they different?”

      From what I’ve learned, compared to your conventional energy weapon, this new design is quite revolutionary. First of all, the device produces an intense laser beam into which the plasma components of the bolt are channeled. The bolt lengthens yet loses no strength while in the beam. In fact, it draws more energy from the concentrated light waves. As you would expect, such a weapon requires incredible energy to function, yet when fully-powered, it produces a continuous plasma beam traveling at light speed and with an effective range of twenty thousand Earth miles—

      Riyad slammed a wrench down on the metal case of the battery bank, causing Adam to jump at the sharp report. “Dammit! Your one-sided conversations are very irritating!” he yelled. “Either keep them to yourself or provide a narration.”

      “Sorry, Riyad. Give me a minute to digest what Pogo just told me, then I’ll brief you.”

      Just then, a screen on a nearby control console came to life. On the black background field were lines of white type, written in English. A synthetic voice translated the words. “I’ve discovered that I’m able to access the data functions of the computers, Riyad. We can communicate this way. Will that help?”

      “Hell yeah! Maybe rig me a wrist communicator. That way I won’t feel like such a third-wheel around here.”

      “Getting back to what you just said, Pogo,” Adam interrupted. “You’re saying we have a super-powerful combination laser beam-flash cannon with a range of twenty-thousand miles?”

      Riyad’s mouth fell open. “What did I miss?”

      “We all missed it,” Adam relied. “It’s some experimental upgrade to the flash cannon.”

      The tinny voice sounded again through the console speakers: “According to the files, the weapon was only made to work on Earth by hooking it directly to a fusion generating station. It was placed aboard the Mark VII simply for weight considerations, and with the hope that someday it could be powered it fully.”

      “To which I present: Pogo The Magnificent!” said Riyad with a wide grin. “Our dreams come true.”

      “I thank you, Riyad. My programming is sophisticated enough for me to experience emotions, so in that regard I mean it.”

      “Do you know what this means?” Adam asked.

      “Yeah, it means nothing can get closer than twenty thousand miles to us without being vaporized,” said Riyad.

      Adam turned to the tiny globe. “Okay, just like with the jump-drive, are there any side-effects we need to be aware of?”

      “Just one. Although I can draw energy from my surroundings, I do have my limitations. Dividing my capacity between too many devices will affect them all. For the beam weapon, it requires nearly all I can offer at the time of its operation.”

      Adam nodded. “That’s good to know. We’ll have to keep that in mind if we need to use it again.”

      “Now that I can communicate with you, Riyad, let me guide you to a quicker and more efficient installation of the battery banks. The method you’re using now is…well, very Human-like.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Riyad asked, frowning.

      “I would prefer not to say. We must remain on good terms for the duration of the mission.”

      “Is that sarcasm I detect?” Adam asked.

      “I told you before, I have absorbed most Human mannerisms and personality. That’s what I was programmed to do. Whether my comment is sarcasm or not…I will leave that up to you to decide.”

      The orb vibrated visibly. Adam got the impression it was laughing.
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      It took twelve more hours beyond the supply colony to reach the Worak-nin star system. The journey was uneventful, which gave Adam time to recall dozens of experiences he and the late Andy Tobias had shared over the past twenty-five years.

      Adam was no more than a sniveling twenty-one-year-old at the time he joined SEAL Team Six, based at Little Creek Naval Amphibious Base in Virginia Beach, Virginia—if SEALs could ever be termed sniveling. As it was with most boots right out of training, Adam knew nothing of his job until the knowledge was pounded into him by senior men like Tobias. A full lieutenant at the time, Andy was his first squad leader, and he took the young seaman under his wing. It was baptism by fire, yet in such a deadly occupation, Adam quickly realized it was also the most effective method of getting the point across to the cocky, young Alpha Males in the Teams. First one had to be humbled by your betters before you would respect what they had to teach you. Andy Tobias excelled at humbling.

      Adam spent five years on Andy’s team before being abducted by the Klin. That was twenty years ago, and everything that had happened between then and now could fill several volumes of the most-unbelievable science fiction series anyone could imagine. Most times Adam didn’t believe it himself, thinking his adventures to be just some crazy dream from which he’d eventually wake. However, this dream-like state would often evaporate when he’d look out the viewport of a starship or when an alien crossed his path. That’s when reality would slap him rudely across the face, as every bump, bruise or beating he’d suffered throughout the years came back to haunt him. At forty-seven, Adam Cain had already lived several lifetimes worth of adventure. And here he was again, approaching an alien planet full of alien villains, while on one more desperate mission of life or death.

      He suddenly felt very tired.

      “I don’t see a lot of traffic around the planet like you’d expect,” Riyad said from the co-pilot seat. “I thought the reports said Juireans were crawling all over the place?”

      “See if you can raise Tom and Travis on their comm unit. We should be within range.”

      Energy surged back into Adam’s body, stimulated by the coming mission. For good or bad, this is what he lived for, had trained for. He let that training and instinct take over.

      “Rocky to Apollo Creed, come in Apollo.”

      Adam looked at Riyad askew. “Where the hell did that come from?”

      “It’s a code, stupid, something the Juireans won’t recognize.”

      “No shit. I know it’s a code. Just why that one?”

      “It’s better than Bambi to Thumper, come in Thumper.”

      “That I’ll give you. Stick with Rocky and Apollo.”
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      Adam stationed the Mark VII four light minutes from the planet. The comm unit was a traditional radio, not a wormhole type device, so its signals could only travel at light speed. Even this far out, they would be visible from any planet-based detectors, and the one drawback of the jump-drive was they could never go fully dark. There was always some residual energy signal coming from the various generators and battery packs onboard.

      So as Riyad tried to make contact with the two Humans on the surface, Adam kept a close lookout for any approaching warships.

      “Eh, this is Apollo, I guess,” came a questioning voice over the bridge speakers. It was Sergeant Travis Morgan.

      Riyad leaned in close to the console. “Travis, it’s Riyad.”

      “Yessir, I recognized your voice. Why the code? We’ve been broadcasting for a couple of weeks and so far no one has come looking for us.”

      “Just a precaution, sergeant. Is Paulson with you?”

      “He’ll be back in about fifteen minutes. He’s out scouting the palace again. Is Captain Cain with you?”

      Adam took over the conversation. “I’m here, Travis. The two of you have done a remarkable job. Where are you?”

      “We came down off the mountain and now we’re hiding in the woods near the palace. That’s where the Juireans have set up their headquarters, and where Sherri and Arieel were taken.”

      “So they’re still there?” Adam’s heart leapt. He didn’t want to admit it, but he’d been expecting them to have already been moved—or dead—by the time he arrived.

      “As far as we can tell, although we haven’t actually seen them. We were about four hours behind the Juireans getting here, after finding out about the admiral. Also, we haven’t been able to maintain constant surveillance on the compound. Too many mane-heads wandering around. And the damn natives here are kissing their asses, too, so we can’t trust them. How many ships do you have, sir?”

      “Just one, sergeant,” Adam replied.

      There was a slight hesitation before Travis spoke again. “Understood. Can you home in on my signal?”

      “I have a way of doing it. Is there an LZ in the area, someplace we can land without being seen?”

      “Not where we are. When Commander Paulson gets back, we’ll move to a better location and make contact again.”

      “Very good, sergeant. Looking forward to seeing you again.”

      “Same here, sir. It’s been a long three months—hell, even longer than that, really, if you count being in the Sol-Kor shithole, if you pardon my language, sir. I’m pretty anxious to get back home, sir, if that’s in the cards.”

      “Aren’t we all. Be careful and report back when you have an LZ mapped out. Cain out.”

      “No sightings in two weeks,” Riyad said, concern heavy in his voice.

      “I know. But we have to assume the best, while preparing for the worst.”

      “Yeah…but two weeks.”

      Adam shrugged.
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      It was an agonizingly long five hours before the speakers crackled again and Lieutenant-Commander Tom Paulson’s voice was heard.

      “We’re about nineteen kicks from the palace. Had to go out this far to find a safe landing zone. There’s a mountain pass to the north. If you come in five hundred miles on the polar side and stay low you should be able to slip through the pass undetected. The LZ is a wide clearing surrounded by a thick grove of trees. What kind of ship do you have?”

      “It’s experimental, about three hundred feet long.”

      “That should fit without any problem. Be careful, Captain. The place was swarming with mane-heads up until about forty-eight hours ago. Since then, I have no idea where they’ve gone.”

      “The spaceport?”

      “Virtually empty, but no liftoffs that we know of in a week.”

      “And Sherri and Arieel?”

      “Still no sightings.”

      “Roger that. We’re making our approach, Commander. See you in a few minutes.”
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      After so many jumps, Adam was getting the hang of the new stardrive. He now calculated a short hop to the planet’s north pole region. Even still, the maneuver was risky, appearing so close to a large gravity body. If he pulled it off, they’d reach the surface with minimal chance of detection.

      Once engaged, the blackness of space was immediately replaced by the blinding white of a pristine snowpack fifty miles below the ship. Adam gunned it, dropping even lower in a matter of seconds. He leveled out at seven hundred feet, keeping a very weak gravity-well created above them to stay aloft, while using the chemical jets for forward propulsion.

      The relatively smooth and level expanse of snow soon gave way to a rising mountain range to the south. Adam spotted the twin peaks that formed the pass Paulson had mentioned and steered in that direction.  From there, it was a rollercoaster ride, as the topography rose and fell, often with little warning.

      After fifteen minutes, the valley floor began to fall away, dropping toward a vast plain covered in verdant forests and laced with shimmering threads of rivers and streams. Adam and Riyad had spent a couple of weeks on Worak-nin, mostly in and around the area where the mutant Panur had built his golden palace, so they knew the area fairly well, at least where they were headed.

      Even so, they had the benefit of Adam’s mental ghost presence in Paulson’s comm unit to guide them

      This was a trick Adam had learned long ago, right after he’d first been fitted with his brain-interface device. It was discovered he could send his awareness along various communications waves, be they continuous wormholes or conventional. Once at the other end, he could create a surrogate presence. This came in handy for controlling things at space-borne distances. In this case, all he needed to do was plant a signal in the comm unit’s internal circuitry. Within his mind’s eye, he could see the white dot in his vision. They were almost there.

      The clearing rushed into view; Adam pulled back on the stick and the nose rose up to slow the ship, keeping them from overshooting the LZ. He corrected the jarring maneuver, before unceremoniously plopping the craft down on the grassy surface with a pronounced bump.

      Riyad twisted his neck and looked at Adam. “Might have a lawsuit coming after a landing like that.”

      “Good luck trying to collect. I’m just a poor GS worker.”

      “Aren’t we all.”
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        * * *

      

      Paulson and Morgan were waiting at the hatch when Riyad cracked it open. After the obligatory hugs and fist-bumps, the four men moved inside.

      “What is this thing?” Paulson asked.

      “It’s a Mark VII experiment craft. One of a kind.”

      “How did you get it here undetected?”

      “It employs a type of trans-dimensional stardrive—”

      “No way, not again!”

      Adam smiled. “Relax, Tom, it can’t jump into other universes.”

      “Thank god. I’ve had about as many universes as I can handle in one lifetime. Any backup expected?”

      “’Fraid not,” said Riyad. “We kinda borrowed the ship…without permission.”

      “We call that stealing where I come from.” Paulson’s smile matched that of the other three men.

      “Like the saying goes,” Adam began, “if you ain’t cheating, you ain’t trying.”

      “Well, I would say you’re one trying son-of-a-bitch…sir,” said Travis Morgan.

      Adam gripped the enlisted man’s shoulder. “Thanks, sergeant. Now what say we go rescue us some damsels in distress?”

      “Yessir, Captain Cain, sir! That’s what legends are made of.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      With sacks of ammo magazines dangling from full MOLLI packs, Adam and his team set out through the pine-like forests of Worak-nin. They were armed to the teeth, having cleaned out the weapons cabinet in the Mark VII’s service bay. For his part, Adam carried an M-101 assault rifle, and two .45 caliber Glocks. He also had four light-weight MK-17’s with four battery packs each, and rounding out his arsenal was a KA-BAR combat knife, two canisters of mace, six hand grenades and two flares. The other men were similarly armed, along with throat and ear-piece comms.

      A nineteen klick hike through the woods was a piece of cake for the Humans, even with the packs they carried. Worak-nin was rated Juirean-Standard in gravity, placing it about three-quarters that of Earth. It was mid-day—not the best time to launch an assault—but Adam was anxious to learn the status of his two favorite females. And if what Paulson had said about the Juireans was correct, most of them had already departed after the killing of Admiral Tobias.

      The team’s destination was the palace of gold that Panur had built when he and Lila decided to shack-up together. More correctly, the huge mansion had been built for them, by more-than-willing local labor. The purple natives had been completely enamored with the mutants and their demonstrations of supernatural feats, believing the pair to be the living gods they claimed to be. It was easy to understand why. Both Panur and Adam’s daughter, Lila, possessed the unique trait of spontaneous—and willful—cell regeneration. They could change their appearance, while also allowing them to live an indeterminate number of years. For all intents and purposes, the pair were immortal.

      They also possessed superior intellect. As Panur once explained, he had near-perfect recall, coupled with a five-thousand-year lifespan—at that time—and he’d acquired an incredible amount of knowledge he could easily access.

      With that combination of abilities and mutations, Panur and Lila were a formidable pairing, one with near unlimited possibilities.

      Two years ago, the natives of Worak-nin scrounged together every ounce of gold they could find to build the sixty-room palace, thinking this would gain them favor with their gods. The truth of the matter, neither Panur nor Lila cared a lick for wealth. They didn’t need any. They had immortality and genius. Even so, that didn’t stop Panur from playing with the natives, engaging in one of the many social experiments the bored mutant used to occupy his time.

      Now the huge building complex reflected the light of the Worak-nin sun in blinding flashes off the dark yellow surface. A five-feet-tall wall enclosed the estate, with an ungated entrance along each side. The compound hadn’t been built for security, only to impress.

      Adam lifted his closed fist and the team stopped.

      “I think I’ve found Tom’s missing Juireans.”

      The men moved up beside him, all four falling prone in the tall grass at the tree line, monoculars aimed at the building.

      “I don’t see anyone,” Paulson commented. “Been like this for several days.”

      “They’re all inside,” Adam reported. “I’m detecting the energy signatures of over fifty flash weapons. Four distinct groups, with sentries patrolling.”

      “You getting this from your brain-link thingy?” Paulson asked.

      “Yep.”

      “Why are they all inside?” Sergeant Morgan asked.

      “Because they’re expecting us,” Riyad answered.

      Adam nodded. “Hollingsworth was right. The Juireans connected the jump points and plotted our course to here.”

      “So it’s an abort?” Paulson asked.

      Adam looked at him with a frown. “Abort? Hell no. I didn’t come all this way to abort.” He looked back at the palace and scanned it with his monocular. “But one thing is clear, I don’t have the skill with my brain-thingy to isolate each individual flash weapon and sever the firing controls. That would take forever, and then I might miss a few.”

      “Well…if they’re expecting us, shouldn’t we oblige?” Riyad said. When the other three looked at him with blank faces, he continued. “They think they have the upper hand, and if there’s one thing I know about Juireans, they sure do like to boast about their victories. They’ll probably want to take us prisoner—at least me and Adam.”

      “Gee, thanks, Mr. Tarazi. I guess Travis and I are a couple of red-shirt crewmen from an old Star Trek episode. No names and the first to die.”

      “Everyone has their roles to play, commander.” Riyad flashed his trademark smile. They didn’t appreciate his sense of humor.

      “Relax,” Adam said. “I’ll protect us, at least against the sentries. The main cluster of troops is in hiding, stationed on each side of Panur’s office, as best I can tell.”

      “The meditation rooms?” Riyad asked.

      “Looks like it.”

      “Meditation rooms?” asked Sergeant Morgan.

      “Yeah, Panur and Lila each had a private room they could go to and contemplate their navels, while attempting to solve the mysteries of the universe. However, unlike the Hindus and Buddhists, that pair could actually do it.”

      Adam replaced his monocular in its holder and readied himself on one knee. “I’ve got a plan. Everyone line up on me, and no shooting unless you absolutely have to. Don’t give the mane-heads an excuse to fire back. Okay…let’s roll.”

      In the planet’s light gravity, the line of sprinting Humans would have set a world’s record for the hundred-meter relay back on Earth. They ran straight for the low wall—not the entranceways—and hurdled the barricade without breaking stride. At the forty-eight-step grand stairway rising to the front landing, they took a dozen steps at a time and split up at the top, flanking the double forty-foot-tall entry doors, two men on each side.

      Adam tried the left door. It swung open, and the team moved inside.

      Adam began whispering into his throat microphone, giving a running account where the energy signatures were for the flash weapons within the building. They’d been spotted, and several of the white dots in Adam’s mind were moving behind walls and down hallways, maneuvering for position.

      The four men knew the location of Panur’s office. It was straight ahead across the cavernous main entry hall and through a set of ornately-carved twenty-foot-tall gold doors. The office was more like a throne room, where the mutant received local worshippers and other dignitaries during his brief reign as Lord of Panurland—as he called Worak-nin. The team sprinted for the doorway, through the enormous room and past dozens of strange artifacts the natives had donated to their gods.

      They reached the entrance to the office without the shadowing aliens making a move. It was clear they were expecting the Humans to enter the room…so Adam led the way.

      If a Juirean could win an Academy Award for acting, the Overlord on the other side of Panur’s massive gold desk would have been a shoe-in. He rose up from his chair and gasped, displaying an expression of complete shock when Adam and his men stormed across the room—weapons hot—and took up positions on the other side of the shiny desk.

      A frown crossed Adam’s face as he noticed the huge, blue-haired Juirean had a sling cradling his right arm.

      “Do not shoot!” the Overlord cried out. “I am unarmed—and injured, as you can see.”

      “Where are they?” Adam demanded. Even though he knew this was a setup, he had to go along with the charade.

      “You are referring to your three friends?”

      “You can keep Benefis; I’m talking about Sherri and Arieel.”

      “You must be Adam Cain.” The translated voice in his ear sounded almost in awe as his name was spoken. The Overlord knew this was an alien who had spent time on Juir, had consorted with Council Elders, and led major battles across this galaxy—and others. His respect was hard to hide.

      “That’s right. I’m Adam Cain, and this is Riyad Tarazi, along with Commander Paulson and Sergeant Morgan. Who are you?”

      “I am Andis lo Pindoc, Overlord of the Juirean occupation forces for the Sixth Sector, Kidis Frontier. I apologize for my lack of guards and escorts, but after the death of your Admiral Tobias, I dispatched them to other regions where they would have more utility.”

      “What happened to your arm?”

      “Ah, that is a gift from your fellow Human, the one called Sherri Valentine.”

      Adam smiled. “Go on.”

      “It seems the female is quite swift and strong, something we were not expecting. She attempted escape three times before being finally subdued.”

      Adam’s stomach tightened. “Subdued? What does that mean?” His finger tightened on the trigger of the M-101.

      Sensing he had stepped over a line, the Juirean spoke quickly. “She is alive—they all are.” The alien relaxed visibly when he saw Adam do the same. “However, I could not risk her harming more of my forces, so she was placed in stasis.”

      “Where is she?” Adam was getting tired of playing the game. He knew that the flanking meditation rooms were packed with twenty aliens each, all armed with fully-charged MK weapons. But he wasn’t worried about them.

      A thin grin stretched across the green, scaly face.

      “She is gone.” Andis now stood a little straighter, and Adam saw the once docile countenance transform into the more familiar forceful confidence of a Juirean Overlord. “As are the others.”

      Six green-haired Guards rushed into the room through the main entrance, as the much larger force remained in hiding. Adam’s men spun around to face the Guards.

      “Hold your fire!” Adam commanded. “They’ve got us.”

      The scaly forehead of the green-skinned Overlord frowned. “I am disappointed, Adam Cain. I thought you to be a valiant warrior, not one to surrender so easily.”

      “I don’t want to risk Sherri and Arieel. You said they’re gone. To where?”

      “To Juir, where else?”

      Adam’s heart sank. He was afraid of that happening. Sherri and Arieel were much too valuable to be left on some backwater planet like Worak-nin. “When did they go?”

      The Guards moved in and stripped Adam and his men of their weapons and packs, then struggled with the heavy gear to drag them out of reach of their captives.

      “They left a week ago, for a four-month journey to the homeworld,” said Andis jovially. “And what I told you about being placed in stasis was true. I have read enough reports on how problematic it is to transport Human prisoners over long distances.”

      “So there’s a whole fleet guarding them?” Adam stated.

      The Juirean frowned again. “Are you not comprehending? I just said they are in stasis, asleep in pods for the duration of the journey. I had no need to send a large escort force.”

      Now it was Adam’s turn to frown. A large group of Juirean starships would have been easier to track than a single ship through the vastness of the Milky Way, even if he knew the final destination.

      Riyad turned to Adam. “Don’t you have enough information already? Let’s get on with it.”

      “You’re right.”

      Through his ATD, Adam located a single flash weapon in each of the side rooms and severed the firing controls. Then he activated the power packs in the handguns, setting them on rapid pulse.

      The Overlord looked at the four Humans with confusion and curiosity. There was no fear or concern in their eyes or manners

      A steadily increasing whine—rising up from within the two side rooms—distracted the Overlord. He looked to his left and opened his mouth to say something—

      A pair of massive explosions rocked the building, blowing open the doors to the meditation rooms and sending hot smoke and flaming body parts into the large reception hall. The Juireans hiding in the side rooms had just learned what happens when an MK weapon builds up a critical energy load with nowhere to go. It turns into fairly decent-sized bomb. The explosive intensity was also magnified by the small space and metal walls of the rooms, making the effect even stronger than anticipated. Some of the Juireans might have survived, but they were no longer a threat to Adam and his men.

      Neither were the Guards in the throne room. Adam had already severed the firing controls to their weapons, and now they pressed triggers in a fevered panic, with no results.

      Riyad, Travis and Tom pounced on the hapless aliens. Even though Juireans towered a foot or two above the Humans; solid fists struck green-tinted flesh with the force of sledgehammers. In most cases, the hand-to-hand battle didn’t last longer than a single blow.

      Adam stepped forward and shoved the heavy gold desk toward the Overlord, pinning him against the wall. Ribs broke and internal organs burst. Andis was conscious, but barely.

      “Are you the one who killed Admiral Tobias?” Adam growled at the alien.

      A feeble nod was all the Juirean could muster.

      “Good. At least this is a start.”

      Adam pressed the desk tighter against the wall. The Overlord coughed up blood, and a grey sheen glossed over his once-yellow eyes.

      Adam was barely aware as his men gathered up weapons and finished off the last remaining Juirean Guards who rushed into the room in a fruitless attempt to aid their fellow beings. He was in a trance, staring at the killer of Andy Tobias. Yes, it was a start…but it wasn’t enough. Adam seriously doubted there were enough Juireans to kill in the Milky Way galaxy to make up for the loss of his friend and mentor. He would have to find out.

      When the trance lifted, Adam did a quick mental scan of the compound, looking for the energy signals of flash weapons. Six armed Juireans remained alive. They were racing toward the nearby spaceport where they would alert others.

      Someone stepped next to him.

      With his jaw set and eyes unblinking, Adam turned to the equally intense face of Riyad Tarazi. “Four months. We have four months,” Adam said.

      “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

      Adam nodded. “Yeah, a scorched earth campaign…all the way to Juir.”

      Tom Paulson heard the comment and reacted. “Excuse me, sir, but you’re proposing we fight our way…to Juir? Let me remind you,  the planet is the capital of the Expansion and the homeworld of the mane-heads. And you only have one starship.”

      “No one’s asking you to go, Tom.”

      Paulson took a step closer to Adam, his chest inflated in defiance. “That’s not what I’m saying. I’m just pointing out some very important operational considerations. For the record, you couldn’t keep me from going.”

      “Me, too…sir,” said Sergeant Morgan.

      Adam’s answering smile contained not an ounce of humor; to any sane man, it would have turned their blood to ice.

      “We couldn’t save Andy, and there’s a very good chance the same will be true for Sherri and Arieel. But the only way to change that is if we control the high ground when they get to Juir. Success or failure, that means we make the mane-heads pay a very steep price for what they’ve done, the ultimate price, in fact. And that goes for anyone else who gets in our way.”

      Riyad looked at the dead Juirean Overlord. His body had slumped over while still pinned against the wall by the heavy gold desk. “So where do we begin?”

      “Right here.”
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      There were three Juirean Class-2’s and four planetary shuttles in the small spaceport located near the palace. By the time Adam and his men reached the wide expanse of concrete, the larger Two’s had lifted. The warships could have easily circled back around and leveled the whole area, but the escaping Guards didn’t know the full extent of their defeat. They bolted into space, burning up CW comm links while giving truncated versions of the battle.

      Somewhere on the planet—or nearby in space—was the rest of the Overlord’s forces. Senior Juirean officials seldom traveled with less than a dozen escorts, and if Andis lo Pindoc was indeed a sector chief, then he probably had double that at his disposal.

      There were several electric transports at the spaceport. Adam sent Riyad and Morgan off in one of them to recover the Mark VII, and then to fly cover if any Juireans appeared in the skies above the palace. Then he sent Paulson back to the building to grab all the bulk food supplies he could find for the ship’s processors. He also tasked him with gathering up all the loose gold he could find within the palace. None of the Humans had any money, and even in a galaxy full of the gold, the yellow metal still carried substantial intrinsic value on a multitude of worlds.

      “What are you going to do?” Riyad asked as he hopped into the open-air cart for the overland sprint to the Mark VII.

      “I’m going to have a talk with some of the natives in town. They helped the Juireans find Andy. I can’t let that go unpunished.”

      “Don’t take too long. This place will be swarming with mane-heads in a matter of minutes.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m not in a very talkative mood.”
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        * * *

      

      The local native town also had the distinction of the being the largest on the planet. The natives weren’t very sophisticated, just simple creatures whose only claim to fame was their culinary skills at preparing incredible meals out of the huge, ostrich-like birds that roamed the area.

      During the few weeks he’d spent at the palace, Adam had met several of the town leaders. They all wanted to meet the famous Adam Cain, savior of the galaxy from the Sol-Kor menace.

      Now they were going to meet to a new Adam Cain, an even deadlier Adam Cain.

      The town was abuzz with news of the assault on the palace. They’d heard gunfire and the huge explosions, followed by the sudden departure of the Juirean warships. Now they lined the main street, coming to watch Adam’s march to the government building near the town square. Most recognized him as the Human who had journeyed to another dimension and personally destroyed the Sol-Kor Colony. Of course, most of the stories they heard ranged from simple embellishments to all out fantasies. But the one common thread that ran through all of them: Adam Cain was a killer. Even still, there were females and children, young and old there to see him. There was celebration in the air.

      Adam approached the central government building where the planetary executive lived and worked. Adam wasn’t surprised when Lofis Crondillic came out to greet him at the top of the steps.

      “My friend, Adam Cain, you have returned,” the short, purple creature greeted. Although he tried to hide it, his voice trembled with fear.

      Adam didn’t stop on the landing; instead he walked right up to Lofis, wrapped a strong hand around his thick neck and pinned him against the outer wall of the building, his feet dangling a foot off the deck.

      Several dozen natives had followed Adam up the street; now they gasped.

      “You’re working with the Juireans,” Adam growled at the shocked native.

      “No,” Lofis squeaked. “We are your friends, as before.”

      “Bullshit! Your people led the Juireans to Admiral Tobias and the others.”

      “We did not—”

      “Stop lying. Two of our men survived and saw your people with the Juireans.”

      The eyes of the native were wild with fear. “You left. The Juireans were here. We had no choice.”

      “Did you help them?”

      Lofis diverted his manic eyes. “I…I assisted, although the main search duties were reserved for the young among us. I am too old to tread the forest these days.”

      Adam lowered Lofis and released him. He turned to the crowd that had formed on the street below the landing. They recoiled from his intense, savage stare.

      “I’ve just killed the Overlord and more than fifty Juirean Guards,” he yelled out, his strong, angry voice echoing down the street. “You no longer have to fear the Juireans.”

      The crowd cheered…until Adam lashed out with his right leg, striking Lofis in the chest. The force of the kick sent the old native busting through the front door of the building and into the interior. Adam then removed a hand grenade from his utility belt, pulled the pin and tossed the knotty green metal ball into the building.

      “But now you have to fear the Humans!”

      He stepped to the side of the doorway.

      None of the natives knew what a hand grenade was, not until a thunderous torrent of fire, smoke and debris exploded through the doors and windows of the building. Several of the shocked natives stumbled backwards as they attempted to move away from the blast, while others took wholesale flight.

      Adam stepped forward, mingling with the black smoke billowing from the building.

      “Run, all of you! Run for your lives. You thought the Juireans were dangerous, but you have no idea what Humans are capable of. Run before you find out…just like Lofis did.”

      Adam descended the stairs, however this time as he marched down the center of the street, not a single purple native was seen.
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      Adam entered the palace a few minutes later to find a three-foot-high stack of assorted gold objects near the front door. Paulson walked up and dropped another armful of shiny items onto the pile with a loud clunk.

      “There’s so much damn gold here that if we took just the loose items, the ship would be too heavy to lift,” said the sweating officer. “I found a cart—made of gold, of course—and loaded up the food canisters from the main kitchen. Should last the four of us quite a while. And here, I found this.” Paulson handed Adam a datapad. “It’s the Overlord’s.”

      Adam switched it on. “Is this what I think it is?”

      “Yessir. A running update of Juirean locations in the Frontier. The number of ships will change, but probably not the base locations. Should give us a pretty good indication where our targets are placed.”

      “Great job, Tom.”

      Adam had already heard through his comm that Riyad and Travis had the Mark VII circling high above, scanning for bogies. He looked at the pile of gold on the floor. “This should do,” he said. “Let’s get the ship down here and loaded. And screw the spaceport. Have them set down right outside.”
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later the starship was loaded and ready to lift when Adam made an announcement.

      “I’m tired of calling this ship the Mark VII. From now on we’ll call it the Vengeance. Just seems appropriate.” There were no arguments, and moments later the newly christened Vengeance burned away another layer of landscaping from outside Panur’s palace as chem jets sent the starship skyward.

      “We knew this was coming,” Commander Paulson said moments later from the nav station. “Eight ships, just breaking the horizon.”

      The Vengeance was in space by then, and the first contingent of alien warcraft were soon joined by another four coming around the planet from the other side.

      “Pogo, are you fully charged up? We’re going to need the laser beams hot in just a few seconds.”

      “I’m ready. Just use conventional gravity maneuvering, no light-drive.” The ancient orb’s synthetic voice came over the bridge speakers, being converted from his typed comments on an isolated console.

      “Who’s that?” Sergeant Morgan asked. There were only three active stations within the small pilothouse, so Travis had made a makeshift spot for himself along the rear bulkhead.

      “Another crewmember,” Adam said, looking at Riyad in the co-pilot seat. “I’ll introduce you later. Pogo, how many batteries do you have charged?”

      “All four.”

      “Pogo…his name is Pogo?” Paulson said.

      “Later. What’s the recycle time?”

      “Half a second between pulse, for nine pulses. Then I will need a few minutes to recharge.”

      “That should be plenty.”

      “Mister Paulson, you have weapons. Pre-target the Juireans. Light ‘em up.”

      “Yessir.” The officer’s voice was laced with uncertainty. Adam got the sense he was having trouble taking seriously a crewmember named Pogo. A few seconds later he reported that the targets were locked. “Within range in four minutes.”

      “Set the range for ten thousand miles,” Adam commanded.

      “Repeat. Maximum cannon range is thirty-five hundred, sir.”

      “Ten thousand, Commander. This ship has a secret weapon that can vaporize a target out to twenty thousand miles.”

      Now the look of confusion was total on Paulson’s face. “Okay, assuming you’re right, then why not twenty thousand miles?”

      “I want to keep that bit of information secret from the mane-heads. Ten thousand will be plenty for what we’re facing. Four banks, against twelve targets, with a half-second recharge between blasts. This should be over before it begins.”

      “In that case, sir…targets in range in fourteen seconds.”

      “Fire when in range, Tom.”

      Moments later, the dark of space outside the ship was lit up by a flash of brilliance coming through the forward viewport. Paulson had put a tactical graphic up on the main screen placed between the two rectangular windows. It showed the incoming Juirean vessels, four of which were now connected to the Vengeance by thick white lines. The tracks faded, only to be replaced by others linked to another four Juirean ships. In the brief interval after the last set of lines disappeared, only three of the eight targets were still showing as active threats. The others were classified as out-of-action.

      “Oops!” came the tinny voice over the speakers.

      “Oops? Oops what? What’s happening, Pogo?” Adam asked. Simultaneously, he’d noticed that the last set of laser beams failed to leave the ship.

      “It’s not me…it’s the firing circuits. They couldn’t handle the increased load so quickly. Two of the batteries are down. If I engage the other two, their circuits will also  burn out. I’m just a personal service module. I wasn’t built for this kind of work!”

      “Shields! Charge the standard cannon. We do have standard cannon, don’t we?”

      “Double banks of four,” Paulson replied.

      “There are still seven of them, and only one of us,” Riyad pointed out.

      “What’s the status of the three we hit, but are still listed as active?”

      Riyad checked his screen. “High-rez shows they took strikes, but the beams hit non-critical areas. Two have reduced generator output, which will make them slower. Weapons systems still hot, though. The third ship is fully functional. By the way, they just engaged their field dampers. Oh, and did I mention, four of the Juireans just launched flash bolts our way. Just thought you should know.”

      Riyad’s calm demeanor only irritated Adam. He was only acting that way because he knew Adam would save the day. He probably would…but that wasn’t the point.  It’s just that Riyad assumed he would. That put a lot of pressure on a person, hero or not.

      With the dampers active, Adam couldn’t escape into a full gravity-well. He could still use the microscopic black holes for maneuvering, but he couldn’t create one deep enough to produce a light-speed-capable event horizon. That was just one of his problems. The most-immediate, however, were the four incoming flash cannon bolts headed their way.

      The Juireans had fired the bolts at maximum range, more out of desperation against the longer range laser beams of the Vengeance than with any real hope of hitting their target. Cannon bolts traveled at just under light-speed and dissipated after three thousand miles or so. A maneuvering starship at distance could easily avoid the unguided plasma bolts. The preferred strategy for cannon warfare was to send out a spread of deadly bolts at close range. If a few could contact the target ship, then it was possible to disable the vessel to a point where more concentrated fire could be leveled at the craft.

      In this case, Adam simply corkscrewed the Vengeance out of the path of the incoming bolts, while moving in closer and lining up on one of the Juirean Class-3’s. “Launch spreads at your discretion, Mister Paulson.”

      The ship jerked four times as eight cannon bolts departed the ship. At this range, and with that many bolts, there was little the Juirean ship could do. It tried to evade, but was still hit with three bolts. Two contacted the forward screens, overloading them and allowing the third bolt to reached the hull. It hit near the bridge. Readings showed the engines were still operational, but the ship spiraled away from the battlefield, having lost her command crew.

      “They’ve launched their own spread. Forty bolts, Captain.” Paulson reported calmly. He was a pro. To a normal person, forty incoming bolts would have been cause for panic.

      Adam was a pro, as well. He didn’t panic, but he was desperate. He pressed the control stick all the way forward and dove for the surface of Worak-nin, eighteen thousand miles below, hoping to use the planet’s gravity to mess with the Juireans’ targeting calculations.

      When launching their spread, the techs aboard the Juirean warships calculated the maximum distance the Vengeance could travel from release to contact. This determined the range of the spread. With just a little boost from the planet below, Adam hoped it would be just enough to move them beyond the range of the spread.

      With a sigh of relief, the maneuver worked.

      Then they all gasped as they entered the planet’s atmosphere traveling at close to nine thousand miles per hour. The hull of the Vengeance wasn’t built to handle such reentry heat. Within a second, the nose of the ship was glowing red.

      Adam shifted the gravity-well ninety degrees above the ship, creating an instant course change. The inertia compensators couldn’t handle the stress, not completely. Adam, Riyad and Paulson strained in their harnesses. Travis Morgan—sitting unrestrained in a standard chair at the back of the bridge—found himself pressed against the rear bulkhead and sliding toward the ceiling, as the ship continued along its arc and back into the cold of space. When Adam leveled out, and the compensators took over again, Travis was on the ceiling. He fell the ten feet to the hard metal deck with a heavy grunt.

      “You okay?” Adam yelled over his shoulder.

      “I think so. How about a little warning next time, Captain?”

      “I’ll try. Now find something to tie yourself too. We’re not out of the woods yet.”

      There were six Juirean warships in space above them. Having seen the Vengeance dive for the surface, they now formed a barricade, taking the high ground in the battle. More cannon bolts rained down toward them.

      “Pogo, we don’t have a choice. Charge the two remaining batteries. We’ll deal with the fried circuits later. Tom, take out the two maneheads the farthest away. Then lay down a barrage of cannon fire at the closest ships.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      The forward viewports lit up again as the laser beams lashed out. If they hit their targets, then only four of the enemy would remain. Adam didn’t wait around to find out. He skirted the top of Worak-nin’s atmosphere at just under light speed.

      The ship jerked as another eight bolts were released.

      The Vengeance was struck by four incoming balls of plasma energy. Fortunately, they contacted three separate diffusion screens. None were overloaded. In the meantime, it took some fancy piloting on Adam’s part to avoid the other enemy bolts streaking after them.

      The shields would need a full minute to regain complete integrity. Until then, just one more hit would short them out.

      Paulson’s latest spread took out another of the Juireans. Now there were only three. Adam was hoping that at some point the mane-heads would decide to cut tail and run.

      “Pogo. Status on the beam circuits?”

      “As predicted, they’re gone.”

      “Don’t we have some super-secret torpedoes onboard?”

      “There are nine. But they were designed for truly long-distance attacks, able to jump through space much as the Mark VII.”

      Adam grimaced. They still had a long way to go before reaching Juir. It would be nice to keep as much of their major firepower in reserve for future battles. Of course, they had to survive this encounter to make it any future engagements.

      “Prep a torpedo. If we can take out just one more ship, that should send the last two scurrying away.”

      “Ready for launch in thirty seconds.”

      “More incoming,” Paulson reported. “Shields at full, but two hits on one screen and the official phrase is we’re all fucked.”

      Adam twisted the Vengeance again, overloading the compensators once more. He glanced over his shoulder to see Sergeant Morgan with his arms thread through the belt to his trousers, which he’d removed and looped around a console support leg attached to the deck. He lay on the floor, smiling at Adam, giving him a thumbs-up.

      Two bolts struck the Vengeance again, both on the portside, second aft screen. It went down. A damage control crew could repair the shield within minutes, but Adam didn’t have a DC team. He also didn’t have minutes to spare. The screen was down and would remain so for the duration of the battle, however long that was.

      “Incoming!” This time there was concern in Tom Paulson’s voice.

      “Commander…launch torpedo. It’s guided. We’ll send the target coordinates once it’s on its way.”

      “Yessir.”

      On the forward screen graphic, the torpedo was shown leaving the Vengeance—and then it disappeared.

      “What happened?” Adam asked the room.

      “The torpedo jumped, Adam,” Pogo replied.

      “Shit! Can we still contact it?”

      “Yes. It has CW communications.”

      “Send it a damn target before it gets too far away!”

      Moments later, one of the last Juirean warships vanished from the threat screen. Yet it wasn’t simply hit; it was consumed in a huge fireball, one that reached out as far as its wingman and beyond, taking out that ship as well.

      Now a roiling fireball came churning toward the Vengeance.

      Fortunately, Worak-nin had a moon, and it was dead ahead. Adam aimed his ship for the gray ball of rock and whipped around the horizon just as the leading edge of the huge nuclear explosion raced by. The radical maneuver sent Sergeant Morgan once more banging against the rear bulkhead and deck, straining to hold onto his life-saving leather belt.

      “And then there was one,” Riyad said. He looked at his screen. “Remaining bogie is bugging out.”

      Unlike in the movie Top Gun—where the same news was met with an eruption of cheers in the CIC—there was no celebrating aboard the Vengeance, just a lot of tired sighs. The team’s mission was barely off the ground—literally—and already their laser weapons were down, and they’d spent one of their nine deadly torpedoes, to the point of almost being consumed by its way-out-of-proportion explosion.

      There were a lot more enemy warships between them and Juir. They were going to need all the resources they could muster.

      Adam was going to need a new plan. Then he laughed under his breath. He never had an actual plan to begin with, let alone a back-up plan. A first plan-of-action would come in handy about now.
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      “This, my friends, is Pogo,” Adam said with pomp and ceremony, holding his hands out to the tiny, greenish metal globe sitting on a console in the engine room.

      Lt. Commander Paulson frowned. “What is it, a type of compact super-computer?”

      “Technically, it’s called a personal service module, created over three billion years ago by a long-extinct race of super-beings.”

      “Bullshit…sir.”

      “No, really. This was what Copernicus Smith was after and why he got me and Riyad to leave Worak-nin in the first place.”

      “What does it do?” Travis asked. He reached out a hand and touched the orb with his finger.

      “A lot of things,” Adam answered, “but primarily it can produce energy out of empty space, in fact, enough to power the laser beams you saw.”

      “Speaking of that, Captain, what was that all about?” Paulson asked. “I’ve never seen anything that powerful in a laser weapon.”

      “It’s something T&D’s been working on. It sends flash bolts along a laser beam, causing them to increase in energy, and with about six times the range of conventional cannon bolts. Pretty cool, huh?”

      “If they don’t burn themselves out after a couple of shots.”

      Adam grimaced. “Yeah, that’s something we’re going to have to work on. As I mentioned, the Vengeance is experimental. Until now, it’s basically been a boondoggle for lack of a powerful enough energy source. Pogo has solved that problem. Of course, there are still some bugs that have to be worked out of the systems.”

      “It communicates through the computers?”

      “Actually, he can talk to me through my ATD—the brain-interface thingy, as Tom so aptly refers to it. But recently he’s found a way to tap into the computers so the audio feature can broadcast his words.”

      “You keep referring to it as a he?”

      “That’s because Pogo has a sophisticated form of artificial intelligence—”

      “It not artificial, I keep telling you that,” Pogo interrupted, his voice booming from the speakers on the console.

      Adam smiled. “He also has feelings and quite the irascible personality.”

      “Should be a she in that case,” said Paulson. The two newest crewmembers looked at each other and shrugged. “What now, Captain?”

      Adam looked at the orb, getting the feeling Pogo was looking back at him. “First of all, we have to find replacements for the laser firing circuits. They’re our most-effective weapon against the mane-heads, but not if the boards get fried every time we fire.”

      “It could be the same solution as with the jump-drive,” Pogo offered. “A reduced power input could reduce the heat moving through the circuits.”

      “What will that do to range and efficiency?”

      “Range will be reduced, possibly in half. But the intensity should be the same. It would be a tradeoff of sorts.”

      “Ten thousand miles is still almost three times the range of conventional flash bolts,” Paulson offered.

      Adam nodded. “Okay, reduced input will work. But now we have to find replacement boards. Pogo, have you checked the onboard inventory?”

      “There are none. Recall that the laser weapon was non-operational when placed within the ship. There was no reason to include replacement parts.”

      “Any workarounds or substitutes?”

      Pogo hesitated before answering. “As I said before, this kind of work is not what I was built for. I supply energy—and other things—to my master, yet I am not what you refer to as a super-computer. Other devices were made for that purpose. I’ll do my best to come up with a solution, but don’t be disappointed if I fall short.”

      The three Humans looked at each other, thin grins on their faces. “It’s all right, Pogo,” Adam said. “You’re doing a great job. Just do the best you can and I’m sure everything will work out fine.”

      “I recognize patronizing when I hear it, Captain Cain,” said the orb.

      “I’m being serious.”

      “Sure you are. Now…I will get to work. I’ll do my best; I always do. However, I would appreciate some help, if it’s within the Human’s capacity to provide any.”

      “Snarky little thing, isn’t he,” said Sergeant Morgan.

      “Now be nice, Mister Morgan,” Adam said. “Pogo is doing the best he can. He can’t help if his abilities are limited.”

      “Nice try, Adam. But it won’t work. Now leave me alone to think, since I appear to be the only entity aboard the ship with the ability to do so.”

      Paulson twisted his face into a painful grimace. “As I said: he should be a she. He sounds like my ex-wife.”
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      With four men aboard and only two staterooms, hot-bunking became the order-of-the-day. Adam was alone in the one he shared with Riyad when he contacted Pogo through his ATD.

      You there, buddy?

      So now we are buddies?

      Don’t take it personally, Adam thought. We kid you only because you’re part of the team now. It’s how we show acceptance.

      Very strange behavior, yet I appreciate being considered a member of the team.

      So…anything yet? Can circuit boards from other modules be used on the lasers?

      That was a simple survey I did, and the answer is no. These boards are very specific.

      Well, we can’t go back to Earth for spare parts.

      If you are willing to travel—other than to Earth—I may have a suggestion.

      Adam perked up. Of course I am. Go ahead.

      The Incus.

      Where have I heard that name before?

      They are the race of beings who found me originally, and who were working on a method of duplicating my power panels when I was stolen by the Gradis Cartel.

      Go on, I’m listening.

      They have a sophisticated level of electronic technology—at least for this age.

      You think they’d have the necessary circuit boards?

      Most probably not, yet if given the opportunity, I could provide them with plans to construct boards that could overcome the heating problem.

      They won’t do it voluntarily, and aren’t they in the Kidis Frontier? That would put them under Juirean jurisdiction. If they’re as advanced as you say, I’m sure the place will be swarming with mane-heads.

      It was just a suggestion.

      I’m not saying we won’t pursue it, just that it won’t be easy. Where is Incus from here?”

      One-thousand, eight hundred light-years, near the Rison Void.

      Adam knew the Rison Void was the far side of the Kidis arm, opposite the Orion-Cygnus spur.

      Six hundred jumps. Can the Vengeance handle that at full power? he asked Pogo.

      It may take a slight modification of that figure, possibly a thousand. But by reducing the jump distance, the recycle time could remain the same. The trip could be done in thirty-three Earth hours.

      Is Riyad still on the bridge?

      Yes.

      Give him a plot and tell him I said it was okay. Get us going. We don’t have any time to waste, and just floating here above Worak-nin is doing just that.

      Aye, aye, Captain Cain, sir. See…I’m learning.

      Well done, Mister Pogo. Carry on.
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      The next day-and-a-half were spent carefully monitoring the power levels for the jump-drive, making sure they didn’t burn out another battery pack. Pogo’s more careful feeding of the generators appeared to be working.

      Adam modified their flight path some, adding another day to the journey. Knowing that the Juireans had transit buoys out monitoring traffic throughout the Frontier—and the jump-drive did leave a trail—he jumped towards Visidor first, before switching to conventional gravity drive for the remainder of the trip to Incus. With the laser weapon down, it wouldn’t pay to walk into a hornet’s nest of angry mane-heads, all expecting their arrival.

      The crew also spent the time trying to find out if the Mark VII experimental starship had any other secrets they didn’t know about. The laser beam weapon was a coup, if they could get it working again. And the nine—now eight—super-torpedoes was another. Yet after an extensive reading of the data files in the computers, they didn’t find anything else.

      Of the three revolutionary advances the ship offered—jump-drive, laser beam weaponry and super-torpedoes—two had already given them problems and one had limited utility. That was to be expected of a prototype. But since the team was relying on working systems and weapons to achieve their mission objectives, they were keeping their fingers crossed that nothing else broke down or burned up.

      Juir was twenty-four thousand light-years away. At a more conservative two light-year jump distance and two minutes of recharge time between jumps, the Vengeance could make it there in just under seventeen days—which was phenomenal in its own right. Even so, they couldn’t get there before the ship carrying Arieel and Sherri arrived. What would they do then, sit around playing poker with the friendly, seven-foot-tall natives?

      No, that wasn’t in the cards. They had four months to work their way to the capital of the Expansion, and if the Vengeance could be made to work the way it was designed, Adam and his men could create a heluva lot of chaos along the way. The so-called scorched earth campaign. At least then, even if they failed to rescue the women, they’d have something to show for their effort.

      Riyad was in the pilot seat when they neared the Incus star system. It was way the hell out in the middle of nowhere, not only at the far side of the Kidis Frontier, but out toward the end of the minor galactic arm.

      This had better be worth it, Adam thought as he watched huge planets of swirling gas slowly slip by. Then he shrugged. What choice did they have? Without the laser weapon working, they were just one small ship with limited firepower—after the torpedoes were spent. And that wouldn’t get them halfway across the Frontier, let alone all the way to Juir.

      “As suspected, I’m picking up the signatures of at least a dozen Juirean warships in orbit. There’s another eight under drive, some coming, some going, and this isn’t counting what’s on the surface.”

      “Thank you Mister Tarazi for that very informative report,” said Adam. He stood behind his friend, letting his legs stretch for a moment before assuming the co-pilot seat. Riyad was every bit the pilot Adam was, and although it was hard to give up control, he would let Riyad perform the magic tricks this time around, if it came down to a mad scramble for survival. A person could only play the hero so long before needing a break.

      “Any challenges, yet?” Adam asked Sergeant Morgan. The young man had set up a separate comm station along the rear bulkhead, going so far as to bolt a seat to the deck—with a harness. He wasn’t anxious for a repeat of his last bumper-car-ride. The bruises hadn’t even begun to heal.

      “Nothing, sir. There’s a lot of traffic around the planet. Seems to be the happening place. That’ll play to our advantage. Also the fact that it’s so far from the Union. Hopefully they won’t be expecting us.”

      “And the Vengeance won’t show up on any of their surveys,” Riyad added.

      The tiny metal orb known as Pogo was now on the bridge, sitting on top of the pilot monitor and blocking Riyad’s view of the forward screen.  “Do you mind, Pogo. I can’t see.”

      The globe faded away and reappeared on the nav console where Tom Paulson sat. He leaned back in his chair. “Damn, that’s so cool when he does that,” he said. “Like something out of Star Trek. Beam me up, Scotty.”

      “Yeah, too bad we can’t adapt that technology to star travel,” Morgan added.

      “I can only teleport one hundred feet at a time, and it takes incredible energy to do so.”

      “Do you think teleportation is something possible for Humans, if we had enough power?” Adam asked.

      “It’s been tried before, and by beings much smarter than you. Living organisms cannot survive the process. My parts can simply be reassembled and they work fine. It’s not the same with cells, neurons and the like.”

      “I hate to rain on this parade, but we’re going to have to do our business here the old fashion way, by landing on the planet and going out in public,” said Riyad. “Any idea how we’re going to pull that off?”

      Adam nodded to Travis, who stood up and unfolded a long white cloth. “I made this out of a bedsheet.” He placed it over his head and tied a small cord around his neck. “I call it a burqa-for-men.” The garment covered his body from head to toe, all except for a narrow slot left open for his nose and eyes. There were slits on the sides for their arms.

      “It looks more like a KKK robe than a burqa,” said Tom Paulson.

      Adam snickered. “It does, doesn’t it? Hopefully none of the natives will make the association. With so many new aliens roaming the streets, I’m hoping no one will question the outfit, believing it to be some weird religious garb. Travis sewed up the edges of the opening so it wouldn’t look like he simply cut a couple of eyeholes in a sheet.”

      “Which I did.”

      “Hey, we’ve all been on too many alien worlds to count to know that alien clothing comes in wondrous varieties. I’m sure we’ll be able to get by wearing these things,” said Adam. “Besides, they’ll conceal a lot of armament. Now Pogo, why don’t you tell the rest of the team where we’re going?”

      With mental access to the computer, the ancient device sent a graphic of the planet Incus to the forward screen. “The planet reminds me a lot of your Earth,” he began. “There are huge land masses broken up by vast seas. The native population is over eight billion, with thousands of settlements—cities. I was kept in one called Eniss, which is located here.” A red circle appeared on the map and the image zoomed in. “It’s in the northern hemisphere and is where the main weapons facilities are located.”

      “Weapons?” Travis said. “They make weapons here?”

      “Yes,” Pogo confirmed. “That is why I came to be found. The natives have been trying to compete with the Maris-Kliss and Xan-fi companies. Yet since they lack the raw materials to produce enough devices to meet the demand, they have gone off-planet searching for such. It was during one of these mining operation that I was found embedded in an ancient fragment of the Aris homeworld—the beings who created me. The Incus currently have the largest economy in the Frontier, yet it’s very small compared to the major worlds of the Expansion. They hoped to change that by learning the secrets of my power-accumulating abilities to power a new line of portable energy weapons. They were unsuccessful.”

      “That looks like a really big city,” Tom pointed out. “I assume its serviced by several spaceports. Once we land, where do we go?”

      “The scientific laboratories where I was held and studied are located here.” The image zoomed in and moved to the west. “This is the main research facility for the Incus government. Unlike the other two major weapons manufacturers in the galaxy, this one is solely government-owned.”

      “And what about the laser circuits?” Paulson asked. “I’m assuming they have the facilities to make what we need in the complex?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “So what’s the plan, sir,” Travis asked Adam.

      “Pogo suggests we show up at the gates offering to return him to the Incus. They’ll be so excited that they won’t question who we are, just that we returned their precious little energy-maker to them. Once inside, he’ll teleport to a building where the boards can be made. At that point we’ll see if he can do it himself, through computer manipulation, or if we’ll need to draft some local talent for the job.”

      “By drafting I assume you mean the twisting of alien arms?” Riyad said, a gleam in his eyes.

      “Don’t worry, buddy. If it comes down to that, I’ll let you do the honors.”

      “Gee, thanks, daddy.”

      “On a serious note,” Adam began. “The Incus are sophisticated enough to use visual communications and remote sensing, so when the time comes to be cleared for landing, be sure you’re wearing your KKK outfits. Now everyone get ready. We’re about an hour out, and once we land, I want to spend the time necessary to get the job done. No sightseeing excursions or unnecessary fraternizing with the locals.”

      “That depends on how hot the natives are, now doesn’t it, Mister Cain?” said Travis.

      “Maybe to a young stud like you,” Adam replied. “Ah, to be twenty-six again.”

      “I’m twenty-seven, sir.”

      “Well then…never mind. You’re over-the-hill.”
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      The Vengeance was about to land on a planet over eight thousand light-years from Earth and swarming with seven-foot-tall aliens sworn to kill every Human they encountered. Yet still the ship’s bridge was filled with the sound of riotous laughter.

      It was obvious they simply had sheets draped over them, much like a child’s first Halloween ghost costume, before discovering they could guilt their parents into spending money on future outfits—if they truly loved them. Now the men couldn’t look at each other without bursting into hysterics. They looked silly, but hopefully silly enough to make it past inquiring alien eyes.

      When the control authority eventually made contact, Adam took the lead during the link, believing himself to be the most mature of the group. The fact that the Incus had faces resembling Shar-Pei dogs didn’t help. When both Travis and Riyad let loose with involuntary snickers, the serious-looking alien questioned the sound.

      “It is a prayer, recited in our ancient tongue.”

      “The translation is unavailable,” said the creature on the screen.

      “Yes, that is because the language of our gods is spoken only for blessings.” Adam let loose with a loud cackle as a demonstration. “I have just blessed you and your offspring, hoping for health and prosperity.”

      The native blinked several times before responding; he cackled back. “I hope I pronounced it correctly. I wished to return the blessing.”

      “You did well. You honor us.”

      More laughter came from behind Adam.

      “Please convey to your crew my thanks for their blessings, as well.”

      “I shall. Now may we land?”

      “Of course. Eniss Field Number Three, northwest side, as you requested. Landing beacons will be transmitted. Enjoy your stay on Incus.”

      “May the gods bring good fortune to you and yours. Farewell.”

      Adam couldn’t break the link fast enough.

      “Dammit, what are you guys trying to do, get us all killed?”

      “Forgive us, oh Great Maharishi,” Riyad said from the co-pilot seat.

      “Prepare for landing,” Adam barked. “Riyad, take over. And by the way, smartass, I got your Great Maharishi right here!”
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      The team had melted down several of the gold items from Panur’s palace and now carried small stacks of ingots of the precious metal, which they hoped would have value on the planet. Since none of them had any Juirean credits, they hoped to exchange some of the ingots for transport to their destination—which Pogo said was the main research facility of what translated to Advanced Plasma Objects, or APO.

      The atmosphere of Incus was tolerable without facemasks, and the surface gravity was about point-eight of Earth, just slightly above Juirean-Standard.

      The Humans would deploy in two teams, with Adam and Riyad taking Pogo to Applied Plasma Objects while Paulson and Travis followed in another transport and took up defensive positions outside the facility, as backup in case something went wrong. They were linked with throat mics and ear-speakers, hidden under the white-sheet disguises they wore.

      Emerging from the Vengeance into the warm starshine of Incus, the prospect of something going wrong suddenly doubled, if not trebled. There were Juireans everywhere.

      The spaceport was huge; it had to be to support Eniss’s population of over four million, and this was just one of five such facilities placed at strategic locations surrounding the city. There were dozens of Juirean-style craft in port, some designed for war, others for commerce. During the brief walk to a bank of moving sidewalks leading to the ground transports, Adam spotted several Juirean Guards among the crowd, as well as hundreds of Tech-Class mane-heads, their hair yellow-tinted and tied into long pony-tails dangling down their backs.

      Being the most-technologically advanced society in the Frontier, the Juireans found Incus more to their liking, closer to Juir than the other worlds in the Kidis arm. As they walked across the tarmac, Adam was already identifying targets for the time they got the laser weapon operational again. If they were successful, he couldn’t leave this many prime targets just sitting here. That was not what a scorched earth campaign was all about.

      The other thing that caught the team’s attention were the natives. As the transmission with the landing pilot had revealed, they did indeed have faces resembling Shar-Pei dogs. But what the Humans hadn’t realized was the rest of their body was shaped like a huge yellow worm, making them some of the strangest looking aliens Adam had ever seen.

      For locomotion, the Incus used thick legs at the lower part of the s-shaped body to scurry about, a comical type of balancing act considering their odd shape. They appeared to always be trying to keep from falling over. The remainder of the body curved over the center point and rose up along a five-foot long torso from which two stubby arms projected. Above the main torso was a wrinkled neck and the sad-looking dog-face. They wore clothing of a simple design, since from what Adam could see their body-type didn’t vary much, only by size, depending upon age; however females were distinguished from the males by a series of bumps in the clothing and running along the main torso, ostensibly concealing teats.

      He thought of the comment Travis Morgan had made concerning fraternization with the locals. There was probably nothing to worry about from the young, hormone-raging Human, at least not here on Incus. He pitied the poor man if he ever traveled to Formil, where the extremely voluptuous and sensual Arieel Bol was considered average.

      But Adam’s main focus was on the Juireans. He wondered how entrenched they’d become in Incus affairs?

      At the public transport vehicles, Adam produced an ingot of gold and got a positive response—in fact more than positive. He handed the slab of metal to the driver, regretting they hadn’t made the bars a little smaller. He got the impression the Incus native would now be their friend for life, knowing the aliens were this generous when negotiating for a simple drive into town.

      Travis and Paulson followed in a second vehicle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      Advanced Plasma Objects was a huge complex, comprised of dozens of buildings surrounded by a high security wall. The cab let Adam and Riyad off at the front gate, where the driver insisted on waiting for their return, even if it took all day.

      At the security shack, Adam tensed. Two Juirean Guards were seated at the back of the room, a set of small white cubes being tossed on the table between them. They didn’t look up when the pair of creatures in white sheets approached the window.

      Adam and Riyad had their tactical gear and weapons hidden under the sheets, while Adam carried Pogo in a pouch on his utility belt.

      “Forgive us, we are seeking the attention of Dacus Zoffis,” Adam said, repeating the name Pogo had given him. He had been the main research scientist trying to unlock the secrets of the orb’s energy capturing panels.

      The Incus guards frowned—or what Adam took as frowns considering the already wrinkled faces of the aliens. “Is Zoffis expecting you? Walk-up visitors are not allowed.”

      Continuing with his religious-like speak, Adam said: “We are here to return an item he lost, an item of incredible importance.”

      He grimaced as the Juireans looked up from their game. An item of incredible importance had piqued their curiosity.

      “What is this item?” asked the native guard. The Juireans stepped up to the window.

      “It would not be of significance to you, yet it will be to Dacus Zoffis.”

      “To justify contact, I will have to know what to tell him.”

      “It is an orb of ancient origin.”

      The guard continued to frown—maybe. “That does not sound like something that would interest our lead technician.”

      “He will know the meaning. He will also be terribly upset to learn we were not able to gain entrance.”

      “Who are you?”

      “We are members of a religious sect tasked with the preservation of the ancient orb. We are the Guardians of the Galaxy.”

      Adam looked at Riyad, and through the narrow slit in the sheet, saw his eyes narrow.

      “We demand to see this object,” said one of the Juireans.

      Through a side slit in the sheet, Adam revealed his right arm with Pogo held in his hand.

      “What is it?” asked the Juirean.

      “As said, it is an object of ancient design, which has significance to the researchers working here. A simple link to Dacus Zoffis will confirm this.”

      The native guard looked to the Juirean. This was not good; he was asking for permission. Somewhere within the vast complex, Pogo had to manufacture several intricate electrical circuit boards. Success or failure would depend on how locked-down the facilities were by the Juireans.

      “Call the researcher,” said the Juirean. “I am curious to learn of his reaction.”

      As the link was made, the face of the native changed abruptly. His previously wrinkled skin now stretched out in shock; Adam could hear a voice coming through the guard’s earpiece, although it was too garbled for a translation. The native guard muttered several acknowledgements before cutting the link.

      “Zoffis will be here immediately,’ he said. He turned to Juireans. “Zoffis said we are not to let these beings leave.”

      The mane-heads took this to mean Adam and Riyad should be restrained and prevented from leaving. They rushed through the doorway, drawing flash weapons. The Humans raised their hands.

      “Calm down; we’re not trying to leave,” Adam announced, lapsing momentarily back into Human-speak. Catching himself, he continued. “We have come voluntarily to return the sacred object.” Then under his breath, he whispered into his comm, “Stand-down.”

      There was a tall communication tower along the wall of the compound where the second team had taken up residency. Travis would have a scope on them—or more preciously—on the Juireans, ready to take them out if the situation escalated.

      Fortunately, Dacus Zoffis—along with about a dozen other Incus—hadn’t been too far away, because they came racing up to the gate in electric carts only seconds later.

      “Is this true?” asked one of the natives as he hopped out of the cart. He was surprisingly fast as his stubby legs moved almost in a blur, carrying him up to the two Humans in their white sheets. Adam still had Pogo gripped in his right hand.

      The native’s eyes grew impossibly large. “It is the device!”

      The scene outside the guard shack descended into chaos, as the contingent of native scientists swarmed around Adam and Riyad. Reluctantly, the orb was surrendered to Zoffis, who spun around displaying the globe to all the others. “It is a miracle!”

      After a few moments, Zoffis turned his attention to Adam and Riyad. “Who are you, and how did you come by the artifact? We assumed it had been stolen when it did not return after its last prolonged sojourn.”

      The lead Juirean stepped between Adam and Zoffis; Juireans did not like to ignored. “They claim to be members of a religious order called the Guardians of the Galaxy, creatures tasked with the protection and preservation of the metal ball.”

      “You know of the orb?” Zoffis asked Adam, having to look around the hulking alien to see him.

      “We know much. Perhaps we should move to your lab—your laboratory?”

      “Yes, surely. Come.”

      “We shall provide security,” said the Juirean.

      “That is not necessary,” said Zoffis. “The fact that they have returned such a strategic object proves they are not a risk. They did not have to do so.”

      The Juirean hesitated. Then: “We will report this to the commanding Overlord. He will demand more information about this object.”

      “Yes, and we will provide it. But first, please let us secure the device. It can be quite elusive should it decide to be.”

      Before the Juirean could ask the next logical question, the Incus herded Adam and Riyad onto the carts and they sped off into the complex. Ten seconds later they stopped outside a nondescript building among a long row of similar structures.

      “You still have eyes on us?” Adam whispered into his throat mic.

      “We can see over the wall; we have you,” came the voice of Travis Morgan. “The windows are obscured. We’ll lose you inside.”

      “That’s all right. I think we’re among friends.”

      “Understood. Standing by.”

      The pair of Humans were led into a stuffy foyer, and then down a short corridor before entering a large room full of high-tech equipment, from computers and huge scanners, to tables topped with analytical devices of alien design. Three of the Incus natives remained in the room with Zoffis and the Humans, while the others scurried off to other parts of the building.

      Dacus placed Pogo on a long counter near the center of the room and leaned in close to the globe. “You are not going to disappear again, are you?” he asked quietly, before pulling away, slightly embarrassed. He looked at Adam and Riyad. “You must be aware of the device’s ability to teleport?”

      “Yes, we are.”

      “We spent time trying to learn the secrets of the orb. We made progress in some regards, yet have failed in others. I was not aware others knew of the object’s origin. Please explain who you are and how you are associated with the ancient energy device.”

      “Before we do, we have to know how the Juireans factor into your research?” Adam said, dropping the pretense of the religious fanatic.

      “They do not, however, that will change once the Overlord learns of the device and its function.”

      Adam could tell this wasn’t something the researcher was looking forward to.

      “How involved are the Juireans in Incus affairs?

      The dog-faced worm looked around the room nervously. “I do not sense you are agents of the Juireans,” said Dacus Zoffis. “What is your relationship with them?”

      Taking a calculated risk, Adam untied the cord holding the top of the white sheet around his head, and then through the slot cut for the eyes and nose, was able to stick his head through the opening. “We’re at war with them, that’s our relationship with the maneheads.”

      The other Incus panicked and headed for the door. Riyad was already there, a mean-looking M-101 assault rifle held in his hands outside the white sheet. The natives stopped in their tracks, gawking at the weapon.

      “Is that an M-101,” asked one of the researchers, admiration in his voice. “May I examine it?” He stepped toward the weapon. Riyad lifted it and pressed the barrel against the wrinkled forehead of the worm. The alien backed away. “I withdraw my request.”

      “You are Humans!” said Zoffis. “We have had many delegations from your world and empire over the years, until the Juireans came and drove them away. Please forgive my associates. We are weapons designers, so very interested in the devices you have created.”

      “I’ll ask you again, what’s your relationship with the Juireans?”

      “The Incus had none, not until they annexed the Kidis. Now they have come here, very interested in our weapons and other electronic devices, as well as our small starship production facilities. Recently, we have been attempting to compete with MK and Xan-fi, with the goal of entering the Expansion’s weapons market, yet with little progress. Now the Juireans are taking all we can produce to be used in the war effort against the Union.”

      “Sounds like you got what you wanted,” said Riyad with disgust.

      “You misunderstand,” said Zoffis. “They are confiscating all items, without compensation. This has greatly disrupted our society. A worker’s uprising occurred recently, protesting the lack of compensation for their labors. The Juireans slaughtered thousands. Now most labor for free.”

      Zoffis looked down at Pogo again and then at the Humans. “But what are you doing here, and with the artifact? The Juireans will surely kill you and confiscate the orb if they know it is associated with your kind.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you, Zoffis, but we won’t be staying, and neither will the orb.”

      Zoffis’ eyes grew wide. “But you have just returned the device. What do you mean it will not be remaining?”

      “Because we’ve come for a specific purpose. We need to use some of your facilities to produce a certain type of circuit board.”

      “I do not understand.”

      “We have a broken weapon and we need the boards to fix it.”

      “What sort of weapon?” asked one of the other scientists. Adam shook his head. These guys have a one track mind.

      “Never mind. Will you help us?” he asked Zoffis.

      “What is the design of this board?”

      One of the computer screens nearby lit up, displaying the schematic.

      “How did you do that?”

      “I didn’t…Pogo did.”

      “Pogo? So this is called a Pogo device?”

      “No. Pogo is the name I gave him. You do know the artifact—as you call it—has a form of intelligence?”

      Zoffis attempted a smile. It was hard to tell through all the wrinkles. “I always suspected. It displayed an intricate array of activities and vibrations when presented with stimuli. And then it would leave for days, and then return. I always sensed it was glad to be back. But then it did not return…. Can you communicate with this intelligence?”

      “Yes I can, and you can, too, through the computer. Pogo can hear you.”

      “Hello Dacus Zoffis,” came a voice through the computer’s audio function.

      “It speaks!” said one of the other Incus.

      “Why…why did you not reveal this to us before?” asked Zoffis.

      “I was not aware of this capability at the time. My design was not intended for such use. Only after communicating with my new master did I learn of this ability.”

      Zoffis looked at Adam. “Are you this new master it speaks of?”

      Adam smiled and nodded.

      “How…why?”

      “That’s not important now. What’s important is whether you’ll help us or not?”

      Zoffis looked to his colleagues and then back at the green-tinted ball. “You say you will be taking it—Pogo—away again?”

      “That’s right. We have a lot more to do, and Pogo’s an integral part of the mission.”

      Thank you, Adam, said Pogo within Adam’s mind.

      “Yet…he could allow the Incus—”

      “To what? Create more advanced weapons that the Juireans will use not only against my people, but yours as well?” Adam was getting angry. “We don’t have much time, Zoffis. Either you’re going to help us…or we’ll do it on our own. If you’re familiar with the M-101, then you know we have the means to make that happen.”

      “Yes, we will help, although I regret the loss of…of Pogo. I would like to spend time learning of his life and his times. You are aware it is over three billion years old?”

      “That I do. Now where do we go around here to make some circuit boards? Honestly, I don’t have a clue how it’s done.”

      Zoffis waved his short arms around, indicating the room they were in. “Here. We have what is required to operate the remote manufacturing equipment. The finished product will then be brought to us here. The fabrication process is mostly automated.”

      “How long will it take?”

      “That would depend on the nature of the board.”

      A schematic appeared on the computer screen. Zoffis leaned in close. “This is actually a very simple design. It is only unique in its circuitry. A finished board should be ready in forty cy-cycles.”

      “Cy-cycles?”

      The native looked to the others. “Fifteen Earth minutes, is that right?”

      The others nodded. Zoffis turned back to Adam. “Fifteen minutes.”

      “How long for a hundred of them?”

      “Once the design is programmed, the product can be mass produced. You could have that quantity within the same time.”

      “Great; get started,” Adam commanded. “The Juireans won’t stay away forever.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam’s prediction was prophetic. Soon after the specs for the circuit board were transferred to the manufacturing division, a native Incus came rushing in to warn Zoffis that a squad of Juireans were headed their way. Adam placed the white sheet back over his head and applied the cord. Both Humans held M-101’s under their robes.

      “Stand by, Travis,” he commanded. “Visitors on the way.”

      “Just arrived, entering the building now. Four Guards and an Overlord. Looks like you attracted the head-honcho himself.”

      “What shall we do?” asked Zoffis. He was visibly nervous, a dead giveaway to the mane-heads.

      “Relax. The boards are being made, but the Juireans won’t know about it. Call over to the manufacturing facility and have the boards left in a box near the exit door. We’ll pick them up on the way out.”

      “What should I tell them about…Pogo?”

      “Something obscure. Down play his significance, making it more of a curiosity  rather than some new super-device.”

      “I don’t under—”

      The door to the room swung open and the Juireans entered.

      “Overlord Anan ra Corss,” said Zoffis emphatically. “I am pleased to see you once more at my facility.”

      “Your appearance does not match your words, Dacus Zoffis.”

      The seven-foot tall alien—with his billowing mane of blue hair adding another foot to his height—scanned the room, hesitating at the sight of Adam and Riyad dressed in their white sheets, before focusing on the tiny, green orb on the table. “Is this the object?”

      “Yes,” said one of the Guards from the security shack. “They were all quite excited to have it returned. It is not dangerous. Zoffis held it without fear.”

      “What does it do?” asked Anan. He lifted the tiny object in his huge hands and examined it.

      “It is a form of battery,” answered Zoffis. “Very ancient. More of a curiosity because of its abilities and considering its great age. As scientists, we find such items of immense interest.”

      “How old is it?”

      When the native hesitated, the Overlord cast an intense glare at him. Zoffis crumbled.

      “It is approximately three billion standard years in age.”

      This evoked a reaction from the Overlord. He looked closer at the orb and the indecipherable writing on its surface. “Indeed. I see why it would be of interest. What are these markings?”

      “Writing of some sort. We do not know the meaning.”

      Anan looked suddenly at Riyad. “Do you know?”

      Riyad shook his head slowly, while tightening the grip on the M-101. Five Juireans weren’t a problem. It was the other thousand that would come to the aid of an Overlord who were.

      Adam spoke in his sing-song religious cadence again. “We worship the object for its profound age. The fact that beings from that time could construct such an orb is significant in its own right. Its creators are long gone, yet they were here long before any race currently in existence. We believe them to be The Creators. Is that not wondrous?”

      “Juireans care not for such things, only the utility of objects. Does it serve a purpose?”

      “Beyond giving hope for life beyond what we see now…none. As researcher Dacus Zoffis has said, it was a battery when it was functioning—”

      “It is not functioning at this time?”

      “My Lord, the object is three billion years old. How could it still be functioning?”

      “That was not my question.”

      “It no longer functions.”

      The Guard from the gate stepped forward. “My Lord, that was not my impression. There were several Incus, all very excited to see the device again. It was excitement well beyond what would be expected for a broken device.”

      The Overlord set Pogo back on the table and considered the Guard’s comments. “Seize and search them!” he called out unexpectedly.

      Two Guards each lunged for Adam and Riyad. Already on high-alert, the mane-heads were too slow for the Humans. M-101’s appeared from under their robes, firing the quieter plasma flash component of the weapon set at level-one, rather than ear-spitting lead bullets from the main barrel. The room lit up with blinding light, sending the Guards to the floor with simmering holes burned in their chests.

      The Overlord was unarmed, but swift. He bolted for the door, but was blocked by Riyad. The much taller and bulkier alien lashed out at the smaller creature with powerful arms. The eye slits in the sheet limited Riyad’s range of vision, so he didn’t see the huge fist coming. He took a hard blow to the temple, sending him tumbling to his right, stunned. Anan reached for the door handle.

      Adam jumped on the Overlord’s back, wrapping a muscled arm around the neck of the giant. Although shorter, Humans carried an incredible amount of mass for their size, mass which weighed down the Juirean, causing him to drop to his knees. In desperation, the alien reached back with his long arms and grasped the white sheet. The fabric was pulled over Adam’s head, blinding him. The Overlord dropped a shoulder, sending Adam falling forward, slamming against the door.

      Riyad had recovered by this time, and casting off his own sheet, now took aim with a bunched fist at the side of the Overlord’s scaly face. With leverage behind the punch, Anan didn’t stand a chance. He fell forward, smashing his head against the metal exit door before collapsing to the floor.

      The two Humans were up a moment later, panting while surveying the room. The Incus stood off toward the far side, shock on their dog faces.

      “This is unacceptable,” Zoffis shouted. “What is to become of us after this debacle? We will surely be put to death, even as you leave with no consequence.”

      Adam looked at Riyad. “Find some rope or tape and tie them up. Make it look convincing.” Then he pointed the barrel of his M-101 at the head of the unconscious Overlord and pulled the trigger on the flash function.

      “There’s a little more payback for Andy,” he whispered. Then turning to the natives, their expressions aghast: “No witnesses. No one to contradict your stories. Now let my associate tie you up. You poor creatures were simply overwhelmed by the aliens in the white robes….”

      A tap came on the door; everyone froze.

      “It will be the circuit boards,” Zoffis said. “I did not have an opportunity to send amended instructions.”

      Adam kicked the dead Overlord away from the door and opened it a crack. A young native worm stood outside with a green plastic case resting on a cart. “Leave it,” Adam commanded.

      The worker hesitated, until Zoffis called out from the room, “Yes, leave the contents, Lonsi.”

      The worm scurried off. Adam opened the door and pulled the cart inside.

      He opened the lid and found four small packages inside, wrapped in plastic. “This is it, a hundred of them?”

      They are small and lightweight, Adam, Pogo said in his mind.

      “They are small and lightweight,” Zoffis echoed aloud.

      “Fine,” said Adam…to both of them. “Riyad, hurry. Travis…any activity outside?”

      “Could be. I hear sirens in the distance. Probably backup coming. You know most Overlords are equipped with lifesign monitors?”

      “I didn’t know that?”

      “That’s what you get for being out of the loop for a while, Captain. Someone will know the Overlord bought it.”

      “Is the cab still at the front gate?”

      “Yessir, and two electric carts outside your location, courtesy of the Juireans.”

      Adam watched Riyad cinch down the last tie on the four native worms and then slip his white KKK sheet back over his head. “Time to go,” he said with laughing eyes.

      Pogo vanished from the table, just as Adam felt a slight weight increase on his utility belt. The orb purred.

      “We’re moving,” he said to Travis.

      “Covering.”

      Adam stepped over to Zoffis. “Thanks. I really hope things don’t go too badly for you.”

      The scientist was too scared to comment.

      Adam smiled. “We’ll create a little diversion on the way off the planet, something to take the spotlight off you and your people.”

      Zoffis gave a very Human-like nod as Adam and Riyad rushed from the room, having placed the four small packets of circuit boards into pouches on their utility belts. A number of curious natives watched the pair race down the hallway and out the building, before hopping into an electric cart and speeding toward the main exit to the complex. They slowed at the gate.

      “Your visit was short,” the guard commented. “Did the Juireans find you?”

      “Yes, and we had a very cordial meeting. Thank you. Now we must leave. We have other appointments.”

      The gate lifted and Adam moved the cart to the waiting transport. The Humans climbed in the back. Adam passed another gold ingot to the driver.

      “Your loyalty is appreciated. Please return us to the spaceport.”

      “Immediately! Would you like me to provide provisions, or fuel or lodging outside your vessel?”

      “No, just the journey. However, once you leave us, please drive quickly to the farthest spaceport on the other side of Eniss. We may need your services there.”

      The driver passed a small card to Riyad. “This is my contact information. I look forward to being of further service.”

      Adam knew that wouldn’t be necessary. He just wanted to get the driver as far away from the spaceport as possible. He didn’t want him hurt from what Adam had in mind.

      Now let’s hope the boards work, he thought to Pogo.

      The Incus are very proficient at construction of fine electronic circuitry. They created a rudimentary version of my panels, although not complete. For something as basic as the laser weapon boards, they are quite capable.

      I hope so. I’d hate to leave this many Juirean ships intact, not when we could really make a splash.

      “Paulson, where are you?”

      “Right behind you. Our driver wasn’t as compliant as yours. We had to commandeer his cab. He’s safe in the backseat, but none too happy.”

      A caravan of racing transports passed on the other side of the road, headed for the main gate of the APO complex, truckloads of armed Juirean green-hairs in the line.

      “That is an unusual occurrence,” the driver commented. Through the rearview mirror, Adam saw the native narrow his eyes at his strangely-dressed passengers. “Other Juireans arrived at Advanced right after you did.”

      “I’m sure a complex as large and varied as APO receives a lot of Juireans as visitors. Who knows what business they have at the complex?”

      “Yes, you are correct. You are aware many of us are laboring without compensation? It is becoming very difficult to survive. That is why your currency has been greatly appreciated.”

      That explained the native’s gushing over them. Good. Adam didn’t like the idea of overpaying for anything. The fact that physical gold would have considerable valuable within an underground economy made sense.

      The spaceport appeared on the right, and the driver quickly passed through the wide entrance gate and stopped at the moving sidewalk. Adam and Riyad jumped out.

      “Now proceed to the other spaceport quickly.” He passed another ingot to the driver, making that three he’d given him. “Use this to help your family and friends. No one should have to work for free.”

      Small tears flowed from the mopey eyes of the dog-faced alien. “I shall. Thank you profusely. Thank you.”

      Adam rushed off to join Riyad on the escalator. “I always knew you were a bleeding heart,” said Riyad. Then he smiled. “And quite free with other people’s money.”

      “Panur’s gold? That, my friend, belongs to the universe.”
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      Ten minutes later the team was back aboard the Vengeance and in the engine room, with a panel removed from the bulkhead. Inside was a maze of wires, circuits and control modules. Pogo’s voice spoke from the overhead speakers.

      “The four thin wafers on the left…remove them.”

      Young Travis Morgan was doing the honors. He withdrew the thin plastic cards with a pair of needle-nose pliers. They were charred and blackened in several spots.

      “Now insert the new boards, circuit side to the left.”

      Riyad handed a board to Travis. A few moment later, all four were installed.

      “I’m sending power through the circuits.”

      Lights on several of the control modules came to life, and after a long three seconds, Pogo announced the verdict.

      “They’re holding. Of course the real test will come when firing power is sent through them. But the fact that they route electricity successfully is a good indicator.”

      “Excellent,” said Adam. “Prepare for lift off. Everyone—and I mean everyone—strap in.” He directed his last comment to Travis. “I want to light up as many of these Juirean warships as we can before we pop out of here. Need I say it: battle stations!”
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      Nineteen Juirean warships were in the spaceport at the time. Granted, they were the smaller Class-2’s, as well a couple of 3’s. The larger ones were in orbit, including a rare Class-7. The ships on the ground were laser marked and stored in the firing computer, with their engines as the primary targets. The Humans had four laser beam batteries, with a conservative recycle time of eight seconds between firings. The beams themselves had a duration of four seconds, making a total firing cycle of twelve. That was actually pretty long. A quick-thinking crew could activate shields in that time.

      It was also determined that an enhanced laser shot could short-out a diffusion screen with a single blast. But that opened the Vengeance up to counter attack during the twelve-second recharge interval.  There was nothing they could do about that. Adam had confidence they could bug out at a moment’s notice, but he wanted to rack up a pretty good body count before doing so. The units on the ground were a given; they couldn’t raise shields or lift-off before they’d all be toast. But the larger ships in orbit were another matter. It would all depend on how quickly the Juireans associated the unprecedented destruction on the ground to the tiny ship lifting from the spaceport.

      Adam was in the pilot seat, still wearing the silly KKK sheet again—hopefully for the last time.

      “Eniss Port Three Control, requesting lift-off permission,” he said over the comm link.

      “Permission denied,” came the immediate reply from the dog-faced creature on the small screen.

      “Denied? Why?”

      “An area-wide flight restriction has been put in place.”

      “By whose authority?”

      The native on the screen frowned. “The Juireans. Power down and await further instructions.”

      “Understood, Eniss Control.” Adam cut the link and removed the sheet. “Pogo, can we build up enough power to lift-off without Control knowing?”

      “Difficult. My answer would be no,” said the disembodied voice through the bridge speakers. “The chemical jets require a forty-five second warm up from a cold start.”

      “What about gravity drive? Can we create a small well to get us to optimum targeting elevation?”

      “Such an event would affect an area around the Vengeance half-a-mile in diameter. That in itself would be noticeable.”

      “Prepare for an energy burst to the generators. We’re going to make a mess anyway. With a gravity-lift we’ll take out a couple of the target ships without having to fire a laser.”

      “On your command,” said Pogo.

      Adam looked around the bridge at his small Human crew. “No turning back once we commit. Everyone get ready. Tom, light ‘em as soon as we’re high enough to have the ground units in your sights. Travis, watch for any counter response. Riyad, back me up on navigation. All right, everyone. Pogo, on three. Three—”

      The ship bolted upwards.

      “No! I meant on the count of three!”

      The ship was on its way—regardless of Adam’s intended countdown—and even though the gravity-well was small and contained, it was still strong enough to carve out a perfect circle in the surface of the spaceport a half-mile in diameter and fifty feet deep. Nine nearby starships—including several of Incus ownership—were hurled into the air. As the gravity-well extended away from the Vengeance, the massive chunk of earth trailing behind fell back to the planet, raining even more death and destruction on the spaceport.

      A brilliant light invaded the forward viewports as the first four laser beams ignited. The light faded away quickly, and an agonizing eight seconds passed before the next flash of light. The ship was sixty miles above the surface when the last of the ground targets were neutralized.

      “Incoming!” cried Sergeant Morgan from behind Adam’s station. “A small spread, poorly focused.”

      Adam pointed the Vengeance straight for the stars and gunned the chemical jets. The extra surge placed them two hundred miles in space, and out of the envelope of the incoming flash bolts.

      “Targeting the first Class-4,” Paulson announced. “Firing.”

      With four incoming beams, the first one cancelled out one of the diffusion shield panels, allowing the other three to reach the hull of the huge warship unimpeded. Adam looked to the forward viewscreen, and on extreme magnification, the image showed three perfect circles appear in the shiny grey metal hull, followed by a series of powerful outward explosions. This particular Class-4 was history.

      “Firing on number two.”

      “More incoming.”

      “Hold it steady for three seconds,” Paulson pleaded.

      Responding immediately to the report of incoming bolts, Adam had already twisted the control stick, and with that maneuver the crew learned something new about their laser weapon: If they changed course during a beam firing, it lost integrity and dissipated. None of the last four shots reached their target.

      “Sorry,” said Adam. “Lining up again. Status of the incoming?”

      “Firing…again.”

      “Full spread this time, Captain,” said Travis. “We’re going to take hits.”

      A moment later, Morgan’s prediction came true.

      “Forward starboard-number two down,” he reported. “Aft starboard-one down fifty percent.”

      “The second C-4 is down,” Paulson reported.

      “It’s getting kind of hairy out here,” Adam called out. “Where’s the C-7? If we’re going to be leaving soon, let’s see what we can do about that monster first.”

      “It’s gone just beyond the horizon,” Riyad reported. “Looks like it doesn’t want to take a chance going up against us.”

      Adam pulled the stick over and increased the well intensity. “Are you ready, Tom?”

      “Just need a target.”

      “There she is.”

      “I’ve never seen a C-7 before,” said Travis, awe in his voice.

      A Class-7 was the third largest class of Juirean warship in the fleet, with not more than twenty or so galaxy-wide.  There were a few nine’s and one ten—but no eights, for some odd reason—so taking out this one would deliver a major blow to the Juireans in the Kidis Frontier.

      “There’s a four-ship protective screen forming up, Captain,” said Travis. “They’re laying down a really wide spread. Damn, sir, it covers half the sky.”

      “Pogo, how short of a hop can we make with the jump-drive?” Adam asked.

      “Unknown, although it seems the farther out we jump, the more precise the results. Just opposite what one would expect.”

      “Riyad, plot a point in the path of the C-7. Let me know when you have it.”

      “It’s bugging out along a straight line; that helps. Okay, plotted.”

      “Engaging jump-drive.”

      The star field through the viewports changed. It was subtle, but the most obvious thing the crew noticed was the lack of incoming flash bolts steaking their way.

      “Target to aft,” said Paulson. “Locking on—firing!”

      As with the smaller ships, the first bolt knocked out a shield panel, followed by a penetration of the hull by the trailing laser beams. But the huge warship didn’t explode like the others. In fact, only one relatively small explosion erupted from a single beam hole.

      The crew of the C-7 was better-trained and had more time to go to battle stations, so most of the interior compartments were already sealed and purged of atmosphere by this time. It would take a lot more hits to take her out.

      “Firing second salvo.”

      “They’ve launched a spread. Contact in forty-one seconds,” Travis reported. “We’re going to be hit if we stay here.”

      “That gives us time for another two salvos,” Adam said. “Fire at will, Commander.”

      “Launching again. Several hits showing up. Charging for last salvo.”

      “Fourteen seconds to contact, Captain,” said Travis. His voice was calm. Like the others, he was in combat mode, something he’d been trained for.

      “Firing!” Paulson announced.

      Adam counted four seconds in his head. “Results, Tom?”

      “She’s down, Captain. Explosions building. Splash one Class-7!”

      “Engaging jump-drive!”

      The star field changed again, and like before, the shift was subtle. A quick scan of the surrounding area found no Juirean warships. They were two light-years away and in a clear region of space between star systems.

      Adam shut down the jump-drive and engaged a shallow gravity-well.

      “The clock had us down to two seconds before contact, Mister Cain,” said Travis. “Just thought you’d like to know.”

      Riyad smiled. “Hardly worth mentioning, sergeant. Tom, what’s the body count?”

      “Nineteen on the surface, three in orbit, including the Seven.”

      “Not bad for a day’s work.” Riyad looked at his friend. “What now, Mister Cain?”

      “I thought we’d pay a visit to our old stomping grounds of Visidor. They had a lot of targets hanging around, just waiting to party.”

      “That they did.”

      “But this time it’ll be a simple strafe and run…maybe a couple of runs. I want the mane-heads running scared. Pogo, how did the boards hold up?”

      “Extremely well. Leaving eight seconds between discharges helped. All systems nominal.”

      Adam laughed. “You have been studying Humankind, haven’t you?”

      “You’re an interesting species. I haven’t had this much fun in three billion years.”

      “Glad you’re enjoying yourself. Mister Tarazi, plot a course for Visidor. We have some havoc to wreak.”
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      It was a nine hour series of hops to reach the planet Visidor. Four months earlier, Adam and Riyad had spent a couple of days on the jungle-covered world, fighting Juireans and dinosaurs before escaping. The traitorous Copernicus Smith had been the catalyst in their being on the planet, as well as all that transpired leading up to Smith selling them off to the Klin for an undisclosed—yet substantial—amount of money. Two weeks of incredible torture followed before the pair—along with their alien friends, Kaylor and Jym—were rescued by a large Human strike force. Hundreds of dedicated warriors lost their lives that day when the huge Klin Colony ship exploded only moments after Adam and Riyad were rocketed off the station.

      Avenging their deaths was a debt Adam was determined to extract from Copernicus Smith someday—hopefully in blood. But that would have to wait for another time. First there was the matter of rescuing Sherri Valentine and Arieel Bol.
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        * * *

      

      The Vengeance dropped out of the last jump only four hundred thousand miles from Visidor. A quick scan showed five Juireans warships in orbit—four 3’s and a 4. Paulson had his laser batteries charged and ready for the first pass, which happened before any of the warships could raise their shields. Before Adam popped out of local space, two of the alien ships had exploded while the other three took direct hits.

      But Adam wasn’t through. Knowing they could do short hops, he reversed course and came back for another pass. As he appeared for a second time, he was amused to see two of the ships try to activate their shields. Having been damaged during the first pass, energy readouts showed sporadic charges, before most of the shields failed completely,. The second swipe took out the remaining three vessels without a single defensive bolt being launched in their direction.

      Without leaving Visidor space, Adam guided the Vengeance toward the surface. There was only one main spaceport on the planet, and that near the city of Swiv. Nine enemy ships had been located there; now they were lifting, leaving long trails of chemical exhaust in the skies above the city.

      From the high ground, Tom Paulson riddled the rising starships with laser beams of intense plasma energy. Four fell back to the surface, with three crashing into the city in fireballs of death and destruction. The five remaining ships achieved orbit and spread out; however, only one tried to engage the Human warship, and was promptly turned into a fireball of its own. The four other ships raced away, knowing they were outmatched.  Riyad plotted intercept courses using the jump-drive, and an hour later all but one of the Juirean ships were destroyed.

      The Vengeance now closed on the last remaining ship. To Adam’s surprise—and edification—the vessel slowed and turned. He pulled back on the stick, and within minutes the two ships were sitting face to face, separated by only six hundred miles.

      “What’s he doing?” Travis asked.

      “Probably getting the courage up to make one last stand,” Tom Paulson replied.

      Adam had already activated the ballistic weapons system, ready to unleash a rain of speeding lead projectiles at the Juirean warcraft. He was tired of the relatively clean and surgical laser beams. He wanted to see some shredding of an alien hull.

      “They’re powering up. Looks like they intend to ram us,” Riyad noted

      “Good luck with that,” said Travis.

      And then the Class-3 accelerated, both by gravity-well and chemical drive. The distance between the two ships closed rapidly—almost too rapidly for the crew—all except Adam.

      With steely grit, he held off firing until the very last moment. Then he pressed the trigger on his control stick.

      None of the crew could see the actual rounds streaming through space, but they did see their effect. The front of the Juirean starship ripped apart, breaking into thousands of pieces of sharp shrapnel as the craft was unzipped down the centerline. Momentum carried it forward, as the Vengeance was buffeted with debris strikes. The Class-3 broke in two, with both halves passing within a hundred feet of the Vengeance. In the blink of eye, they were gone, having disappeared into the vast emptiness of space.

      “That was…unnecessary,” Riyad commented.

      “I thought you were going to say thrilling,” Adam replied back.

      “Yeah that, too.”
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      Captain Davis Morris carried his cup of steaming coffee onto the bridge and sat in his command chair. He lifted the hot liquid to his lips and took a cautionary sip. He was still shaking off the cobwebs from a good night’s sleep. The coffee would help.

      Ensign Callie Jacobson came up to his chair and handed him a datapad.

      “Good morning, ensign, anything to report?”

      “Good morning, sir,” replied the young, dark-haired officer. She was slightly plump, and the buttons of her kakis strained over her bosom. “Not much to report…except some unusual movement along the Juirean lines.”

      “Ensign, after a couple of months of border duty, any movement by the Juireans is unusual. What’s going on?”

      “They seem to be shifting position, sir.”

      Morris tensed. Command had been expecting an invasion by the mane-heads once their forces had been sufficiently enhanced. For a couple of months beforehand, Juirean ships had been added to the line. The buildup ended a week ago. Had the Juireans reached the point where they felt they were ready?

      “A consolidation?”

      “No, sir. They appear to be just moving their ships from place to place.”

      “But not to a staging area?”

      Ensign Jacobson shook her head.

      “Do we have a count?”

      “I can get one, sir, but the way they’re moving around, it’ll be hard to get a true number.”

      “Get it anyway.”

      After the officer left, Morris forgot about his coffee, instead staring out the forward viewport while trying to figure out what the mane-heads were up to. Moving troops along a static line was a classic maneuver…when trying to conceal your numbers. In fact it was used to trick your opponent into believing you had more than you had. But why would the Juireans be doing that? They already had two times the forces the Union had aligned along the border.

      Ensign Jacobson returned a moment later. “It’s even stranger, Captain,” she said. “If the numbers are right, there’s been a thirty percent reduction in opposing forces since two days ago.”

      “And we have no indication if they’re being grouped for an invasion?”

      “None, sir. Intel does report gravity trails heading back into the Frontier, but away from the border.”

      “So the mane-head are only holding a slight numerical superiority facing us now?”

      “It would appear so, sir.”

      Morris slipped out of his chair. “Thank you, ensign. Monitor the situation closely, with particular attention to Juirean strength and density. See if there are any areas along the border that are thinner than others. I’ll be in CIC if you need me. And have Commander Said join me there.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      “So where are they going, if not to mass for an invasion?”

      Lieutenant-Commander Omar Said was the XO of the Union Starship Monitor, and a fiery young officer of boundless energy. He was a man of action, and the last two months of mind-numbing border duty had been torture for him.

      Two months before, the Monitor had led an armada of nearly a hundred Union warships from in and around the Luminis Cluster back over the border and without firing a shot. They were escorted by a smaller Juirean force and were under orders not to engage. That was only days after the mane-heads annexed the Frontier and a week before they declared war on the Union. At the time, there was no justification for a fight. Now, if any Juireans crossed the border, they were authorized to fire.

      It had been agonizing watching the Juireans add thousands of warships to their border force, while the Humans and their Union allies were maxed out with what was already there. Sending all allied forces to the Kidis would have left open the region around The Fringe, as well as inviting an attack on the Union from above the plane. Ample forces also had to be left in reserve around Earth to deter a pre-emptive strike on the Human homeworld, something the Juireans were not above contemplating.

      As the enemy forces built up along the Kidis Frontier, it didn’t take a military genius to realize that when the invasion came, there would be very little the frontline defenders could do to stop it. They would be tasked with a stalling tactic, sacrificing themselves until more forces could be moved up to plug the hole. The Humans and their allies didn’t have the resources to fight a multi-front war with the Juireans, only selective engagements with the best chance of success.

      This wasn’t something the Humans were used to; however, the Sol-Kor war had taken a terrible toll on the once mighty war machine of Earth. They emerged victorious in that conflict, if diminished. The mane-heads quickly moved in to exploit the situation.

      But now the Juireans were disguising the fact that they’d pulled forces from the line. Why?

      Captain Morris was attempting to link with distant Earth, with his XO at his side. A series of clocks on the wall of the comm center showed shipboard time, Earth Command time and Juirean time—for some reason. It was four am in Phoenix.

      Admiral Morton Hollingsworth came on the screen. He had dressed in a paisley-print robe and what hair he had remaining on his head was ruffled and standing on end. His eyes were mere slits. There was an inset screen showing the face of Admiral Curtis Logan, Morris’s area commander, whom he’d contacted first.

      “What is it, Admiral?” Hollingsworth asked with no irritation in his voice. He knew that if one of his area commanders was contacting him at this hour, it had to be important.

      “Sorry to bother you, Admiral, but Captain Morris reports a thirty percent drop in Juirean forces along the border over the past two days.”

      “Good morning, Captain,” said Hollingsworth, addressing Davis. “Do you think this is a prelude to invasion?”

      “No sir, I don’t. The ships they’re pulling are heading back into the Frontier, and apparently in a hurry.”

      “Curt, do we have any actions taking place within Kidis at this time?”

      “No, sir, we don’t. But after receiving Captain Morris’s link, I checked with some of our local assets. There does appear to be something going on, although I don’t know exactly what.”

      “Explain.”

      “There are reports from as far away as Incus of attacks on Juirean ships. We just got a new one about Visidor—wherever that is. And then another from Worak-nin.”

      Hollingsworth came awake instantly. “You said Worak-nin?”

      “Yessir. Not as big of an action as on Incus, but something that still resulted in Juirean casualties. Does this mean anything to you?”

      “You’ve heard the news about Captain Cain stealing a prototype warship?”

      “Yessir…but.”

      “He was going to Worak-nin to rescue what remained of Admiral Tobias’s team left there.”

      “But…he has only one ship. The reports out of Incus alone speak of the Juireans losing twenty-two ships, including the only Class-7 in the Frontier.”

      “I’m not sure what it means, gentlemen, but I’m going to find out. If this is Cain, then he’s found a way to power the prototype to its fullest potential. This is both good and bad. It’s good because he’s able to destroy Juirean ships at will. It’s bad if the Juireans get their hands on the ship. We need more information.”

      “What about the thinning of the line, sir?” Morris asked. “This could be our chance to take back some territory?”

      “Hold onto that thought for a while, Captain, at least until I find out if it really is Captain Cain out there kicking Juirean butt. Frankly, it sounds like something he’d be doing.”

      “Then doesn’t he deserve support from the rest of us, sir” said Omar Said.

      “Always itching for a fight, aren’t you commander?” said Hollingsworth with a grin. “That may happen, but not before we know what Captain Cain is up to. If he has recovered the team on Worak-nin, then why hasn’t he returned to Union space? And what the hell was he doing way out on Incus? Curtis, monitor the local situation closely. If this thinning of the line is permanent, then we might have an opening. But if it’s just a temporary thing as they go slap a mosquito from their arm, we’d be foolish to escalate.”

      “The latest count has the Juireans losing nearly forty ships in the past week. That’s a substantial attrition rate,” said Admiral Logan.

      “I agree, and if Cain is behind this, then we’ll be behind him one hundred percent. But patience, men. At least until I have my breakfast.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      “Thanks to the datapad so graciously provided by Overlord Andis lo Pindoc on Worak-nin, this is what we know of the Juireans strongholds between here and Juir.” Adam pointed at the graphic display on the video screen he’d set up in the supply bay of the Vengeance, the largest open space on the ship—if it wasn’t for the small shuttlecraft packed inside.

      “Over the past three weeks we’ve hit enemy concentrations at Hannon VI, Westolia, Burnis and Cap’o’licon Three, if I pronounced that right. The only major base left in the Frontier is Woken. After that we enter the main part of the Expansion with another nine major centers before we reach Juir, and each one of them bigger than any in the Frontier. We’ll hit Woken on our way out of Kidis.”

      “Sir, won’t they be expecting that?” Travis asked.

      “Hopefully. The purpose of a scorched earth campaign is not only to destroy enemy assets along a line of advance, but to also provide a path for trailing forces to follow. Woken is at the entrance to the Frontier. If the mane-heads pull enough resources from the rest of Kidis—which we’ve noticed them doing at all our other attack locations—our guys can pour in and have our backs. I’m sure our recent raids haven’t gone unnoticed.”

      “It might be a good time to open communications with Hollingsworth,” Riyad offered. “I know you’ve been ignoring his calls, but a little coordination is called for at this point.”

      Adam had placed a restriction on links coming from the Union. They were outlaws and he didn’t want to have to justify his actions to anyone. It had been a little over a month since they absconded with the Mark VII. Perhaps Riyad was right. Now was the time to mend fences.

      “I’ll take it under consideration, Mister Tarazi, but for now, let’s prepare for a strafing of Woken. We’ll be there in eighteen hours. This will be the biggest target we’ve hit to date, and it’s a good bet it’s been fortified even more. Our success there may be limited, but we can’t leave it unmolested. After that, we’re in the main part of the galaxy, an area most of us are more familiar with. We might even find a few friends along the way.”
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      When the Vengeance popped into space near the planet Woken, the crew was expecting a substantial Juirean presence. As the unofficial capital of the Frontier, it was the first major planet when entering the Kidis arm. The system would be a logical staging area for the Juireans as they allocated their forces to the newly annexed territory. In addition, Adam’s trail of death led to Woken. The mane-heads would have seen this and made preparations.

      Even so, what they saw on their screens was ridiculous.

      “Initial scan shows over three hundred starships, Class-3 and above,” Lt. Commander Paulson reported a little breathlessly. “Either they’re preparing for an invasion, or that’s one hell of a welcoming committee.”

      “Incoming, Captain!” Travis shouted. “They fired the moment we materialized; some kind of automatic response, I would guess.”

      “I’m jumping,” Adam said, and the Vengeance disappeared.

      “We were expecting they’d be expecting us,” Riyad said. His smile was forced.

      “Updated count: four hundred plus ships,” Paulson reported.

      “Well, what to do?” Adam leaned back in his seat and began thinking aloud. “I’d really hate to leave that many enemy ships clustered in one place. However, if they’re looking for our jump signature, we’ll have to go in conventionally. With that many ships moving around, we just might be able to slip in under cover of all the other gravity sigs. Fortunately, well-dampeners don’t affect the jump-drive, not completely. We can still jump almost a light. If they spot us, we can always bug out pretty fast.”

      “Not unless we’re hit, sir,” Travis pointed out dryly.

      “Let’s make sure that doesn’t happen. All right, I’m going to hop over a little closer and then go to straight gravity-drive. It’ll take longer to get on station but it shouldn’t trigger any automatic response of flash cannon fire. Hopefully.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam had been right about the sheer number of starships in the system providing cover. The problem came with trying to navigate through so many competing gravity sources. It took him four hours to thread his way in-system to where the target-rich environment was more to his liking.

      After their first appearance, the fleet was in an agitated state; disorganized would be a better word for it. A third of the ships had descended on their previous entry point, leaving virtually no maneuvering room for anyone, the Juireans included. The other vessels had scattered, attempting to anticipate their next entry point. When the Vengeance didn’t materialize, the Juirean commanders became confused, and the deployment of their ships showed it.

      “Pogo, what if we cut the recycle time to only four seconds, knowing that some of the boards will have to be replaced eventually?”

      “That will be the case. I realize we have ninety-six replacements, but we still have three months left on our mission.”

      “But we could take out a huge chunk of these four hundred ships.”

      “You’re in command. I will do as you instruct.”

      “Is that a wise move?” Riyad asked.

      “We’ll see. If we start burning through boards I’ll reevaluate. Travis, get back to the engine room and be ready to snap in new boards as the old ones burn out. Riyad, you have sentry duty. Let me know what’s around us.” He took a deep breath. “Okay, let’s make our presence known.”

      Adam steered the Vengeance to the edge of the cluster of ships still milling around their original entry point. There were over fifty of them within a million miles of their location. He punched the small gravity-well and set off on a course right through the middle of the pack. Even if they were fired upon, a lot of the bolts would continue along their straight-line trajectories and possibly impact the other Juirean ships in the cluster, creating a form of circular firing squad.

      “They’re taking notice,” said Riyad.

      “Fire at will, Tom.”

      Light filled the exterior viewports as the graphic on the main screen displayed the first four-beam burst. Adam thought that by reducing the recycle time by half, it would make the sequence of fire-recharge seem quicker. It didn’t. Even with cutting the total cycle time to eight seconds, it was still a lifetime between flashes.

      The Juireans weren’t sitting on their hands. They unleased a devastating barrage of flash bolts of their own, adding even more light to that of Paulson’s laser bursts. The battlefield was lit up like a one big fireball of white. Adam closed the viewport shields to keep the flood of light from blinding them. The graphic on the screen told them all they needed to know.

      The first pass took out nineteen Juirean ships and damaged another eight. Adam jumped before surveying what effect the plethora of mane-head cannon bolts was having on their own fleet. The threat computer had counted over eight hundred of the deadly balls of plasma being released before the jump. These would continue for up to thirty-five hundred miles before dissipating. With such a large number of warships converging on the path of the Vengeance, there would undoubtedly be friendly-fire casualties among the Juireans.

      Now a little less than a light-year from Woken, Adam and his crew were able to relax. “Tell me about the boards?” Adam called out over the ship’s 1-MC.

      “Six boards fried,” came the voice of Travis Morgan. “How many ships did we get?”

      “Twenty-seven were hit, most out of commission. There’s still over three-hundred seventy-five. At this rate, it might be possible for us to take out most of the fleet, but we wouldn’t have too many boards left.”

      “We’re going to have cut down our expectations,” said Riyad. “Go back to eight-second recycles and hit them along the fringes—”

      “I’m picking up gravity sigs, Captain,” said Paulson.

      Adam looked down at his screen. Tom was right. A massive wave of gravity interference was surging their way, not directly at them, but toward Woken. The signatures indicated Juirean warships.

      “Something like another six hundred ships,” Tom said. “They’re coming from within the Frontier.”

      “And I thought they’d already pulled all the units from the line they needed,” Adam said. “They’re really taking us seriously.”

      “I know we’re a badass starship with a crew of superheroes, but this is ridiculous,” said Riyad. “Almost nine hundreds ships against only one.”

      “This could be when we use our torpedoes. The closer they’re packed in, the more we can take out.”

      “Don’t you have enough monuments in your honor? Now you want to win the war singlehandedly?”

      “You guys can help; I’m not above sharing a little of the glory.”

      “I don’t have any monuments dedicated to me!” Tom Paulson pointed out.

      “Me, neither, sir,” came Travis’s voice over the bridge speakers.

      Adam smiled. “Charge ‘em up, Pogo. They didn’t build the super-torpedoes to sit around looking pretty.”
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        * * *

      

      They waited nine hours for the massive fleet of incoming starship to enter the Woken star system. The torpedoes had jump-drive technology—if they had the proper power charge behind them. It took all Pogo could muster to supply that energy, prepping six of the deadly weapons for transit. They would keep two in reserve.

      The ship’s computer files provided more detail about what made these weapons so revolutionary. Besides the jump-drive—which at the time the torpedoes were built was an engine waiting for a power source—each of the forty-foot-long cylindrical weapons contained forty small nuclear warheads each. Even though small in size, their output was anything but. Using a combination of Formilian, and even Juirean technology, the warheads carried incredible firepower, measured at a hundred megatons each. This made the bombs nearly twice as powerful as any nuclear device ever detonated on Earth, prior to the arrival of the aliens. As impressive as that was, what made the torpedoes truly terrifying is how the warheads were distributed.

      Each torpedo sent the forty warheads out to form a huge sphere in space. When all the nuclear cores exploded, a radioactive ball, half a million miles in diameter was created, with the effect of each warhead magnified by the lack of an atmosphere to contain much of their explosive force. As impressive as this was, the real magic happened inside the sphere.

      Any starships caught there—and not yet impacted by the initial blasts—became trapped and unable to escape. The resulting electromagnetic pulse from the explosions created a massive field damper, preventing ships in or around the sphere from escaping on gravity-drive, and attempting to pass through the cloud meant running a gauntlet of deadly radioactivity. The trapped crews would be helpless and watch as the roiling fireball closed in from all directions, creating tremendous heat and pressure until their ships were consumed.

      And the most terrifying aspect of this new weapon: it could be launched from up to two light-years away and appear smack dab in the middle of an assembled fleet.

      Unfortunately for the crew of the Vengeance, they wouldn’t be witness to the first effects of their attack. The light from the blasts would take a year to reach the launch point, and it wouldn’t be safe to enter the impacted space for several hours after launch, not with the huge amount of dissipating radioactivity in the region.

      So when Adam sent off each weapon to its designated entry point within the Woken star system, he was essentially shooting blind, hoping that at least some of the huge balls of nuclear fire would appear where they would do the most damage.

      The Vengeance would pop in for a look, but not for at least five hours after the last torpedo was launched.
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        * * *

      

      Four hours later the anticipation got the better of them, and Adam initiated a jump to the farthest reaches of the Woken system.

      The first thing they noticed when they popped in was that communications were down throughout the area. The EMP was not only affecting gravity-well formation, but also CW and conventional comm channels. It also blocked their shipboard energy sensors. The speakers just cracked and popped as the Vengeance made a cautious eyeball survey of the system.

      On the boards, the system appeared dead. The crew knew that couldn’t be possible. They only launched six torpedoes, each with an initial blast radius of half a million miles. Of course, the spheres would expand after that, but they would also weaken, reducing their deathly affects.

      An hour later the Vengeance passed the huge outer gas giant planets that were common in nearly all stellar systems, on her way to the inner rocky worlds farther in.

      The scanners were clearing, and it was now possible to pick up sporadic data from the surrounding ether. Strong signatures were coming in from unaffected starships, and the count was climbing, slowing topping three hundred as the Vengeance moved in closer. But then the number stabilized, as more frantic, open-channel comms were heard requesting status and condition from any vessels within earshot.

      Debris filled the space surrounding Woken, and Adam and his men began traveling through a literal graveyard of demolished warships. When the count of active contacts slowed to a crawl, it read only three hundred twenty-four—still a sizeable fleet, but nowhere close to the nearly nine hundred it had once been.

      Adam felt humbled, as well as in a state of mild shock. Sure, the Juireans were their enemy, but over three-hundred thousand of the mane-heads had died in a matter of seconds, and all as a result of his actions.

      He recited the old adage he’d used so frequently over the years: You don’t mess with the Humans.

      I guess I was right, he thought. But…damn!

      He began to wonder what affect this attack would have on the war effort, especially from the Juirean point of view. They couldn’t know that the torpedoes were limited in number and only able to be powered by a one-of-a-kind three-billion-year-old energy generator. All the Juirean Military Command would see is that a single Human starship had just made mince-meat out of one of the most-powerful fleets they’d ever assembled, while using a secret weapon that could materialize out of thin air.

      Hopefully this would give them second thoughts about continuing with their war against the Humans….
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      “No! I will not reconsider,” exclaimed the Juirean Council Elder, Synnoc li Qriss. “We have lost only eight percent of our fleet, and critical tactical lessons have been learned as a result of these recent encounters.”

      “But this new weapon of theirs—”

      “Is of limited range and effectiveness, if precautions are taken. You have forgotten, I have military expertise. I do not surrender after the first turn of the battle. Until the launch of this nuclear sphere weapon, we assumed we were facing a single warship with only a new laser-type device.”

      “The ship is still out there, my Lord.”

      “Yes, but it is only a single vessel. If not, then the Humans would be deploying fleets of them. Our spies have told us as much. Soon we will have this technology, as well as that of the nuclear spheres. This is not the time to lose resolve.”

      Synnoc stared down the dozen skeptical faces looking at him from around the huge table in the Pinnacle Conference Room sitting high atop the Malor-Hydon Capital Tower on Juir. The stern-faced Elder continued: “We started this campaign to save the Expansion, to keep it from being slowly absorbed into the Union. To show weakness now, to pull back our forces and to possibly even sue for peace, would be the end of it all. At that point, there would be no denying the fact that the Humans are superior to us, as is their empire. The Expansion would disappear, and the Juirean people would be left with nothing to rule.”

      No one dared speak, not even to agree with the angry leader of the Expansion, leaving Synnoc to give substance to what they were all thinking. “Yes, this is a matter of life or death, not only for the Expansion, but for the Juirean race as well. There can be no turning back, not now, not ever. Either we win…or we die.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour after the meeting adjourned, Kradis fi Esso, Master-Overlord and Fleet Marshal of the Military Forces of the Juirean Expansion, was the only person left in the conference room with Synnoc li Qriss. They’d known each other for over one hundred standard years, and if any two Juireans could be considered true brothers, they would qualify.

      “You think me foolish to continue with my campaign against the Humans,” said Synnoc to his friend.

      “No, I do not. I understand your reasoning. Yet often it is wise to reevaluate a strategy once new facts are presented.”

      “And what new facts have been presented?”

      “Just simply that the Kidis Frontier is not worth defending. With the loss of the fleet at Woken, and the drawdown of our forces along the border, the Humans will undoubtedly move against us. And for what? A minor spur of the galaxy where the dregs have settled? Even if we had not suffered these unexpected losses, the most direct route to Earth is through The Fringe, or even from above or below. We have no well-established bases in Kidis and no strong allies.”

      Synnoc poured two glasses of a smooth Canbian intoxicant from a flask on the table. He handed one to his Fleet Marshal. “Perhaps you are right. I only annexed the region as a stimulant to war. Now that I have it, there is no need to waste any more resources. And with the conflict now raging, none of our current members will leave the Expansion, not until there is a clear winner. I have preserved the empire, at least for the time being.” He lifted his glass to Kradis. “Withdraw our ships, my friend. You have my permission. But now we have a bigger problem. What do we know of this super warship of the Humans?”

      “It employs a form of dimensional jump-drive, not unlike that developed by the mutant Panur, yet not nearly as sophisticated. Our informants on Earth say the engine is of limited range, and until now, has been underpowered except for ground-based experiments when connected directly to major power plants.”

      “This vessel does not appear to be underpowered.”

      “No, Synnoc, it does not.” Kradis hesitated before continuing; the Elder noticed.

      “What is it you are not telling me?”

      “I do not wish to distress you any more than your current state.”

      The thin smile on Synnoc’s face was forced. “Now you must tell me.”

      “Although our non-Human spies on Earth have been unable to extract all the details concerning this experimental warship, they are reporting rumors that this particular prototype vessel was stolen from its testing facility.”

      “Stolen?”

      “Yes, my Lord.”

      “By whom?”

      “That is the part that will distress you.”

      “Kradis!”

      “It was stolen by Adam Cain and Riyad Tarazi.”

      The Elder fell silent for several seconds, not the reaction Kradis had been expecting. “Why?”

      “Why what, my Lord?”

      “Why did they have to steal the craft?”

      “Unknown, except perhaps they were not authorized to take it.”

      The sour look Synnoc gave his friend was priceless. “Kradis…that much is obvious.” The Elder shook his head. “So it is the infamous Adam Cain and his shadow causing all this dishevel…and they are not on an officially-sanctioned mission. If they were, they would not have had to steal the warship. I am not surprised. But why has he embarked on such a vengeful assault on the Expansion? I realize we are at war, yet to go against the wishes of his own command is perplexing. And his current actions are bordering on that of the insane.”

      “Indeed they are. I believe it could have something to do with Andy Tobias.”

      “Admiral Tobias, the being who holds the same position in the Union as you in the Expansion? Yes, he, too has been an irritant for many a year.”

      “Have you not heard, my Lord? Admiral Tobias is dead.”

      All pretense of friendship disappeared as Synnoc stared at Kradis. “No…I had not heard. How did this happen?”

      “At the hands of a local Overlord within the Kidis Frontier.”

      Although Kradis could see anger building within the Elder, Synnoc still managed to stretch a thin, ominous grin across his face. “That is the explanation I seek. Cain and Tobias were friends, and as we have seen, Humans have an often unreasonable sense of duty to avenge the deaths of their friends.”

      “The official justification for Tobias’ death was to atone for the killing of Overlord Esketon at the hands of Adam Cain.”

      Synnoc’s loud bellowing laugh caught Kradis off guard. “Oh, the irony, my friend. Adam Cain did not kill Esketon. I did.”

      The shock on Kradis’ face was unabashed. “Forgive me, my Lord, but I do not understand?”

      “I had the Overlord killed—and Cain blamed for it—as the impetus for our declaration of war on the Union. Of course, the Humans failed to believe us in that regard; however, the Expansion was given the details—as I offered them—and that was enough. So now my nemesis is burning a path of death and destruction throughout the Frontier in retaliation for the death of his friend….”

      “That would explain much.”

      “But not all.”

      “My Lord?”

      “Cain knows the truth. He knows he did not kill the Overlord, and he knows by whose order it was carried out. His friend was killed because of this. So where do you think his ultimate redemption will lie? What is his final solution?”

      Kradis frowned. “I do not follow—my Lord!” His eyes opened wide. “He intends to kill you!”

      “Of course, my friend. This solitary—and quite insane—creature intends on reaching Juir with all his anger and vengeance intact. Then he will seek me out.”

      “That would be suicide. Especially in light of….”

      “Of what?”

      “That there are three prisoners being delivered to Juir, the survivors of Admiral Tobias’s personal entourage.”

      “Prisoners? Why was I not told of this? Why am I only now receiving such information as you have revealed to me this day, Fleet Marshal?”

      “My Lord, you are the Council Elder of the Juirean race, leader of the galaxy. There are certain items that are beneath your attention.”

      “Not in this regard. Who are the prisoners?”

      “One is a traitorous Overlord who has been hiding in the Kidis, pursing activities based on commerce and criminality.”

      Synnoc waved his hand impatiently.

      “The other two are females of some importance to Adam Cain: a Human, Sherri Valentine, and a Formilian, Arieel Bol.”

      Synnoc leaned back in his chair, deep in thought. “I know of this Human female. She is of Cain’s inner circle, a contributor to his notorious past. Yet the other is the former—and soon to be reinstated—Speaker of the Formilians. You have taken her prisoner as well?”

      “She was with Tobias—and Cain, prior.”

      “The Expansion needs the Formilians, Kradis,” said Synnoc, worry in his voice. “Although I understand we have occupied the planet to settle the unrest taking place between the population and the Temple, we cannot force such beings to be innovative. Their technology is what sustains the empire. What plans did you have for Arieel Bol upon her arrival on Juir?”

      “She has consorted with the enemy, my Lord, and therefore must be punished accordingly.”

      “And what of our relationship with Formil? I know your expertise is not in affairs of state, but much care should be given to this one.”

      “I realize how sensitive the issue is, my Lord, that is why we would first discredit the Formilian. She has only recently regained status and respect with her people. It should not be too difficult to shame her again.”

      “Make sure you do. Although I truly intend to make changes once we eliminate the Union, until then I must be careful with certain of our allies. After the Humans are extinct, we will then exert our will completely upon all the creatures of the galaxy.”

      Synnoc looked out through the radically sloping windows of the room, formed by the peak of the towering pyramid structure. He spoke while gazing at the setting sun. “Now I have more information from which to devise a plan. Cain is coming not only to kill me, but to rescue his two females. As we both know his task is not an easy one, even in his prototype starship.”

      Synnoc turned his attention back to Kradis, his face suddenly animated.

      “Kradis, my friend, an opportunity has been presented to us, a glorious opportunity.”

      “What opportunity, my Lord?”

      “Let me begin by asking you a question: What will the Humans do when we withdraw from Kidis?”

      “Undoubtedly they will move in and occupy the territory, using it as a buffer on their left flank.”

      “Exactly. And what would they do if we withdrew all our forces to the Dannon Divide?”

      “My Lord! That would mean all the way to Hyben…and beyond. That would leave clearly a third of the Expansion unguarded.”

      “And as Adam Cain and his supership blasts its way toward Juir, what will the Humans do? Will they remain at their stations, safe within their arm of the galaxy and the Kidis? Or will they rush in to fill the void created by Cain’s progress, especially when we offer no resistance?”

      “Forgive me, my Lord, but that is a dangerous and reckless proposal.”

      “Take care, Kradis. I respect your opinion, but not your insults.”

      “I am your Fleet Marshal. It is my task to outline military strategies and to analyze tactics. I understand you may be planning aloud, but what makes you believe the Humans would invade Expansion territory, knowing we hold such a sizeable advantage in warships and materiel support?”

      “Because we are going to make it obvious that we are obsessed with Cain, and only Cain. Yes, we know we have superior numbers, and the Humans would be foolish to attack under those circumstances. That is also why we would feel secure enough to withdraw our forces and consolidate them to meet the threat posed by Cain. The Humans would not dare attack. And that is why they will. I know the Humans, Kradis. I have studied them for many years preparing for this conflict.”

      “How could you have planned for this, my Lord? Cain’s adventure was unexpected.”

      “Unexpected, yes, but by his actions we have been given this opportunity.”

      “I still fail to see why the Humans would follow such a course of action. They would be sending their forces into the heart of the Expansion, into the center of our strength.”

      Synnoc’s smile was wider than before, his teeth fully bared. Kradis didn’t take this personally, knowing that his master was experiencing a living death-challenge with the Humans, and particularly, Adam Cain.

      “The Humans will follow their greatest hero. They will not let him face this challenge alone. We are at war, Kradis. The Humans know they cannot win by remaining defensive. They must take the initiative at some point, and Adam Cain has forced them to act. All I will do is make it seem impossible for them to resist. Humans are lazy creatures. If they see a rapid end to the war, they will take it.”

      “And what shall we do when the Human fleet enters Expansion space?”

      “Let them come…to a point. Engage them at Hyben, or better yet, at The Hand.”

      “My Lord, that will place their fleet only two weeks from Juir. What if they break through?”

      “My friend, have you not heard my words? The Humans will break through. And when they do they will be spread out over a hundred light years, far from their supply points and military bases. It will be at this point that you display our numerical superiority.”

      “It will be major battle, Synnoc, possibly the largest ever. Many Juirean ships will be lost.”

      Synnoc impatiently waved his hand again. “I care not if we lose half the fleet or more. Once the Humans are destroyed, they will have no defense for Earth. At that point, you and I will spend a brief moment standing in the oppressive gravity of the Human homeworld, accepting their humiliating surrender.”

      “And what of Cain? So far we have found nothing that can stop him and his starship. What if he makes it here and disrupts your plan?”

      “I am disappointed in you, Kradis, for your lack of insight. Do you not see I want Cain to reach Juir?”

      Kradis went to protest, but Synnoc stopped him with a gesture.

      “Cain will be at the tip of the spear and can be easily cut off from the rest of the Human fleet. He will continue, and when he arrives, we will take him prisoner to join the others. Kradis, this is all a show—a presentation—to the galaxy. The Humans must not only be defeated, but humbled and humiliated. The great Adam Cain and his friends must die, and they must die here, on Juir, and for all to see. Only by doing so will the Juireans be feared and respected, not only by the Expansion, but the entire galaxy.”

      Synnoc drained his glass of intoxicant and poured another. His eyes burned into those of his friend. “The problem is we Juireans have been too kind and compliant in our recent past. We have allowed the Expansion to be more independent, freer, more able to dictate their own direction. We need to go back to the time of the Founding. There were no accommodations back then. We took what we wanted without concern or compromise, and from that attitude, we built the greatest empire ever known. But it has been through our complacency that we have allowed the Humans to survive and to prosper. We have also allowed the Klin to exist, and to enlist their evil surrogates, the Kracori, to ravage our world. I say it now, those times are ending, Kradis. And they will end during my reign as Elder.”

      Kradis finished his drink as well but restrained from pouring another. He needed a clear mind. There was much planning to do. “I see merit in your strategy of drawing the Humans into a trap. That is admirable, and with our superiority in warships, it could also prove successful…if technology does not prevail over numbers.”

      “As I said, the super ship is but a single vessel. Even your spies reveal the Humans had been unable to make it work properly.”

      “But Cain has managed.”

      “Yet not well enough to return to Earth where a whole fleet of the super ships can be constructed. I do not pretend to understand how he has accomplished this. What I do know is he is but one lone warrior who will eventually run short of armament or luck, potentially both. It will be your job to make sure he lasts long enough to reach Juir. Once here, Adam Cain will be on my ground, on my planet. He will not stand a chance.”
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        * * *

      

      As Master-Overlord Kradis fi Esso descended the stairway from the Pinnacle Room and mixed with the frenetic workers on the levels below, he thought back to what the Elder had said: The Juireans had allowed the Humans to survive.

      Kradis had only been an upper-grade Guard commander at the time of the first Juirean-Human War; even so, he had an entirely different recollection of the events surrounding that conflict. He could vividly recall being part of a small group of desperate survivors after that particular battle with the Humans, one that took place within the twin star system of Falor-Kapel. The Juireans had a three-to-one numerical superiority during that engagement, yet it did not matter. It was lost, and decisively.

      It was not wise for the Elder to underestimate or discount the Humans as second-tier warriors, existing solely at the discretion of the Juireans. And now their most-accomplished warrior was on a mission to bring the war to Juir…and to Synnoc personally. So far, this single creature had destroyed over nine hundred of the Fleet Marshal’s warcraft. Granted, he did it with a starship and weapons of revolutionary design and effectiveness. And in Kradis’ opinion, Synnoc had surmised correctly that there was only one such craft set against them. Yet this only showed the potential—and unpredictability—of the enemy.

      Now Synnoc wanted to invite the Humans to invade the Expansion and to drive for Juir. The strategy was grandiose, possibly brilliant. Yet there were also far too many variables for Kradis’ liking. And the main variable was Adam Cain.

      The Fleet Marshal knew the Humans were every bit as savage as the Juireans. This primal talent for hunting and killing was what made both races so successful in the commission of war. Fighting through his Juirean pride and honor, Kradis begrudgingly admitted the Humans could even be more skilled at both. Now Synnoc wished to be the hunter and the killer pitted against such an opponent. It was a dangerous gamble.

      Kradis felt numb, conceding the reality of the times. Not until only one of these predatory races survived would there be victory. Only then would there be peace within the galaxy.

      At that moment, however, Master-Overlord Kradis fi Esso truly did not know who would be the last creature standing.
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      This is information Hollingsworth can’t ignore!

      Captain Davis Morris sprinted into the comm center. “Open a link with Earth, now!”

      The startled E-4 radio tech nearly fell off his chair when the ship’s commander rushed into the room at three in the morning. “Yes…yessir,” Tom Keller stammered, closing the lid of the datapad as quickly as he could. He’d be embarrassed if the officer saw what he’d been looking at. “It will only take a minute. Who should I link to?”

      “Admiral Hollingsworth, if possible. If not, then the watch commander at Central Command.”

      “Yessir.”

      It took a torturous three minutes before the face of Admiral Morton Hollingsworth came on the screen. It was one in the afternoon in Phoenix and the admiral was dressed in summer khakis.

      “Is Admiral Logan aware you’re contacting me directly, Captain Morris? We do have a chain of command, you know, even if you once served as my aide.”

      “Sorry sir. Too important,” Morris said in truncated sentences. “The Juireans have withdrawn.”

      Hollingsworth blinked. “Withdrawn? From where?”

      “The border, sir. They’re gone.”

      Just then two other officers rushed up behind Hollingsworth and began speaking to him. After a moment of his attention being pulled in multiple directions, the admiral barked at the others to back off, at least for the moment.

      “There appears to have been a horse race to see who could get this information to me first. Looks like you won by a nose, David. Now go on; what do you know?”

      “Just that the mid-watch woke me up with news that all enemy ships have vanished from the line. And not only that, but there have been no reports of incursions across the line. They left…and they didn’t come this way.”

      “Well damn you, Adam Cain.”

      “You think he’s responsible?”

      “Who else? So far this great galactic war has been one without a battle, except for what Captain Cain has been doing in the Frontier. This is great news, Captain. I’ll contact Admiral Logan and have him start making preparations for a cautious—and I mean cautious—move into the Frontier. It could be a trap. In the meantime, let me correlate all the other reports coming in—and there’s a shitload of them—so I can get the full picture. Good work, David. Hollingsworth out.”

      “Is the war over, Captain?” asked the radioman after the screen went blank.

      David Morris laughed. “We’re dealing with the Juireans here, Mister Keller. This thing could just be starting.”
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        * * *

      

      Six hours later Admiral Hollingsworth called in two of his top advisors. He had decisions to make.

      They met in his office, where a huge monitor was mounted on a wall to the left of his desk. The advisors were Lt. Commander Soshi Tanaka and a civilian, Niklas Bauer. Both were experts on the Juireans.

      “So what are the mane-heads up to?” Hollingsworth asked.

      Each man in the room had a laser pointer. Tanaka spoke first, highlighting on the screen the red cone that represented the movement of Adam Cain in the Mark VII.

      “Cain is about halfway to Juir, following a very obvious track and leaving a trail of casualties along the way. The Juireans are in the process of pulling out of the Kidis Frontier. Although they can’t move as fast as Cain, they’re following a similar course but staying out of range. We feel this action is two-fold. First they’re trying to consolidate their forces ahead of his advance to stop him from reaching Juir, and second, to take away any obvious targets to hit.”

      “What about the other regions they’re leaving—the Fringe, Libor and the others?”

      Bauer spoke next. “Same thing, Admiral. Those territories are a little closer in and the units they’ve pulled can form up quicker in Cain’s path.”

      “What’s the estimate on the Juirean’s eventual strength?”

      “They should have two to three thousands ships available for the task,” Bauer said.

      Hollingsworth whistled. “That many to stop one ship? Unbelievable. Does this make sense, knowing what you guys know about the Juireans?”

      The two intelligence officers looked at each other before Tanaka spoke. “It doesn’t, Admiral, except for the fact that Synnoc appears to be obsessed with Captain Cain. He tried to blame the death of that Overlord on him as provocation for the war, and now this. He’s obviously running scared and will do anything to stop him.” Tanka smiled. “At least that’s what he wants us to think.”

      “Explain.”

      “You’re right, Admiral. Synnoc doesn’t need that many ships to stop Cain. But he would if he means to stop our fleet from reaching Juir.”

      “Is our fleet heading for Juir?” Hollingsworth said with a sly grin.

      “That’s what Synnoc is hoping. He’s pulling back and practically begging us to invade Expansion territory. He wants us to follow along Cain’s track all the way to Juir.”

      “Niklas, is this what he wants?”

      The intelligence expert took over the briefing. “The Expansion is porous. There are so many disgruntled alien races there that we’re having trouble keeping track of all the behind-the-lines intelligence we’re getting. A lot of their members have a very thin loyalty to the Juireans and for the right amount of credits will spill their guts. We have reports across the entire line, from the Fringe to Kidis, that Juireans warships have left, all at once. A third of the Expansion is now without military support. If that’s not an invitation to invade, then I don’t know what is.”

      Hollingsworth leaned back in his chair. “You know, I’m under a lot of pressure not to do that. Some around here want me to lay back and strengthen our line. They say that would be prudent.” He took his own pointer and highlighted the area from the Fringe to the Dannon Divide. “This is a huge chunk of Expansion territory. Even if we don’t follow Cain to Juir, I’d sure like to have it as a buffer zone. Then if the Juireans decide to push us out, we’d be giving back their real estate, and not ours. If we maintain our current line, then any retreat would be through Union territory.”

      “There is another possibility,” said Tanaka.

      “Go on.”

      “It’s that Synnoc may be so cocky that he thinks we will stay back and not advance. He knows he has a four-to-one numerical superiority in warships, so in his mind, the outcome of the war is a foregone conclusion. He could be doing all this just to stop Cain, and once that’s done, he’ll be right back on our doorstep having lost no ground.”

      “In a way, that sounds more like something Synnoc would do,” Hollingsworth said. “He—and the rest of the Juirean high command—have never taken us seriously as a military threat, despite history to the contrary. They also think we’re diminished and war-weary after the Sol-Kor, and they’d be right. But they’re also too stupid to realize they’ve backed us into a corner. Synnoc doesn’t want to negotiate a peace. He wants us to die, and when our only option is either win or die, I would prefer to win.”

      Bauer smiled. “Sounds like we’re about to invade the Expansion, sir.”

      Hollingsworth smiled. “Why not? Besides, I have a plan up my sleeves that might throw them a curveball.”

      “And what about Cain and his advance?” Tanaka asked.

      “I hate to say this, but his advance might not last much longer, not against a wall of two thousand Juirean warships. I have TS-17—Captain David Morris’s task force—trailing him from Kidis. He’s there more to give Cain a way out, rather than to offer any real support for the advance. Let’s see how far he gets.”

      “And if he makes it to Juir?”

      Hollingsworth chuckled. “Then, gentlemen, this war might be over before we know it.”
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      When Adam opened a link with Earth, requesting to speak with Admiral Hollingsworth, he was told that security arrangements had to be made and that the admiral would be contacting him back shortly.

      Riyad wanted to be present for the link, but Adam said no. This was his cross to bear and he’d face it alone.

      When the signal came in, Adam let his finger hover over the connect button for a few seconds. This wasn’t going to be pretty.

      Surprisingly, Hollingsworth looked calm and composed when his image appeared on the screen. Adam had been expecting a red-faced, fire-breathing dragon, trying his best to reach through the light-years and grab him through the monitor. Even with his calm demeanor, Adam didn’t get off completely scot-free.

      “It’s been thirty-one days, four hours and nine minutes since last we spoke, Captain Cain. Yes…I’ve been keeping track. A lot has happened since then.”

      “I’m terribly sorry, sir, but I had to go find my friends.”

      “And how’s that working out for you?”

      Adam swallowed hard. “We’re getting there, sir.”

      “Listen, Captain, I have to admit I’m pretty pissed, but it’s a little hard to stay that way considering the success you’ve had in the Frontier. This is a secure link, so tell me, how did you power the Mark VII? Was it with the energy orb?”

      “Yessir.”

      “The same device you said was destroyed when the Klin colony ship exploded?”

      “Yessir.”

      “You had it all along?”

      “Yessir.”

      Adam could tell the admiral was trying his best not to turn into that fire-breathing dragon. After a moment—and with no outburst—Hollingsworth continued. “Captain, I’m willing to overlook your blatant insubordination if you will return to Earth…and bring the orb with you. You’ve proven the Mark VII is capable of incredible things, with the proper power source. Let our scientists unlock the secrets of the device so we can build a fleet of Mark VII’s. After that we’ll have nothing to fear from the Juireans, or anyone else for that matter.”

      “Until the technology spreads and then everyone will have ships like the Mark VII.”

      “In that case—just like with every new advance—we’ll figure out defenses against it. Listen, son, the Juireans are leaving Kidis. You did your job, and singlehandedly, I might add. Bravo. But now’s the time to end this crazy vendetta and return home.”

      “Admiral, the Juireans have Sherri and Arieel. They’re on their way to Juir, with another three months of transit time. You know what Synnoc will do to them when they arrive.”

      Hollingsworth bit his bottom lip. “I was wondering why you didn’t come straight back from Worak-nin. And you think you have a chance of getting to Juir and saving them? This is Juir we’re talking about, Adam. Mark VII or not, you won’t make it. And if by some miracle of fate you do, how do you save them and make your way back home? Just think for a minute. Look at the problem as a tactical operation. Would you authorize someone in your command to undertake such a mission?”

      “I’ve been trained to carry out search and extraction missions, sir. There’s always a way.”

      Hollingsworth laughed. “You don’t have a plan, do you? You’re just winging it.”

      “I have a plan…sort of.”

      “And what is that plan, Captain?”

      “It’s still a work-in-progress, sir. But believe me, I wouldn’t be pursuing it if I didn’t think we had a chance.”

      “Let me see if I can figure out your strategy: Burn a path to Juir and then go in guns-a-blazing and kill every alien in sight?”

      Adam forced a smile. “It’s worked so far, sir.”

      “You know the Juireans have begun to withdraw their ships even from the Fringe and other places. Either they’re really afraid you’ll succeed or they’re up to something else.”

      “They’re leaving other parts of the galaxy?”

      “That’s right. Came as a shock to us, too. Doesn’t seem to be any reason. They have a four-to-one advantage over us, even taking into account what you’ve done in the Frontier.”

      “Are they massing at a single point?”

      “Not yet, just bolting for the inner galaxy. Hyben seems to be the new line of demarcation. Nothing beyond there is leaving, but still no staging area that we can tell.”

      “What are you doing? You’re going to advance, aren’t you?”

      “I’m sending ships into the Frontier to survey the area. It was never Union territory to begin with. Some of the hot heads in the government are now talking about doing their own annexation of the area, just to rub it in the faces of the mane-heads. I think that would be a mistake.”

      “I mean the other regions—the Fringe, the Dannon Divide and the Reaches.”

      “All options are on the table at this time. On one hand, if we occupy a region twice as large as what we currently have, our forces will be spread so thin that the Juireans could slip a five-thousand-ship fleet past us and park it in Earth orbit before we’d know about it. On the other, we would have a buffer zone to work with. So far, no decisions have been set in stone.”

      “Excuse me, sir, but we didn’t start this. We’re at war, and simply sitting back and waiting for the mane-heads to have a change of heart won’t help. If their pull back is to stop me from reaching Juir, what do you think’s going to happen if they succeed? Do you think they’ll leave everything the way it is now? No, they’ll pick up the war right where they left off and be back huffing and puffing at your door. Sir, we haven’t won anything. The Juireans aren’t surrendering. Maybe they know how timid we are, how we’d never risk moving into the areas beyond the Union, not with our current strength. Maybe they know they can regain all the territory they’ve surrendered after I’ve been taken care of. And if I did return to Earth, wouldn’t that take away the threat Synnoc’s feeling right about now? Wouldn’t that cause the Juireans to bounce right back? And what about Sherri and Arieel?”

      The words flowed from Adam like a torrent. He was frustrated, not only at his current situation and how it had changed the dynamic within the galaxy, but also by his commander’s lack of vision and courage.

      “Admiral, the only option is for us to win. The only peace we’ll find is when the Juireans are destroyed. We tried to play nice with them, giving them the benefit of the doubt that they weren’t our enemy, just pawns in the Klin’s galactic chess game, just as we were. But now we know their true colors. They’re a vicious, savage race who fear anyone that can challenge them. As long as the Union exits, the Juireans will be plotting our destruction. Sir, we have an opportunity to end this once and for all. Let me lead the way. We don’t need to conquer the Expansion, just Juir. There’s enough grumbling among their member worlds that I’m sure no one would mourn their defeat. And we don’t have to go back being the boss of the galaxy. Any number of other races could take over, or a coalition of them. We can still keep our identity, our Union. But don’t fall for the belief that this thing is over. It will never be over, not as long as the Juireans exist as a power within the galaxy.”

      Admiral Hollingsworth stared back at Adam for several seconds before a thin smile stretched across his face. “Very passionate speech, Captain Cain. I see we have a differing of opinion.”

      “Admiral—”

      Hollingsworth raised a hand to stop him. “I’m not saying you’re wrong and I’m right. The difference between me and you is I have command authority and you don’t. What I decide affects millions, even billions of souls.”

      “I realize that, sir. But either we fight the Juireans now or we fight them later. And if I’m right, that may be sooner than you expect. Like I said, this isn’t over. It’s just beginning.”

      “And you’re the trigger point, Captain. You’re the person driving the agenda and the one Synnoc wants to kill above all others.”

      “He didn’t declare war on the Union just to kill me. That came up later. He declared war to destroy the Union, to destroy all of us.”

      The admiral looked to his right for several seconds as he considered Adam’s words. Adam Cain was not a patient man.

      “If I am the trigger point, Admiral, then let me be the lightning rod. Let me blaze the trail. That’s what a scorched earth campaign is designed to do. Not only destroy the capabilities of the enemy, but to also open a breach for others to enter. I could plow the row, sir.”

      “What do you have left aboard the Mark VII? I’ve seen the reports about Woken. With one torpedo used at Worak-nin and another six at Woken, you should only have two left.”

      “That’s right, sir.”

      “Hardly enough to plow the row with, wouldn’t you say, Captain?”

      “Our laser beam weapons are fully functional.”

      Hollingsworth raised his eyebrows. “Which is encouraging. It seemed like a valid method, but probably not enough to carry you all the way to Juir.”

      Adam didn’t tell the admiral that the Juireans were programming into their defenses automatic responses to his jumps, firing salvos of flash bolts before he could even get his bearings. The laser weapon was effective, just not as effective as it had been at first.

      “Where are you now?” Hollingsworth asked.

      “We’re about a three thousand light-years beyond Woken, in Expansion territory. We’re having to zig-zag so our exact jump course can’t be plotted.”

      “And what would you do if you run up against a wall of Juirean defenders?”

      Adam smiled. “Go in guns-a-blazing and kill every alien in sight…sir.”

      “That would be funny if I didn’t know you were serious.”

      “I would be serious…if I knew the fleet was backing me up. Like I said, we don’t need to defeat the Expansion, just Juir. We’ve used this strategy before—or Admiral Tobias did. He called it the Medieval Method. Take the castle and you control all the lands around it without having to fight house-to-house. Juir is the castle we have to take.”

      Hollingsworth nodded. “Let me take this up with my advisors. It makes sense, and I’ll be pushing for it.” Then the admiral smiled. “Believe it or not, Captain, I’m also the hard-charging, take-no-prisoners type. It’s just that I have others I’m responsible for.”

      “If we maintain the status quo, the Juireans will always be a dark cloud hanging over everything we do. You have a responsibility to make that cloud disappear, forever…sir.”

      The admiral’s thin smile turned into a smirk. “I’ll be in touch, Captain. In the meantime…stay alive.”

      “That’s my primary mission, Admiral.”

      “Somehow I doubt that, Mister Cain. Hollingsworth, out.”

      The screen went blank.
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      Sixty million years before, a red giant star went nova and unleashed a cloud of dust and stellar debris that now stretched across forty light-years in the region of the galaxy known as the Dannon Divide. Over time, some of this stellar ejecta began to bind together in larger and larger clumps of material that would someday become stars of their own. To feed their growing appetites, these relatively tiny points of gravity gobbled up huge amounts of the red giant’s remains, and as the stellar winds continued to blow, long spires of shadowy dust, ten light-years in length, now dominated the landscape. There were four main pillars, resembling fingers on a hand, which gave this particular stellar formation its common name: The Hand of Creation.

      The entire region was a star-birth factory, and the confluence of intense radiation, stellar winds and budding stars ignited space for a hundred light-years in all directions in an iridescent glow of red, green, yellow and purple—all the colors of the spectrum— representing the various temperatures and chemical composition of the excited gases.

      The Hand was beautiful to observe, yet treacherous to navigate. Most star travelers skirted along the edge, content to experience this incredible wonder of the universe at a safe distance while pronouncing their admiration in a myriad of alien languages. Some enterprising entrepreneurs even took tourists to see The Hand, at least until war came once more to the galaxy

      Located twelve hundred light-years from the planet Hyben—the new line in the galaxy separating the Expansion from the farside territories—a steady stream of Juirean warships now traveled the region, most bypassing the inner turbulence of the huge nebula. Once near Hyben, some continued farther in, to Sanias and Bondic-nur, while others journeyed all the way to mother Juir and the core stars of the former Seven World Common Alliance.

      The dark, towering pillars—besides being beautiful and foreboding—were also perfect places to hide huge masses of starships. The radiation and near-constant eruptions on the surfaces of the newborn stars made energy signal detection virtually impossible. A thousand ships could be hidden without a trace of their existence leaking beyond the stellar interference.

      Adam knew this as he maneuvered the Vengeance toward the gargantuan spires. But with time to kill before Sherri and Arieel arrived on Juir, he was looking for something a little more substantial to kill other than time.

      He realized it could be a trap, but the small cluster of forty-one starships near the tip of the third finger was just too inviting to pass by. These ships had come in from the Fringe, so they had no first-hand experience with Adam and the Vengeance. Unless Fleet Command provided every Juirean ship with the automatic defense program to counter his dimensional hops, these ships might have to react the old fashion way, by entering in targeting coordinates and pressing buttons. If that was case, then most of them wouldn’t survive the next fifteen minutes.

      With a nonchalant flick of a switch on his control stick, Adam initiated a short hop—only about a quarter of a light-year. When the screens shifted, the Vengeance appeared three hundred thousand miles from the first alien ship in the group. Tom Paulson was ready at fire control and Pogo had done his part to power the laser weapons. The first target would be in range in nine seconds.

      To Adam’s surprise, none of the ships along the first line made the slightest attempt to evade the incoming vessel. Shields were raised…but engines remained dormant.

      As Paulson’s enhanced laser beams burned through shields and hulls, something odd didn’t happen to the targets. They didn’t explode.

      Adam knew only two things could cause this anomaly: Either all the atmosphere had been purged from the ships and the aliens aboard were in environment suits, or…there were no crews aboard, and the ships were decoys.

      Pre-placed field dampeners came to life across fifty light-years, preventing any vessel within range from creating light-speed gravity-wells. Adam’s jump-drive wasn’t affected by the dampeners, not entirely—and the Juireans should have known this by now. Since the jump-drive produced a hybrid field disturbance, the Vengeance could still jump, but only about eight-tenths of a light-year at a time. In most cases that would have been sufficient to get them out of danger. But not when the field of battle was a ball in space fifty light-years in diameter—and the Vengeance was right in the middle of it.

      Still he jumped, leaving the cluster of decoy starships far behind, not even visible by the most powerful telescopes.

      But then things went from bad to worse.

      A stream of hundreds of Juirean warcraft emerged from behind the vast, glowing pillars of gas. They came on maneuvering wells, just under light-speed, and in such numbers that their signals combined to form impossibly large blobs of white on the Vengeance’s threat screen. But it didn’t end there. This huge river of starships was soon joined by two more, these appearing from behind other fingers of The Hand.

      Adam didn’t panic—at least not initially. Instead he set the ship at General Quarter—sealing compartments and dumping atmosphere from all compartments except the bridge—while he kept jumping, shifting his position within the huge gravity ball. Even with hops of just under a light-year at a time, the Juireans were filling the space within the sphere with more and more ships, giving him less room to maneuver as the minutes clicked by. It was as though the crew of the Vengeance was inside one of their nuclear spheres, only this one full of alien warships rather than radiation and clouds of deadly fire.

      “They’re going through a lot of trouble to kill four people,” Adam said softly.

      “Excuse me, sir,” said Sergeant Morgan. “I believe they’re going through all this trouble to kill only one of us—maybe two. Commander Paulson and I are just along for the ride.”

      Light flashed through the forward viewport as Paulson fired on a couple of ships that were within range following the last hop. Flash bolts were launched at them, but Adam was gone before they could reach the Vengeance.

      “I’m glad you can maintain your sense of humor, Sergeant Morgan,” Adam replied, “especially in the face of such imminent danger.”

      “Captain Cain, sir, I’m not worried. I’ve been watching you long enough to know that you’ll save our asses. You always do…sir.”

      “Oh no, not you, too? This belief in my abilities could get us all killed.”

      “I’ll believe that when I see it, sir.”

      Riyad tapped his screen, getting Adam’s attention. “You’re doing a great job of keeping us out of range of the enemy, but we’re rapidly running out of options.”

      “Should we use the last torpedoes?” Paulson asked.

      “Unfortunately, we’d be in range ourselves, and with no moon to hide behind this time. And the dampeners won’t let us jump the torpedoes more than a million miles away. Their drives aren’t as powerful as in the Vengeance.”

      “We don’t have a choice, Adam,” Riyad said. There was no humor in his voice this time.

      Adam relented. “All right. We’ll send them out along a line,” Adam offered. “It could break the sphere, but then well have to plunge right in after detonation.”

      “Either we die here or we die there. There is farther away.”

      “Tom, Pogo, prep the torpedoes. Stagger the jump range for maximum effect. Launch when ready.”

      Twenty seconds later, a graphic on the forward screen—along with a slight bump through the hull—signified the weapons were away. The torpedoes would jump, appear and detonate—now!

      The crew was disappointed. Except for computer indicators, there was no signs that anything had happened. That was because the light from the explosions was still several seconds away, even after a jump of only a million miles. The crew would have to trust in the computers and have faith that the torpedoes had detonated.

      “Here we go. After this hop, we should be close enough to see something—”

      —Adam pulled back on the stick, but it didn’t help.

      The Vengeance was tumbling, riding the crest of a radioactive wave of nuclear fire as if she was a surfer at the North Shore of Hawaii. An ungodly eight seconds passed before Adam could jump again. He didn’t even know where they were going.

      A split second later the men were thrown against their restraints, as an ear-splitting squeal sang throughout the ship, worse than the most-horrible fingernails-on-chalkboard scratch one could imagine.

      The inertia compensators were no match for the sudden shift the ship experienced as it collided with the other vessel. Fortunately, since most starships didn’t have to withstand the same stress and pressure as rockets from a bygone era, their hulls were not as rigid. When the ships came together, their skin bent and then rebounded, propelling both craft away from each other.

      Commander Paulson recovered before anyone else and fired his starboard lasers point-blank at the Juirean Class-4 warship. This time there was an explosion. Unfortunately it was right next to the hull of the Vengeance.

      With his ship already moving away from the C-4, this new round of smaller explosions—followed a few seconds later by a much larger one—only helped to shove the Vengeance farther away, but not far enough to avoid showers of hull strikes from flying debris.

      “Three breaches, Captain,” Travis reported. “Nothing serious with the atmosphere dumped.”

      “Where are they?”

      “Two in the service bay and one in the engine room.”

      “Pogo, are you all right?”

      The tiny orb appeared on the pilot’s console. “I’m fine. No vital equipment was hit,” Pogo’s voice announced from the speakers

      Light filled the bridge again, as Tom targeted another nearby warship.

      “All this jumping and laser firing is draining my resources,” Pogo said. “One or the other is going to have to be sacrificed.”

      “Wrong choice of words, my friend,” said Riyad. “To do away with either would mean we sacrifice our lives.”

      “Then I’m fortunate I’m not alive.”

      “A battery with a dry sense of humor,” Adam said with a nervous grin. He jumped the ship again. “Tom, we may have to lay off firing for a while and rely on quick hops and fancy piloting.”

      “I suppose that means you want me to take over the first chair?” said Riyad, smiling.

      “Excuse me, sirs,” said Sergeant Morgan. “But when did we suddenly turn into Comedy Central? You know we’re all about to die?”

      “That’s the best time to develop a sense of humor, Travis,” Adam replied. “And what happened to your belief in my super-human abilities?”

      “Reality happened, sir.”

      Adam shrugged. “Give me a readout on the torpedo blasts. We have a moment to get our bearings.”

      “A hole’s definitely opened up in the swarm of Juirean ships, but that’s because of the two small stars we created. The hull’s measuring max contamination. If we try to run it again, the radiation will kill us before the Juireans do.”

      The bridge fell quiet after the sergeant’s sober assessment, all witty repartee and ribbing drowned out by the reality of their situation.

      “I suppose surrender is out of the question?” Paulson said, breaking the silence.

      He knew the answer. The Mark VII was a unique ship, if only powered by Pogo’s magic. She was still too valuable to let fall into enemy hands. Even if there was chance the Juireans wouldn’t kill them immediately, they couldn’t leave the Vengeance, at least not in one piece.

      “The sphere of ships around us is deforming, thinning out, Captain,” said Travis. Looks like they’re giving us a chance to surrender.”

      “Pogo, can you set the laser weapons to overload, like I do when I make a bomb out of an MK flash weapon?”

      “Yes I can. But if I did, you’d not have the pleasure of seeing the Juireans destroyed by the new fleet of warships that just arrived behind us.”

      Riyad copied the nav screen to all the others so the crew could see what Pogo was talking about. It was a massive gravity signature, creeping into range at the bottom of their screens.

      “Are we sure they’re friends and just not another mass of foes?” Adam asked.

      “Checking sigs now,” Travis said. “They’re…a mixture. Not all Human, but I don’t see any with specific Juirean markings.”

      “Regardless of their loyalties, the Juireans sure are reacting to them. I hate to say it, but the mane-heads still have them outnumbered,” Paulson said.

      “If they’ve intervened to free us, let’s not disappoint them,” Adam said. “Pogo, give me all the power you can to the jump-drive. The dampeners are still active, so I’m going for the shortest route out of here. Jumping!”

      It was still a hike to make it out of the influence of the field dampeners, with a heluva lot of Juireans still in the area. A number of them took pot shots at the Vengeance as she popped in and out. Fourteen minutes later they were outside the field and able to make longer jumps, up to three light-years at a time.

      By now there was a full-scale battle raging and Adam was able to better make out the players. The Juireans had over two thousand ships matched up against eight hundred allied vessels. Most were Human ships, with a few from the more advanced worlds of the Union. Only a few of the sixty-worlds that made up the Human stellar empire had bothered to produce their own line of warships. Most simply bought them from Earth or deferred defensive responsibility to the Humans.

      Adam felt sick. The allies were taking a beating and it was now time to test his theory as to why they had attacked a much larger force. He opened a link, broadcast on Union military frequencies.

      “This is TS-17, USS Monitor. Identify,” a voice asked.

      “Captain Adam Cain aboard the experimental Mark VII starship, designated the Vengeance. Please connect me with your theater commander.”

      “One moment, sir. Switch to Channel Alpha Orange…now.”

      Adam made the frequency change, but still had to wait over a minute for someone to come on the line.

      “Captain David Morris…is this Captain Cain?”

      “Yes it is. Captain, we’re clear and bugging out of the area. Are your intentions to continue the engagement or to break off?”

      “We’re breaking off, Mister Cain. We’ve been shadowing you from the Kidis Frontier. When forward scouts reported you were in trouble we engaged.”

      “Your help is appreciated. You really saved our skin, but now it’s time to save your own asses. The Juireans have over two thousand ships aligned against you.”

      “Yeah, I noticed. Where the hell did all those ships come from?”

      “They’ve been hoarding them here. Not sure if it was to catch me or you…maybe both. But get the hell out of here. There’ll be plenty of time for fighting later. Don’t spend any more blood on our account.”

      “Understood. Do your thing, Captain. We’ll be right behind you if needed. Morris out.”

      “Where to now, Adam?” Riyad asked.

      Adam looked at his threat screen. There were still plenty of Juireans in the area. “Charge the lasers, gentleman—and orb. Let’s make a few quick runs on our way out of the area. That’s the last thing the mane-heads will expect. At least now we know part of their strategy. It looks like they’re trying to lure us in for one big-ass battle.”

      “One-and-out, is that it, Captain?” asked Paulson.

      “It may not be the norm, but it is efficient.”
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      Kradis answered the Elder’s link on the first indicator.

      “What are you doing, Kradis?” Synnoc’s normally light green skin was now bordering on dark brown, and his yellow eyes were full of fire and hate.

      “My Lord?”

      “You attacked Adam Cain!”

      “Yes, my Lord, he responded to a decoy fleet we’d placed near The Hand. You mentioned the region as the preferred attack stage.”

      “Not for Cain! I want him to come to Juir. Do you know his status?”

      Kradis fought back the anger. Even though Synnoc was his friend,  he was also the Council Elder. It would not do to alienate him at this time.

      “He survived, by all indications, and even managed to destroy more of my ships on his way out of the enclosure sphere.”

      “Call back your ships. You cannot kill him…that is reserved for me.”

      “The fleet has retreated, as have the Humans. It was a skirmish, not the major battle you have envisioned.”

      “And my battle will not take place if Adam Cain is killed prematurely, or you defeat the Human fleet to such a degree that they withdraw.”

      “My Lord, I just lost over two hundred ships. That is a lot of Juirean lives lost. Need I remind you our numbers are vastly diminished from what they were during past wars?”

      Synnoc stared at his friend for a long, dangerous moment before speaking. “If there are others listening, have them leave the area.”

      “I am in my office, alone.”

      “Good. Then I shall say this: If you will not follow my orders, then I will find another Overlord who will. My plan for Adam Cain takes precedence over all other matters. Is that clear?”

      “My Lord, he is but one creature. How many Juirean lives is he worth?”

      “Do not play games with me, Kradis. This is your only warning. The Expansion and the future of the Juirean race is more important than our friendship. It must be this way. It is what makes us Juireans.”

      “I fully support the Juirean people, my Lord. That is not in question.”

      “Agreed, however it is our differing opinions in how best to support our people that is. I know best…I am the Council Elder. You will follow my orders without variation and without question.” He held up his hand to stop Kradis’ reply. “There is no need to affirm such. Your actions will say more than your words.”

      The screen went blank.
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      “We lost sixteen ships, Admiral, and another six heavily damaged, but Cain got away.” Captain Morris was reporting over a secure CW comm link to Admiral Hollingsworth.

      “They had two thousand ships?”

      “More like twenty-one hundred, sir. Captain Cain took out about two hundred with his torpedoes, we took out another eighteen.”

      Hollingsworth grimaced. “That sounds great, captain, but now he’s depleted his inventory of torpedoes. All he has left are his enhanced laser weapons.”

      “Any chance we can get some of those, too, sir?”

      “They wouldn’t do you any good, David. They take an incredible amount of energy.”

      Morris didn’t pursue the topic. Instead: “We’re heading for an area outside the Belsonian star system. There’s a lot of asteroids and rogue planets there, good places to hide. Even though the main Juirean fleet isn’t following, I’m sure they’re keeping an eye on us now that they know we’re here. The bulk of their fleet has faded back into the nebula. Any reinforcements coming our way?”

      “Plenty. They just won’t reach you for another three weeks.”

      “So what do we do in the interim? I told Cain we’d have his back. We can’t do that and stay anchored around Belson.”

      “You may have to wait until Cain distracts them again before you make your breakout. If that happens, do your best to shake the pursuit.”

      “Sir, I have almost nine hundred starships. We don’t exactly tip-toe through space.”

      “Well, Captain Morris, maybe you should.”

      Morris frowned; the head of the Union military forces was smiling at him.

      “Captain, break your force up into squadrons of fifteen to twenty ships each and then send them out on difference courses, yet to a central rendezvous point. The Juireans don’t seem too anxious to divide their forces, especially to chase dozens of small units that by themselves can’t affect anything. When you have everyone assembled, do it again, but always be moving farther into the Expansion. Just don’t hang around any one spot for too long.”

      “Sounds like a strategy, sir. For the rendezvous points, I’ll follow Cain’s lead. He seems to know what he’s doing.”

      “I wouldn’t count on that, Captain, but he does have an uncanny amount of luck surrounding him. Send me flash updates of your locations. I’ll do my best to supplement your force as much as possible. The Juireans have done us a favor by withdrawing their forces. Now we can move right up to the front row without being seen. It’s after we rush the stage that we have to be careful. There’s still a lot more of them then there are of us.”
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      “I’ve got those, I ain’t got no more torpedoes blues,” Adam cut loose in a horribly flat singing voice.

      “Sounds like the next big country-western hit,” Riyad said. They were in the service bay of the Vengeance repairing the hull breaches, with oxygen masks over their faces. Unlike hull leaks on seafaring vessels, if a breach wasn’t too big on a starship, there were special sealing pads, panels and foam that could be used. The outflowing air pressure helped hold the sealers in place with very little effort. Adam had spent his time in damage-control training in the Navy. This was a lot different than a firehose-like stream of ice cold water blasting through a breach, confounding all your efforts to plug it.

      Once the holes were sealed, the men removed their masks.

      “As you were saying, Mister Cain?”

      “We’re down to only our lasers and ballistics.”

      “Which means we still pack quite a punch.”

      “Yeah, but we’re going to have to avoid the larger ship concentrations, especially in space. Might start looking for some juicy ground-based targets.”

      Riyad flashed his trademark smile. “I have an idea. What about MK or Xan-fi? Sure, the mane-heads probably have enough weapons in reserve to last out the war, but think what a psychological impact that would have?”

      “Not sure about Xan-fi, but MK has manufacturing facilities all over the Expansion. Hitting one or two of them won’t make much of a dent.”

      “Again, my friend, it’s a mind-game we’ll be playing. Bloodying their noses a little will make them blink. And with facilities all over the Expansion, they’re everywhere you want to be.”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s named after a planet? I thought Marix-Kliss were a couple of guys who started a weapons company way back when,” said Tom Paulson.

      “Nah, it’s all right here,” Travis Morgan replied, reading from a Library entry on a data screen. “Founded two-thousand, eight hundred years ago, originally on the planet Marix, MK Weapons Systems is now the largest weapons manufacturer in the galaxy, supplying over ninety-percent of the handheld flash weapons in use. It says they also used to make a large rifle-like version, but they got into a pretty vicious business war with their rival Xan-fi about a thousand years ago. The two companies came to an ‘accommodation’—” Travis used finger-quotes around accommodation—“where Xan-fi was free to make the longer-barrel flash weapons, while MK specialized in hand-helds. Since then, MK has moved into shipbuilding, land-ownership, electronic devices and even finance. It’s the largest business entity in the galaxy and solidly in the Juirean camp. They see the Union as their most aggressive competitor, in a number of fields.”

      “So giving them a bloody nose should send a very strong message across the Expansion,” Adam said, confirming Riyad’s belief.

      Tom Paulson let out a laugh. “You know, Captain, we should only use our conventional weapons—the ballistics—to hit their facilities. Be a pretty stark contrast between the two approaches to weapons development.”

      “Great idea, Tom. Energy bolts versus hot lead. Never has been much of a contest, in my humble opinion. So where’s the closest MK facility?”

      “You’re not going to believe this,” said Travis, “but Marix itself is only four hundred light years from here. There’s about a dozen other facilities between here and there, but if we’re out to make an impression, might as well go for the whole enchilada.”

      “I concur,” said Adam. “Plot a course, Mister Tarazi. We have a whole cargo hold full of idle bullets—let’s burn through a few.”
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      Every race in the Expansion and the Union used MK flash weapons. By virtue of this fact, the management of Marix-Kliss Weapons Systems felt they were immune to any of the wars or political intrigue taking place. In fact, the more turmoil in the Milky Way, the more they profited.

      It was for this reason that the largest manufacturer of armaments in the galaxy had very little security protecting their own facilities, including the headquarters building in the city of Jendis on the planet Marix. This lack of concern extended into the star system as well, even with a war currently being fought between galactic empires.

      As a result, Adam was able to jump the Vengeance nearly to the inner ring of rocky planets before receiving the first challenge. Riyad relayed to ground control that they were a small merchant vessel seeking permission to orbit, before landing to restock crucial supplies.

      Noticing the lack of security in the area, Adam figured that wasn’t such a bad idea. Restock…and then ravage the planet. A man had to have his priorities, and recently the food stock aboard the Vengeance was down the crap that no one wanted to eat when they had better choices. Cain the Carnivore was craving a big, juicy steak—no matter what kind of beast it came from.

      “The weapons company has had their share of Human visitors over the years, so it’s a pretty good bet the natives know what we look like,” Adam said, briefing his crew. “The atmosphere doesn’t require any special masks, but we’ll wear full-face covers to throw them off. And let’s wear those long tech robes we found in the service bay this time. They look like trench coats. A lot of firepower can be hidden underneath.”

      “We’ll look like the Earp brothers and Doc Holiday on the way to the OK Corral,” Travis offered with a wide grin.

      “I want to be Wyatt,” said Riyad. He stroked his full beard. “I may have more than necessary, but I do have a mustache, where the rest of you clean-shaven military types look too pretty to pass yourselves off as deadly gunfighters.”

      “There’ll be no shooting on the surface,” Adam ordered. “We’re just going down to get supplies. After that, we’ll launch and light up the facilities from air and space. The four of us can’t do much damage in a street shootout.”

      “Not even one little demonstration of Human quick-draw prowess?” asked Riyad. He’d been in enough shootouts in his lifetime to know that very few aliens could stand against a Human in a contest of speed and accuracy. To the Humans, most such engagements were simply target practice.

      Adam didn’t answer; instead, he just pursed his lips and shook his head.
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      The Vengeance landed without incident at a large commercial spaceport outside Jendis. As the foursome stepped outside the ship, they were struck by a bitterly cold wind, howling down from several of the jagged mountain peaks surrounding the valley where the city was located. Marix was a rugged planet, with evidence of recent volcanic activity found in huge swaths of yellow and ruddy brown in the soil nearby, remnants of sulfur pits and geysers from a not-too-distant past. A huge landslide rumbled down a nearby mountain side, and the ground shook almost constantly with a strange harmonic vibration.

      “Not the sort of place you’d come for a vacation,” said Paulson as the group made their way through the wind and cold before entering a huge concourse structure.

      Once inside the warmth of the port building, they mingled with hundreds of other creatures, most with looks of concern in their many varieties of eyes or vision stalks. These were the faces of civilians in a time of war; worried and helpless, at the mercy of powers much greater than themselves. There were Juireans here, as well. They were the only aliens Adam was interested in killing, although he knew there would be collateral damage once he unleashed his dogs of war on the MK facilities. As a career soldier, he knew this was the price of victory. To prolong a conflict, ostensibly to fight a more nuanced, more civilized war, meant more innocent lives would be lost over the long run.

      As they passed the many shops and kiosks along the concourse—much like you’d find in any airport on Earth—automatic devices scanned their translation bugs and broadcast versions of the names and advertising in English. One such announcement caught Adam’s attention.

      “Hold up,” he said to the others. “Let’s check this out.”

      They entered a small shop with a long counter and a glass wall rising from its surface to the ceiling, with openings resembling teller windows. The clerk Adam approached was a female with four eyes and yellow skin. By the shape of the face and the smoothness of the skin, he assumed she was a she. He could never be sure.

      He placed four gold ingots on the counter. “Can I exchange these for Juirean credits?”

      The clerk turned and pulled a wheeled cart with an electronic device on it to her station. She took the gold bars, one at a time, and placed them in pull-out drawers before activating the machine.

      “Yes, we can. Is this all?”

      Adam turned to the others. They handed him another eight bars.

      After the scan, the clerk took a datapad and made some calculations. “Forty-eight thousand, one hundred nine, at the current exchange rate.”

      Adam knew that was over a hundred thousand dollars back on Earth. Damn…what was the total worth of Panur’s palace?

      “We’ll take it.”

      “Would you like the credits in currency or on a card?”

      “Currency, please.”

      “It will take a moment.” She left her station. The other tellers looked at them with curiosity. Forty-eight thousand Juirean credits was a lot of money. Adam began to calculate in his head just how much he’d given the taxi driver on Incus…. No wonder the creature was willing to kiss his boots….

      A few minutes later Adam divvied up the cash chips to his team. “This will keep us from standing out too much while we shop for our supplies, and without the need for haggling…or gunplay.”

      “You’re no fun anymore,” said Riyad.

      “That’s all right, Mister Tarazi. Considering the landscape around here, I’m sure you can find some baby seals to club to death before we leave.”

      “You promise, daddy?”
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      Adam sent Travis and Tom looking for bulk food stock while he and Riyad went looking for something a little more substantial.

      “There has to be a fresh meat market around here,” Adam said. They’d left the spaceport building and were now in a commercial district full of businesses of all kinds. Marix was a planet based on capitalism, not the military or politics. It was apparent you could buy almost anything in the city of Jendis. All Adam wanted was a thick piece of red meat.

      In the cold air of the city, Adam and Riyad followed a menagerie of scents—some inviting, others disgusting. At one of the restaurants with an inviting aroma, they entered. Adam approached a waiter.

      “Where can I purchase ready-to-cook meat around here?”

      The tall, pinkish-colored alien frowned. “You wish to cook it first? How disgusting.”

      The pair left the restaurant and continued down the street. They passed a window with several skinned animals hanging on the other side.

      “These look something like baby seals—skinned, of course,” Adam said to Riyad.

      “Saves me the trouble.”

      Upon entering, they were accosted by such a pungent odor that they almost puked. “Well, so much for fresh meat,” Riyad said back on the street. “What is it with these people around here?”

      At the third shop, they hit paydirt. Approaching a large display case containing slabs of richly marbled meat placed on ice, Adam was literally salivating at the sight. This would do nicely.

      “May we use a sampler box?” Adam asked the clerk. The creature behind the case handed him a small box, about the size of a cigarette pack, with a recessed slot on top. Adam inserted his finger and withdrew it quickly. He handed the box back to the clerk.

      “Twenty—no make that thirty—equivalent pounds of a meat that’s compatible to our chemistry.”

      The clerk’s eyes widened. “How will you transport such a weight? We do not offer delivery service.”

      Adam smiled. “We’ll manage. Just wrap it up in one package. What’s the cost?”

      “Eighty-nine credits.”

      “That’s fairly cheap, isn’t it?”

      “This is ka’l meat. The beasts roam wild in the streets; some of us even keep them for pets. We club them outside and then prepare the meat inside.”

      Riyad looked at Adam. “Sounds a lot like dog meat.”

      “You would have to say that.” Adam almost changed his mind…but he didn’t. He paid the alien and walked out with his prize. “Don’t tell the others what this is.”

      “But I’ll know,” Riyad pointed out.

      Just then the ground heaved up from under them.

      The men tumbled to the ground, as nimble-footed pedestrians raced by, all headed in the same direction. The Humans scrambled to their feet—with Adam recovering his precious package of dog meat from where it had fallen—and joined the exodus. At the nearest corner, the crowd helped to shove them into a huge metal container. The doors shut seconds later and dim lights snapped on.

      Outside, the shelter was being pummeled sporadically by falling debris. The box heaved and twisted, even seeming to begin a short journey down the street by the feel of the rocking motion.

      Then the rumbling subsided, not all at once, but gradually. Adam caught the eye of the blue-skinned alien next to him. “You are new here,” observed the creature.

      “That’s right.”

      “There is little danger. This happens often.” He pointed a long, slender finger upwards. “Three satellite bodies. They pull and tug on the surface of Marix constantly. We have learned to live with it. Is that ka’l meat I smell? I have one at my abode. They are very good with my offspring; however, our favorite has gone missing recently. Perhaps that is her.” The doors to the container opened.

      Adam left his package inside the box—intentionally.

      The street was littered with fallen debris—not as much as one would expect from such a violent earthquake, but enough.

      Riyad looked up at the modern stone, metal and masonry buildings. “You would think that with such a history of earthquakes the natives would construct buildings that don’t fall apart.”

      “No telling why aliens do what they do.” Adam was depressed. He really wanted a steak…just not one made from someone’s beloved pet.

      The comm in his full-face mask chimed.

      “Captain, did you feel that? You guys okay?” It was Tom Paulson.

      “Yeah, we felt it. We’re fine. Any luck with the bulk stock?”

      “No problem. We got it—even being delivered. But, sir, as we were waiting for the order to be filled, we caught part of a newscast. I think we need to get back to the ship as soon as possible.”

      Adam tensed. “What’s wrong?”

      “It was about Sherri and Arieel.”

      “We’re on our way.”
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        * * *

      

      Travis linked to the local broadcast system and scanned the channels. Most had news about the earthquake, all delivered in a casual, matter-of-fact manner. While waiting for the stories to cycle back around, the men told Adam and Riyad what little they knew.

      “They’re already on Juir.”

      “That’s a month ahead of schedule,” Adam pointed out. “Are you sure they said Juir?”

      “Yessir,” said Travis. “Something about the conspiracy Arieel is involved in and the capture of the terrorist Human Sherri Valentine.”

      “How?” Riyad asked.

      “They must have transferred them to another ship, a faster one, once Synnoc found out about them,” Adam offered.

      “Now there’s some sort of trial getting underway?”

      “Wait…here it is.”

      The video showed Sherri and Arieel being escorted down a ramp from a landing shuttle and being separated. The announcer spoke of how Arieel Bol—the soon to be reappointed Speaker of the Formilians—was being accused of aiding the Humans in their killing of a Juirean Overlord while the two empires were at peace. It also mentioned she was the birth mother of a mutant offspring. This creature had assisted the Sol-Kor ally Panur in confounding Juirean attempts to eradicate the flesh eaters from the galaxy, an effort they added, that was also hampered by the reckless and irresponsible behavior of the Humans. Adam was mentioned as the father of the mutant offspring. What followed was a lengthy diatribe detailing all of Adam’s many so-called crimes against the Juireans and the Expansion. This naturally led to Sherri Valentine, a diabolical creature who had assisted Cain—and his cohort Riyad Tarazi—in many of their criminal escapades.

      “At least I got an honorable mention,” Riyad said. “It’s damn hard living in the shadow of the great Adam Cain.”

      “Tell us about it,” Paulson said. “They didn’t say anything about me and Travis, even when talking about what the Vengeance’ has been doing recently. How can we expect to have any schools named after us if no one knows who we are?”

      “This is serious,” Adam barked. The team straightened up. “Now the plan changes.”

      “There was a plan?” Riyad pulled back slightly from Adam angry glare; however, he couldn’t let that one get by….

      “So what do we do, Captain?” Paulson asked.

      Adam looked at Riyad. “Not we…us.” He passed a finger between him and Riyad.

      “What does that mean, sir?” Paulson sensed something was coming, and he didn’t like it.

      “It’s obvious now that Synnoc knows what we’re really after. Until now, he probably figured we were just pissed off about Andy’s death. In fact, he may not have even known Sherri and Arieel were captured until recently. Hell, they’ve been on a spaceship for the past three months. But now he’s had them rushed to Juir ahead of schedule, just to throw us off.”

      “You really think he’s that smart?” Riyad asked.

      “Doesn’t matter. He has the women now, and the only reason he’s broadcasting this crap all over the galaxy is because he knows it will bring us to him.”

      A vein pulsed in Riyad’s neck. “He’s right about that.”

      “But we’re not going to be part of it?” Travis asked, referring to him and Paulson. He, too, was feeling left out.

      Adam stood and began pacing the bridge. He picked up Pogo and began to toss him back and forth between his hands. It helped him think. Pogo seemed to enjoy it, too.

      “Synnoc sees the Union fleet building in strength, but still not large enough to challenge his forces between Hyben and Juir.” Adam began. “He also knows the Vengeance is leading the way, softening up the ground for when the fleet is ready. He’s moved up the timetable, forcing us to get to Juir before the fleet can back us up.”

      “We do have the Vengeance, sir,” Travis said. “I say we give him what he wants. After all, this has been our mission from the beginning. We’ve just been killing time—and aliens—waiting for the women to show up.”

      “You’re right, sergeant. And that’s just what he’ll expect us to do. Order full-steam ahead and damn the torpedoes.”

      “I thought we didn’t have any more torpedoes?” Travis pointed out, being serious.

      “Oh, the state of our educational system these days,” Paulson said, shaking his head. “No understanding of naval history.”

      Travis cocked his head to one side, like a dog not understanding a command.

      “Never mind,” Adam said. “Synnoc is going to be looking for the Vengeance, he’ll be expecting the Vengeance.”

      “So we’re not going in the Vengeance.” Riyad stated.

      Adam tried to smile. It wasn’t easy under the circumstances. “That’s right, we’re not. There’s a small Class-2 right across the tarmac. We’re going to Juir in that.”

      “What about the Vengeance, sir?” Paulson asked.

      “You and Travis will continue doing just what we’ve been doing. Hit and run, hit and run. Just don’t get yourselves killed. And make it look convincing, make it look like you’re desperately trying to reach Juir. If Synnoc believes I’m on my way, he’ll drag out the trials until I get there. He’ll lose his leverage if he kills Sherri and Arieel before then.”

      “A Class-2 will still take almost two weeks to get to Juir,” Riyad pointed out.

      “That’s fine. Synnoc will have his eye on the Vengeance, and not some minor warship cycling back to Juir. Tom, Travis, it will be your job to make sure he notices. Let him see you’re trying—slowly—but trying.”

      “And what if he opens up a lane to let us through? At some point he’s going to want to get the game over with.”

      “We’ll deal with that at the time. Hopefully we’ll be on Juir and have the girls packed away all safe and sound by then. But as long as he sees the Vengeance out here tearing things up, he won’t be expecting it when Riyad and I show up at his back door.”

      Riyad got up and walked to the viewport. The Juirean Class-2 was about two hundred yards away. He counted eighteen Juireans on the tarmac, tending to that ship and a few others the mane-heads had in port.

      “So when do we put this new plan into motion?”

      “Right after I get something to eat. I’m starving.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Marix and the city of Jendis weren’t getting off scot-free. It was decided that as soon as Adam and Riyad left with the commandeered Class-2, Paulson and Travis would strafe the spaceport, city and MK facilities to cover the theft. Paulson had piloting experience with standard starships, and after a brief orientation session, he felt confident enough to use the jump-drive. Pogo would remain in the ship for power and guidance. Travis had no piloting experience but would be trained as the days went by.

      For their assault on Juir, Adam and Riyad would be limited only to the weapons they found aboard the C-2, as well as any they could take with them from the Vengeance. Knowing that it was better at times to be obvious rather than sly—a tactic called hiding in plain sight—the pair loaded up four small crates with M-101’s, .45 caliber Colts, flash weapons, grenades and ammo and set them on a cart. Then they simply wheeled it up to the entry port of the Juirean warcraft like a couple of delivery beings, dressed in their full-face masks and trench coats.

      “What is this?” asked the Juirean at the doorway.

      “A gift from MK Weapons Systems. We are delivering them to all the Juirean vessels in port.” Adam was caught off-guard when the alien reached out suddenly and pulled off one of the lids. Riyad went for his gun.

      Three more Juireans appeared from in and around the ship, coming to look at what was in the box. Adam placed his hand on Riyad’s, keeping him from drawing. The Juireans seemed more curious than alarmed.

      The first Juirean reached inside and pulled out an M-101 assault rifle.

      “Are these Human weapons?” he asked with undisguised enthusiasm. “They are indeed heavy! I could not carry this for long. Does it have the range it is rumored to have?”

      Adam and Riyad had just become the default experts in Human weaponry by virtue of their role as delivery beings. All the Juireans were now pulling out other weapons, including the handguns.

      “Why are we receiving these?” one of them asked. “It is so we can familiarize ourselves with the weapons of our enemy?”

      “Something like that,” Adam answered. “There is more. We request permission to move the cart into your ship for a more detailed presentation.”

      “Yes, of course!” The Juirean stepped aside. He motioned for three other Juireans nearby to join them inside. This was going to be exciting.

      Four minutes later, the seven Juireans received a live demonstration of the deadly effectiveness of the Human projectile weapons, courtesy of those Adam and Riyad carried under their coats.

      “Any questions?” Adam asked after the presentation was over. He waited for the mass of mangled and bloodied bodies to answer. He smiled. He must have done a good job, since no one had any follow-up questions.

      “They are quick learners, aren’t they?” Riyad commented.

      “A mind is a terrible thing to waste. Class dismissed.”

      Adam and Riyad rushed to the bridge.

      “Okay, commander, we’re secure here,” Adam announced over his throat comm. “We’ll be airborne in ten; you follow. It’s show time.”
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      Elder Synnoc had read the reports and seen the projections. Even though a strengthening was inevitable, his confidence waivered slightly when he learned of the Q’uel and Belsonian’s joining the Union fleet, as a dozen more raced to join the Humans. His vessels were many yet scattered. The Expansion was much larger than the small empire of Earth. It would take time to accumulate the necessary forces to bring about his glorious final battle with the desired outcome.

      He dismissed the thought and went on to more important matters.

      To his delight, Adam Cain was still the tip of the sword.

      With this latest news, Synnoc knew it was time to put an end to the game he was playing with the Human and bring this part of his plan to a close.

      He had to admit, his latest coup was not of his design. Kradis had inquired and found the vessel carrying the female friends of Adam Cain. The ship was a Class-3, due at Juir in fifty-two days at the time it was located. The Fleet Marshal had the ship stopped and the prisoners transferred to a Class-9. The massive battlecruiser then raced to Juir using its superior speed, arriving here a full twenty-eight days ahead of the Class-3’s scheduled time.

      Synnoc immediately seized on this event to stage an elaborate scene for broadcast throughout the Expansion and beyond. Kradis was right. It would take some time and effort to present the case against the Formilian politician. But aside from that, the early arrival of the prisoners would send Cain racing to Juir far ahead of the Union Fleet. The enemy was still assembling their units, and their new military commander—a Human named Hollingsworth—would not be foolish enough to send an ill-prepared fleet this far into Juirean territory. Adam Cain would be on his own.

      Already Synnoc could see his plan was working. Reports over the past week had Cain and his miracle ship striking targets on Marix and Sanias. He even entered the space around Bondic-nur but was quickly repelled. Still, he was making slow, yet steady progress towards Juir.

      The Human fleet, in the meantime, had broken up and then reassembled outside Kronoc-lur. This is where the Belsonians and others joined the growing fleet. Scouts estimated the total strength to be nearing eighteen hundred vessels.

      Synnoc already had that many hiding in The Hand, with another thousand due on station in two days. A thousand more were in route from this side of the Core. His fleet would double in size shortly thereafter. If the Humans did advance to follow Cain, they would be caught between two huge Juirean fleets, each of greater size than their own. His ships would win the victory, while leaving Adam Cain alone to face what Synnoc was preparing for him around Juir.

      The Elder hadn’t decided whether he’d kill Cain in space or have him brought to Juir for execution. He would prefer to have it take place on Juir, but that would ultimately depend on the Human. If he became too dangerous and unpredictable, Synnoc would simply blow him out of space. If captured, he’d be brought to Juir. And if by some miracle of fate Adam Cain made it all the way to the surface of Juir, it would be even easier for the Elder.

      However it was calculated, Adam Cain was going to die. Synnoc preferred that it be in a spectacular event for all the galaxy to witness. If not, then the Elder was okay with that, too. The Human’s hero would be dead, the Union fleet destroyed, and the path to Earth left open for Synnoc’s own chance at everlasting glory…and redemption. Once Earth was laid waste, the galaxy—all the galaxy—would belong to the Juireans, and only the Juireans.
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        * * *

      

      Admiral Mort Hollingsworth studied the star maps and shook his head. He was angry and frustrated. What the hell was Cain doing?

      He called an aide and had him set up a secure link between Phoenix and the Mark VII. He would get to the bottom of this personally.

      From his office, Hollingsworth watched the screen on his desk come to life, with an image of a middle-aged man with a square face and short, thinning hair. The man was startled when he saw the admiral.

      “Who are you?” Hollingsworth asked.

      “Sir, Lieutenant-Commander Tom Paulson, sir.” The man waved a hand over his clothing. “Sorry for the attire, Admiral. We left Worak-nin without our uniforms. We’d been out in the bush for a couple of months before Captain Cain showed up. We’ve had to make do with what we’ve picked up here and there.”

      “I’m sorry, commander. I should have known who you were. It was your broadcasts that alerted us to the death of Admiral Tobias. You and the rest of the crew of the Mark VII are doing an incredible job. Your courage and skill are to be commended, if not your uniform-of-the-day.” The admiral smiled.

      “Thank you sir. It’s appreciated.”

      “Now commander, please get me Captain Cain?”

      “Sir?”

      Now the smiled turned to a frown. “Captain Cain…get him on the link.”

      “You wish to speak with Captain Cain?”

      “Is my connection not clear on your end, commander? Yes, get me Captain Cain…and now.”

      “He’s not here at the moment, admiral.”

      “Are you on a planet? When will he be back?”

      “Sir, we’re not on a planet, and I’m not sure when Captain Cain will be back.”

      “Is he in the head?”

      “No, sir, he’s not in the head.”

      Hollingsworth leaned in close to the screen, so close that the pores on his rather large nose looked like the surface of the moon. “Where…is…Cain?”

      “Sir, he’s not onboard.”

      Hollingsworth blinked. “You just said you’re not on a planet. If he’s not onboard, then where is he?”

      Paulson caved. “He’s gone to Juir, Admiral. He and Mister Tarazi took a Class-2 from Marix and set out on their own. They left about a week ago.”

      “Who’s been leading the attacks using the Mark VII?”

      “I have, sir, along with Sergeant-First Class Travis Morgan. We’re to make the Juireans believe Captain Cain is still onboard.”

      Hollingsworth stared disbelieving at the lieutenant-commander. Somehow, he wasn’t surprised at the turn of events.

      “Why did he do such a foolish thing, commander?”

      “Have you not heard the news, sir? Sherri Valentine and Arieel Bol are already on Juir. Synnoc is setting them up for some big public trial and execution.”

      “I thought they weren’t arriving for another twenty days or so?”

      “That’s what we believed as well. That’s why Misters Cain and Tarazi have gone to Juir, to rescue the women. They figured the Elder wouldn’t be expecting them, especially if the Vengeance—the Mark VII—is still operating and making its way towards Juir.”

      “So let me get this straight,” the admiral began. “Cain and Tarazi have gone to Juir—alone—and with no back up? Then they expect to rescue two people from the capital planet of the Expansion? And need I mention this is at a time of war? Did Cain mention how he planned to get Valentine and Bol off the planet, even if he does free them?”

      “No sir, and I didn’t ask. I figured they’d just steal another starship. He appears to be very good at that, sir.”

      “Is the energy ball still with you; I imagine it would have to be to keep the Mark VII operational?”

      “Yessir.”

      “You do know, Mister Paulson, the Mark VII is not to fall into enemy hands, I repeat, not to fall into enemy hands. Is that understood?”

      “Perfectly sir. We understand the revolutionary nature of the ship.”

      “I suppose you don’t have a way of communicating with Captain Cain?”

      “No sir, Admiral, but they should be arriving on Juir any day now. You could probably monitor their success by watching the Juirean news broadcasts. If they fail, Valentine and Bol will be executed. If they succeed—well you’ll probably know that, too, sir.”

      “Commander, you are to return the Mark VII—the Vengeance, as you call it—to the nearest Union force—”

      “Sir, if I do that, then Synnoc will believe Captain Cain has given up and he’ll execute the women. He’s keeping them alive only as long as he thinks Adam is attempting to rescue them.”

      Hollingsworth pushed back in his chair. Paulson was right. “Commander, we’re in a tough situation.”

      “Yessir.”

      “All right, continue with your mission, understanding full well what must be done if it’s evident the Mark—the Vengeance—is about to be taken.”

      “Understood, sir. We’ve known that all along.”

      “And still you took off with Captain Cain and Mister Tarazi?”

      “Sir, me and Sergeant Morgan wish to one day have schools named after us, too. Joining Misters Cain and Tarazi seemed like the fastest way to make that happen.”
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        * * *

      

      A day later, with his plan formalized, Admiral Hollingsworth initiated a conference call between his area commander, Admiral Curtis Logan,  and TS-17 leader Captain David Morris.

      “Good news, gentlemen,” he began. “Your fleets will soon be growing in spectacular fashion.”

      The split-screen images of the two officers displayed exuberant expressions. “That’s great news, Admiral,” said Logan. “When and by how much?”

      “Before I go into details, Curtis, I have a job for Captain Morris. David, I need you and a hundred of your fastest ships to break off and close on the Vengeance—that’s the name Captain Cain has given the Mark VII—and watch their six. The timetable for everything has been moved forward and they’ll be going it alone, without full fleet support, at least for the time being. Now, Admiral Logan, this is what I have in mind. You’re going to love it….”
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      Seventeen years earlier—at the time the Kracori dropped a small asteroid on the planet Juir—there were still a little over billion Juireans awaiting evacuation. Synnoc li Qriss was one of them.

      He was a Master-Overlord at the time—number three in the Juirean military hierarchy—and had just been appointed a junior member of the general Council. At a time of war, the composition of the governing body changes, taking in more military officers than Admins.

      However, with his lowly status, most of Synnoc’s duties took place outside Juir City, supervising the evacuation on the far side of the planet. As a consequence, he missed the last shuttle off the planet before the Kracori launched their air, space and ground attack. Two weeks later—when it became evident the Humans were on their way to Juir—the Kracori dropped their asteroid. It landed a hundred miles off the coast of Juir City. Most of the immediate damage was isolated to that area, sparing many of the remaining Juireans still on the planet, including Synnoc.

      But then the skies clouded and remained so for two long years. The full effects of the nuclear winter took hold, and nearly ninety percent of the survivors died from either cold or starvation.

      The Humans were on the planet by then, but they were more concerned with their own survival than helping the dying natives. However, as the skies began to clear—and the number of survivors reached a manageable level—the Humans rounded up the last remaining Juireans and turned them over to others who would shuttle them to the new hiding place of the Juirean race.

      The nine hundred thousand, eight-hundred and six survivors were each assigned a number by the Humans and would later come to be called The Million. Synnoc was one of them.

      Wydor bin Sulic was the Elder of the Council at the time and he welcomed The Million back as courageous heroes to the mother race. As the highest ranking survivor, Synnoc was immediately elevated to the Council Elite, becoming one of the nine supreme rulers of the Juirean people.

      To his utter disappointment and shame, Synnoc found that the Elites no longer ruled over a galaxy-wide empire, but rather a single race of humiliated creatures, defeated and cast off from their homeworld by savages and upstarts. Gone was their empire and their history. Gone was their pride and respect.

      In Synnoc’s opinion, the weak Wydor only reinforced that image. Although the public persona of the Elder was that of the dedicated leader who brought the Juirean race back from the brink of extinction, Synnoc felt differently.

      His anger and frustration would fester for another five years, until the time when the Humans—through their mouthpiece, Adam Cain—relinquished control of the Expansion and returned the planet Juir to the Juireans.

      The years had taken their toll on the already ancient Elder, and upon Wydor’s death, Synnoc was advanced to the position of Council Elder, based mainly on his fame as a member of The Million. The timing of these events was fortunate, because by then Synnoc was the leader of an underground movement dedicated to driving the Humans from Juir and the Expansion. Adam Cain’s foolish and overly-threatening speech probably saved millions of Juirean lives; even so, Synnoc still felt cheated out of his opportunity to force the Earthlings from Juir, something that would have been a lot more impressive than having them simply pack up and leave of their own accord.

      That was ten years ago, and the relationship between the Juireans and the Humans remained strained, to the point where Synnoc had his military personal—including his good friend Fleet Marshal Kradis—constantly working on contingency plans for a new war with the Humans.

      Then the Sol-Kor invaded.

      From that point on it became a desperate fight for survival, and one experienced by every advanced race in the galaxy. Juireans and Humans joined forces, even though the Earthlings had the advantage of Adam Cain’s relationship with Panur. The mutant had originally been a vital part of the Sol-Kor Colony, yet he eventually switched sides and joined the Humans. He helped the Union defeat the Sol-Kor—both in this galaxy and the Sol-Kor universe—leaving the Juireans to play a minor role in the victory.

      The galaxy celebrated the defeat of the Sol-Kor, lavishing praise and respect on the Humans—and particularly, Adam Cain.

      Having just restored the Juirean race to a position of strength and respect within the Expansion, Synnoc saw it slipping away after Cain’s latest escapade. Something had to be done…and that something was war, followed by a humiliating defeat of the Union.

      Somewhere within Synnoc’s plan, Adam Cain had to die, and in a very public and humiliating way.
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        * * *

      

      Synnoc was in the Pinnacle Room of the Malor-Hydon Tower, staring up through the glass ceiling at the brilliant swath of stars painting the sky above. Somewhere out there was an incredible accumulation of weapons of war, all preparing for the largest space battle in history. Also among those twinkling lights was Adam Cain.

      The Elder had set the game in motion by bringing the prisoners to Juir earlier than expected. Now the galaxy was awash with news of their multiple sins and demands for swift punishment. Yet Synnoc would delay the final outcome, as he watched Cain’s efforts to reach Juir in his experimental warship.

      But that didn’t keep the Elder from playing with his captives.

      He began by calling in the former-Overlord Benefis Na. He would start with background information the Juirean could provide, details about Cain’s adventures in the Sol-Kor universe, most of which were unknown at this point.

      Synnoc frowned when the former Overlord was brought before him in the Pinnacle Room.

      “Why is your glory white? You were not a Master-Overlord at the time of your desertion.”

      Benefis was sniveling and nervous. He stood before the supreme leader of the Juirean race, surrounded by an invisible cloud of foul odor. Synnoc wrinkled his nose.

      “My Lord, this is the natural color of my glory. I am old.”

      “You are also disgusting and a traitor. I will not—cannot—tolerate your presence much longer.”

      “Yes, my Lord.”

      “Quickly, tell me of Adam Cain’s efforts in the Sol-Kor universe. I only wish to hear the truth and not embellishments, as he is wont to spread. Do not delay.”

      In his nervous and excited state, Benefis began to talk, and talk he did. His rambling were recorded, which would be how Synnoc would decipher all the words pouring from the traitor’s mouth. Yet the Elder did find some interest in what Benefis had to say, particularly in how Cain—along with his mutant daughter—had defeated the new Sol-Kor queen. Something as simple as liquid atmosphere and freezing the immortal beast. It was—genius.

      Eventually Synnoc grew weary of listening to Benefis, as well as the awful smell now permeating the most-revered chamber in all the Expansion. He couldn’t kill the female prisoners, but he could the disloyal Overlord. He produced a ceremonial dagger and ended the life of Benefis Na by his own hand. It was satisfying—to a degree—but not enough.

      Once the body was removed and the Pinnacle Room vented of the former Overlord’s caustic odor, Synnoc began contemplating the other prisoners.

      The Formilian Arieel Bol was being held in the visitor’s section of the building, being treated gently and with respect. In three days, a delegation from her planet was due on Juir to plead for her release. That wouldn’t happen, but still Synnoc had to go through the motions of considering it. He needed Formil and their scientific expertise, at least until the time the Formilians had no other option other than to bow to his will. Even then, if it came down to him having to destroy the planet to quell an uprising, then the Expansion would have to make do until other races—or entities—took their place. He knew MK Weapons Systems was making progress in developing an advanced line of control modules, so he wasn’t overly worried.

      He smiled. Yes, Adam Cain and his Humans had made a few feeble attacks on MK and their facilities, but no lasting damage had been done. MK would do nicely as a replacement for the Formilians, if it came down to that.

      The Human Sherri Valentine was another matter. Her case was more straightforward. She was a cohort of Adam Cain and Riyad Tarazi. She had been disrupting Juirean activities for twenty years and there were no political considerations surrounding her case. She would die and no one would complain—with the possible exception of the Humans. But their concerns didn’t factor into his thinking. All Synnoc had to do was come up with the most public and horrific method of killing her.

      And what would be better than for her to die standing beside Adam Cain and Riyad Tarazi?
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        * * *

      

      Two huge Guards escorted the prisoner up the stairs and into the Pinnacle Room. Sherri Valentine had been fitted with a neck security device, one designed to stun into submission rather than sever the spinal cord. Synnoc couldn’t risk her committing suicide before he had the opportunity to kill her himself.

      The stairway was wide and long, rising up from the lower admin level into the four-sided, pitched-roof, all-glass room that sat atop the Malor-Hydon Pyramid. When the new building had been constructed, there had been talk of adding an elevator to the room rather that a stairway, but such an addition would have obstructed the three-hundred-sixty-degree view. So the stairway remained, much to the detriment of the Juirean Guard following Sherri up the steps.

      As she reached the platform at the top, Sherri kicked out with her leg, striking the Guard in the chest. He tumbled backwards down the stairs, breaking both his neck and back.

      But she wasn’t through. She charged toward the lead Guard, ramming her head into his back. He fell to the floor as she dropped a knee onto his thick neck. The crack was pronounced.

      Sherri knew she only had a split second before those watching the room monitors would react to her attack. She’d already been told what type of security collar she wore: non-lethal. That was little comfort knowing that her fate was already determined. If she was to die a horrible death on Juir, she might as well take a few of the mane-heads with her.

      And the mane-head she had her sights on now was Elder Synnoc li Qriss. He stood ten feet away, leaning against the stone conference table. He reacted to Sherri’s attack on her escorts with wide eyes and an intake of breath. It was Sherri’s goal to make sure he didn’t take too many more breaths after that.

      Her hands were bound, but not her legs and feet—that would have made it hard to climb the stairs. Now she jumped in the light gravity of Juir, throwing herself at Synnoc. She hit him hard, throwing the Juirean onto the table with her on top. The seven-foot-tall alien swung his arms at her, which she blocked them with her bound hands. Then she sat on his shoulders and swung balled fists at his head. The blow stunned the Juirean, long enough for her to wrap her legs around his neck. She rolled on her back, pulling Synnoc with her until his back was to her, with powerful runner’s legs clamped around his neck. She applied all the pressure as she could, grimacing and letting out a high-pitched squeal from the effort.

      Synnoc had his hands on Sherri’s legs, doing all he could to keep his neck from breaking and air flowing to his lungs. Sherri could feel his resistance lessening. Another couple of seconds—

      The shock around her neck was incredible. She'd known it was coming, and strengthened her resolve against the pain, hoping she could resist just long enough to kill the Juirean Elder. Now cold fire racked her body as every nerve-ending became her enemy. Her body twitched, and she hoped the spasms would help tighten her grip on the alien’s neck….

      To the contrary, her legs fought to straighten rather than stay bent. Her arms flew out from her body, as well, and she bounced on the cold stone surface while the Juirean fell away, rolling off the table. Her vision was a vibrating blur, even as she noticed others now in the room. They stood back, rather than touch her, thus avoiding a debilitating shock themselves.

      The pain continued long after Synnoc was released, until the Elder himself ordered it stopped. When Sherri’s body melted to the surface of the table, she knew she’d failed, either to kill Synnoc or herself.

      Still, she smiled. At least her humiliation would be short-lived. His would last longer, having been attacked and nearly killed by a puny Human female. She hoped the bruise on his neck would last longer than she had to live.

      Eventually, Sherri was pulled from the table and placed in a chair, this time with her legs bound. A Juirean doctor came in, first to check on Synnoc and then her. When both were pronounced well enough to proceed, Synnoc came near her—not too near, but closer.

      “You wish me now to end your life.” His voice was weak and hoarse, still recovering from the damage Sherri had done to his vocal cords. “You will not get your wish, not yet. I still have need of you. You will die, but not until you have drawn your friends Adam Cain and Riyad Tarazi to me.”

      Sherri remained silent. She knew there was a reason she was being kept alive, and Adam and Riyad had been at the top of her list. Were they really coming for her?

      “I see the worry in your face,” said Synnoc. “You have cause, because even now your two heroes are working their way toward Juir. They are making progress, yet I am growing tired of this game. Soon I will allow them entry. I will let them come here, only to fall into my trap. They will suspect it, yet their feelings for you—and the other female—with be their downfall. They will come regardless, and what can two Humans do against the whole of the Juirean people?

      “They can kill you…just like I almost did.”

      “Yes, your attack was unexpected. With the others, I will be prepared.”

      Now Sherri laughed, which made the Juirean stand back and frown.

      “Prepare all you want. It won’t help. You should know by now that every time you start expecting us to do one thing, we end up doing something completely different. Say your prayers, dickhead. If Adam and Riyad are coming for you, you ain’t got too much longer to live. Now…what did you bring me here to talk about?”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of Sherri’s visit wasn’t so cordial. Synnoc lost it after that and hit her four times across the face before she passed out. After that she was removed and returned to her cell far below the Pinnacle Room, within the sub-basement of the pyramid building. Her left eye was swollen shut and the right wasn’t much better. Her bottom lip was cut and oversized, making talking nearly impossible and smiling a painful exercise—if she had anything to smile about.

      Even though her attack on the Elder failed, she did gain some valuable information. Adam and Riyad were on their way, and if they didn’t make it to Juir on their own, Synnoc was going to be foolish enough to open the door for them. The alien was also going to keep her alive until then. It gave her time to figure a way to help.

      Of course, it would help if she could see….
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        * * *

      

      Synnoc had had enough. He was tired of waiting for Adam Cain to reach Juir on his own accord. And now his female Sherri Valentine had nearly killed him. He wanted them all dead—including the Formilian—and he wanted them dead now. He contacted Fleet Marshal Kradis.

      “Clear a channel for Cain to approach; let us see if he is paying attention.”

      “What of the Human fleet?” Kradis asked. “Would they not enter the channel as well?”

      “Let us hope so. We have units in place, do we not?”

      “Close to three thousand, and more being added every few hours as they arrive from other regions of the Expansion.”

      “Then we have nothing to fear. If the Human fleet moves into the channel, we will crush them with our superior numbers.”

      “And if Cain does not come straight to Juir?”

      “Kradis, why are you so negative on my plan? I understand these Humans better than you. Cain wants to get to Juir. All I am doing is opening the door for his arrival.”

      “What precautions are being made for his arrival, my Lord?”

      “He will not attack us with his super starship, not when we are holding the prisoners. He will find a way to land on the planet and the come to us, just him and Riyad Tarazi. They will think themselves clever for doing so, since we will be looking for his starship, and not a team of Human terrorists. I have all approaches to the Kacoran Plain monitored, as well as the Malor-Hydon Tower. They will not be able to gain entry without my knowing of it.”

      “Even so, Synnoc, I wish to place extra guards around you.”

      The Elder laughed. “Do you truly believe Cain can threaten me here on Juir? Please give me more credit, my friend. If Adam Cain gets within fifty miles of this building it will be because I allowed him to get this close, and he will be monitored all the way.”

      “My concern is only for you and the Expansion.”

      “I know that. Now clear the channel and send the ships you relieve to reinforce the main fleet. As I know the Humans, once Cain begins his run for Juir, their fleet will follow through the void we’ve opened. This way we control the timetable for the engagement. Prepare, my friend. The end is near.”
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      Fleet Marshal Kradis notified the Elder the moment the Human fleet began to move.

      “My Lord, developments to report. First, Cain has broken off from his attacks and is engaging multiple sequential jumps straight for Juir. It appears your broadcasts of the prisoners’ arrival on Juir has prompted him to action.”

      “I will give credit where due, my friend. Your suggestion to have them rushed to Juir was a major contribution.”

      “I appreciate that, my Lord.” Kradis knew his friend was embarrassed for the rude remarks he’d made to him recently. This was his way of making amends.

      “And other developments?”

      “The Human fleet is on the move. They are entering the channel toward Juir at fleet speed.”

      “Their strength?”

      “Under two thousand, my Lord.”

      “They are advancing with so few ships?”

      “They must believe they can follow in the opening you have left for Cain. If they strike Juir with even that few ships, it could end the war.”

      “If they strike us, Fleet Marshal. We both know they cannot. What is our current strength within the channel?”

      “Three thousand forty-eight. Another five hundred are due on station in two days.”

      “Against a force of less than two thousand, and spread out over five light-years or more, is that correct?”

      “Yes, closer to six light, my Lord. Very thin in any respect.”

      “Any other Human forces in range?”

      “None, my Lord. The closest is eight hundred light-years away. Even so, that is a force of only three hundred vessels.”

      Synnoc grinned. “Prepare your units, Kradis. It is now time to close the trap.”

      “Very well, my Lord. And Synnoc, my friend, congratulations.”

      Kradis wasn’t beyond a little amend-making of his own.
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        * * *

      

      The Human fleet was clustered into three task groups of approximately six hundred ships each and spread out over a line six light-years in length. A carrier-equivalent vessel was included in each cluster, with a screen of battleships, cruisers, frigates and destroyers fanning out from there. They moved at fleet speed, which meant they could only travel as fast as their slowest vessel.

      Each of the ships in the fleet was represented by an energy signal on the threat boards of the Juireans, and easily tracked by the myriad of passive monitors laid in their path.

      This slow rate of passage also meant that over ninety percent of the fleet was moving at approximately half their operational speed, leaving generators with a lot of extra capacity not being utilized.

      However, in this case, it was being used.

      The strategy of Admiral Morton Hollingsworth had devised was pure genius, and one that would assign the name Hollingsworth to the history books, as one of the great military tacticians in history. What the admiral had explained during the conference call with his senior operational commanders was this:

      Every fleet vessel carried grapples, either long cables or magnetic devices used for towing or being towed in case of a breakdown. Hollingsworth ordered that each of the eighteen hundred ships in the fleet take on at least one other ship in tow, in many cases two, and all in dark status.

      The building of this ghost fleet was made possible through contributions from the Q’uel, the Belsonians, the Gada, and more. As the Humans moved into Expansion territory beyond the Fringe, they found dozens of worlds no longer wishing to live under the boot of the Juireans. Some of these worlds could only contribute a ship or two to the cause, while others sent a hundred or more.

      On the threat boards of the Union fleet, the Juirean force numbered over three thousand ships, and all closing on their position. On command, the captains of the active fleet released their grapples, allowing the ghost fleet of twenty-nine hundred warships to spin up their generators and activate maneuvering gravity-wells.

      The Juireans had saturated the battle field with field dampeners, and as the number of threats on the enemy screens suddenly tripled, they turned them off as fast as they could to begin a retreat into full gravity-wells. That didn’t happen. By then, the Humans had deployed dampeners of their own.

      There would be no running away from this fight, on either side.

      The Juireans had concentrated their force near the center of the six light-year battle field, aiming to split the Human force in two and then envelop each half in a bubble of attacking warships. Now this phalanx was met with overwhelming numbers of Union warships, coming at them on three sides.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Derek Emerson was the head of TS-23—originally with six hundred active warships under his command. Now his force numbered a little over twelve hundred. He was in the portside command chair aboard the carrier Geoffrey Rutledge, named after one the heroes of the first Human-Juirean war. It was noisy on the bridge, but it was a soothing, confident type of noise. His people were well-trained and fearless. Most were veterans of the Sol-Kor conflict, while the captain went back through all three major star wars: against the Juireans, the Kracori and the Sol-Kor. Now he watched with almost giddy enthusiasm as his units tore into the unprepared Juireans.

      Any victory was good. But an overwhelming victory against an arrogant and over-confident enemy was even better.

      His units raced out to form their own phalanx, which cut the starboard side cluster of Juirean ships in half. Next, he deployed four hundred two-man fighters from his carrier. These extremely fast ships sped past the current battlefield to cut off any retreating Juirean ships. In the meantime, his destroyers and cruisers  concentrated on crushing the enemy caught between his phalanx and the main part of his force. It was like a vice being closed around four hundred Juirean vessels, while those outside were harassed by his tiny fighters.

      “Give me a report on the other task groups,” he commanded. He could pull up the report on a data screen himself, but then he’d have to divert his eyes from the magnificent scene he was watching across his expansive bridge.

      “Results similar to ours,” a young lieutenant-JG called out. “They’re still putting up a fight, though. Enemy attempting to regroup in sector four.”

      “Any calls for assistance at this time?”

      “No, sir. But if need be, we could spare a hundred ships or so to the effort.”

      “Pre-designate, lieutenant. That will cut down on our reaction time.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      “Captain, I have incoming,” another voice called out from across the bridge.

      “Course?”

      “Heading this way, appears to be some sort of suicide squadron. Started with forty ships, now down to eleven.”

      “Will they reach us?”

      “Some will.”

      The ship was already at General Quarters, with half the crew wearing environment suits in air-less compartments along the outer perimeter of the mighty warship. All other non-essential compartments—such as berthing—were unmanned and evacuated of atmosphere.

      “CIC, this is the Captain, do we have a tactic for the incoming?”

      “Yessir—they intend to ram us,” came a voice over the bridge speakers.

      Emerson grimaced, his sense of giddiness now gone.

      The Rutledge could withstand just about any barrage of flash bolt the enemy could throw against them. But a ship bent on ramming, and approaching at nearly the speed of light, was something completely different. They had no defense for that, except to send out every fighter they had left, while saturating the space around the carrier with flak.

      “Helm, evasive maneuvers. Get us dancing.”

      “Aye, sir. Commencing evasive maneuvers.”

      The contacts were now within range of the Rutledge’s screens. Four of the break-through eleven still remained; the other seven hadn’t made it.

      One of the contacts sped past them at a distance of only nine hundred thousand miles.

      “He’s doubling back, sir.”

      “Concentrate defensive fire in that sector.”

      “Yessir.”

      The contact suddenly vanished from the screen.

      “Report.”

      “We got him, sir. Three more closing.” The voice from somewhere within the massive bridge was warbling. “Sir, strike imminent. Six seconds!”

      “Brace for impact! Gravity off!” a recorded voice boomed from the 1-MC.

      Emerson felt his stomach race into his throat as the internal gravity-wells dissolved. This would reduce the effect of inertia on the impact, but little more—

      The collision was incredible. An object traveling that fast had unbelievable kinetic energy; it didn’t need to fire any cannon bolts to be deadly.

      The Rutledge surged to port while Emerson’s body fought to stay in place. The result was a feeling like he was being pushed through a pasta press, as his waist and shoulder straps cut into soft flesh. Through squinting eyes, he saw a number of his bridge crew fly across the room as their restraints failed. The interior bulkheads of the ship raced to meet the hapless crewmembers. They struck hard against metal, moments before floating away surrounded by ever-widening clouds of blood balls in the weightless environment.

      A forward monitor displayed a rapidly moving progression of compromised compartments, radiating out from the impact point. The Juirean craft—only a small fighter like the ones the Rutledge carried—had hit aft-quarter starboard, just forward of the launch bays and the right-side engine room. It had continued into the ship until exploding out the port side. Now death and destruction was infecting the ship like a cancer, both forward and aft of the breach.

      “Captain! Another—”

      The last remaining Juirean fighter now reached the stricken carrier. This one hit amidships, taking out auxiliary sensing, the mess decks, maintenance rooms and a number of berthing compartments. This collision, combined with the other, placed so much strain on the Rutledge that Captain Emerson heard a hideous squealing ringing through the hull of the ship. She was breaking in half.

      “Shut down all engines still operating. Helm, let her go.”

      “Sir, helm isn’t responding anyway.”

      “Engines at twenty, now ten…all engines stop.”

      The squealing continued, just not as pronounced.

      “Sir, we just lost three of the starboard launch bays, along bulkheads 9-454 through 18-398.”

      “Integrity?”

      “Down to thirty percent and falling.”

      Emerson unfastened his safety harness, but held onto the command chair to keep from floating away. “Comm, contact the nearest vessels for assistance.” He pressed a button on the arm of his chair. “This is the Captain; all hands abandon ship. I repeat, all hands abandon ship.”

      Emerson turned to the young lieutenant junior-grade. “Mister Smith, what was the last word on the battle?”

      “Success, sir. Decisive.”

      “Glad to hear it. Now, get moving.”

      “After you, sir,” said the young officer with a sad smile.

      “You know I can’t do that, Mister Smith, but I will be right behind you.”

      

      Synnoc had made the ten mile journey to the Military Command Center to supervise the great battle, knowing full-well that his friend would be irritated by the interference.

      Kradis was the Fleet Marshal; it was his job to conduct the battle, not the Elder’s. But this was the moment Synnoc had been envisioning for years. He wasn’t satisfied to play spectator, not for something this important.

      That was then.

      Now he was an emotional wreck, yelling at subordinates and throwing anything that wasn’t attached to something large across the dimly-lit control room.

      It all started when nearly every contact point on the threat board suddenly doubled or trebled. How could this have happened? Were they employing a type of dimensional jump-drive?

      “No sir,” Kradis reported. “Site reports show the additional vessels had been under tow and in dark status. They were undetectable.”

      “Not to visual observation!”

      “My Lord, we could not get a visual, Our units were in hiding. By the time verification was received, they were within the dampening fields.”

      Later, as the battle deteriorated even more, Synnoc began to bark orders—many of which countermanded those of the Fleet Marshal—and sending hundreds of Juirean ships into the mass of enemy vessels on one-way suicide missions. None of the Juirean crews refused. These orders came from the Elder himself.

      “My Lord, they have lost one of their ship carriers.”

      Synnoc looked to Kradis with manic eyes. “Out of how many?”

      “They had three.”

      “And the other two?”

      “Still operational.”

      “So I find little joy in your report. What is the latest casualty report?”

      Kradis punched keys on his panel. “Over two thousand, the situation is still fluid. Permission to call retreat. We must preserve what we can.”

      “And the enemy strength?”

      “That, too, is fluid, since we did not have an accurate starting count.”

      Synnoc glared at his Fleet Marshal.

      “The Humans still have a fleet of over two thousand five hundred ships in strength. If we preserve the remainder of our units, we should be close to parity for defense of Juir.”

      “Juir? They will not be allowed to reach Juir!”

      “My Lord, we have very little in place to stop them. With the channel open for Cain, the only units we have available are the survivors from this battle.”

      “I refuse to accept that. We have five hundred more coming from the Bondit region.”

      “In two days, my Lord, and they are on course for the battlefield, not Juir.”

      “Divert them.”

      “That will add another day to their journey.”

      A dozen sets of yellow eyes were on the pacing Council Elder. “How long?”

      “How long what, my Lord?” asked Kradis.

      “How long until they get to Juir?”

      “They the Humans, or they our forces?”

      Synnoc took Kradis by his uniform and shoved him against a wall. “Do not mock me, Kradis. I want to know when Adam Cain will get to Juir! Do not be stupid.”

      The Fleet Marshal had had enough. He pushed his superior away and pressed him into a nearby chair. “I am not stupid, Synnoc! It only appears so because I follow stupid orders! Cain does not matter at this point. The survival of Juir does!”

      “Guards!” the Elder cried out. “Restrain Kradis. He is no longer Fleet Marshal. Place him in a holding cell pending review of his actions by the Council Elite.”

      Kradis didn’t resist. He glared at Synnoc while being escorted from the room.

      “My Lord,” one of the Master-Overlords in the room began, “who shall be the new Fleet Marshal?”

      “I do not need a Fleet Marshal. I will assume the position myself.”

      “My Lord?”

      “You forget, I have military experience. I am more than qualified to lead the war against the Humans.”

      “As you wish, my Lord. Orders?”

      “Get me the location of Adam Cain.”

      “And what of the fleet? Shall I order the withdrawal?”

      Synnoc was up and pacing again.

      “My Lord, the fleet?”

      “Yes…recall them but order our units not to interfere with the journey of Adam Cain. He must be allowed to reach Juir.”
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      The manufacturing worlds of Oannan and Bal—two of the original planets in the Seven World Common Alliance, the precursor to the Expansion—had been rebuilt after the Kracori attack seventeen years before. They’d both suffered major damage, yet not as severely as Juir; dropping a half-a-kilometer-wide asteroid on a planet was a pretty serious event. Even to this day, the homeworld of the Juireans had an average temperature eight degrees below its pre-attack level, the result of the nuclear winter that followed the asteroid impact.

      The Kracori had targeted the manufacturing plants hoping to limit the Juirean recovery should their attack on Juir fail. After the Humans took over the Expansion, they poured money and resources into rebuilding the resources of the empire. Now the twin planets enjoyed thriving economies and a higher-than-average standard of living, as compared to the rest of the Expansion.

      The planets were also located less that a light-year from Juir.

      Adam reasoned Synnoc would be expecting him to come directly to Juir in his super-powerful starship, burning a path right up to the Elder’s front door. So Adam would do the unexpected. He and Riyad would make their way to Oannan, and from there, to Juir via the hundreds of daily cargo ships delivering goods and services to the capital planet of the Expansion.

      Of course, the two Humans would have to commandeer yet another vessel and then land at one of the huge receiving ports located hundreds of miles from Juir City. From there they would move overland before Adam could implement the second part of his plan.

      The shuttle from the Class-2 worked great for getting them to the surface of Oannan, then wearing black environment suits to disguise their identities, they mingled with the dozens of Expansion races populating the cargo transit center. After that it was simply a matter of gaining access to a small delivery ship destined for Juir.

      They settled on one of Lan’olic ownership, with a crew of six and carrying a cargo of unfrozen and foul-smelling food stock to the capital planet. The ship was simply a target of opportunity, so it was done out of no animus toward the aliens. In fact, the Humans had never heard of Lan’olics before, so they were surprised when they turned out to have very strong suction cups on the tips of their fingers that made fighting them for control of the ship problematic. The suckers locked onto the composite material of the environment suits and wouldn’t let go, even as alien bodies were smashed against bulkheads and doorways. Even after all six were down, it took Adam and Riyad several minutes to pry the stubborn suckers from their suits.

      “Dammit, that’s thrown us behind,” Adam complained as he sat in the single pilot seat—oversized, even in his enviro-suit. He lit up the generators. “We don’t want to lose our place in line.”

      “There’s an angry Juirean telling us to hurry up. There’s still a chance,” said Riyad from a station to the rear of Adam position.

      The small cargo ship lifted from the surface in a cloud of chemical exhaust and raced upward toward the small gap in the caravan heading for space. The line was narrow at this point, and Adam nearly collided with a much larger ship on chem drive as he squeezed in.

      “Now you have those in the ship to our rear yelling at us.”

      “Screw them.”

      An image of a hideous, multi-flapped mass of pink and yellow skin appeared on the forward viewscreen. “Just thought you’d like to know what they look like, my friend, in case you still have a desire to screw them.”

      “Yuk, get rid of that! Was that a face…or something else?”

      “I think it was a face, but one can never be sure. On a more serious note, the line is stretching out now, preparing for gravity drive. Time to Juir: Sixteen minutes.”

      “Not even enough time to get a breather from these damn suits. But maybe you can do something about all the dead Lan’olics stinking up the place.”

      “Why me?”

      “Because someone has to fly the ship…and I got to the pilot seat first.”
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        * * *

      

      It had been ten years since Adam last visited Juir. That was when he gave his famous—or infamous—speech returning control of the Expansion back to the Juireans. It seemed like a good idea at the time.

      After taking control of the galaxy at the end of the war, Humans found themselves falling into the same self-destructive path as the Juireans, that of trying to rule something as large as a galaxy as a single race. The job was just too big, requiring every Human alive to be involved in the task in one way or another, while still falling woefully short. Massive breeding would be needed to create more Humans, with the young trained for critical jobs even before they reached their teenage years.

      That was no way to live, and fortunately the powers on Earth realized this early on. They still liked the idea of lording over a stellar empire, but maybe one not quite as large as the Expansion. Adam joined the movement to abdicate rule of the Expansion in exchange for a more manageable empire comprising only of the Orion-Cygnus Arm of the galaxy.

      Because of his fame, Adam was given the honor—or curse—of delivering the galaxy-wide speech that told of the Human’s plans. He wasn’t comfortable as a public speaker, but by all accounts, the speech came off just fine. Then the Humans left Juir and returned to Earth. Soon afterwards, the Orion-Cygnus Union was formed, with Earth as its capital.

      And then they all lived happily ever after….

      Well, not quite.

      Then came the Sol-Kor, followed by a new war with the vindictive Juireans. Adam couldn’t understand what Synnoc was thinking? There was no need to go to war, not again, and not so soon after the galaxy-wide devastation caused by the Sol-Kor.

      The Juirean Elder was clearly mad, and madmen—or mad-aliens—were hard to understand or predict.

      As to the fate of Sherri and Arieel, it wasn’t a mystery what could happen to them, only the details of their death. Would Synnoc use them for bait, as a way to capture Adam and Riyad? Or would he use them to force a surrender? He could also simply execute them on a whim, just out of spite. The bottom line was Synnoc was going to kill the two females—and Adam and Riyad, too, if he got his hands on them. The only questions were when and how?
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      Pollic Pon was a huge city about a hundred miles from Juir City. It served as a receiving and distribution center for the planet, along with ninety other centers scattered across the surface. But Pollic Pon was the largest, as well as the closest to Juir City, and that was where the Lan’olic ship was scheduled to land.

      Fortunately, the movement of ships in and around such a large distribution center was mostly automated. With thousands of landings and take-offs per day, it was the only way to avoid collisions and misrouted cargo.

      Adam and Riyad sat back in huge, comfortable chairs and let the computers guide them to a soft landing at their designated location. Robots then accessed the rear hold and unloaded the cargo with mechanical speed and efficiency.

      By this time, the two Humans—still in their environment-suit disguises—had already left the alien ship. They knew it would be shot back into space for a return trip to Oannan. But without a crew, once manual control was returned, it would race wildly off course, eventually to be stopped and boarded. Fortunately, all this would do is create more questions; Riyad had dumped the bodies into space. All the investigators would have would be a ghost ship and a missing crew. Whether they would put two and two together and alert those on the Kacoran Plain, that was an unknown.

      As a species, Juireans were too few and too important to tend to such mundane tasks as driving taxis. That job—and many others on the planet—was left to the assorted creatures who came to the capital planet seeking well-paying jobs, or at least better than they could find on their homeworlds. The driver of the transport Adam and Riyad climbed into was another of the races neither of them had seen before. He had almost iridescent red skin and wore a tight-fitting garment made from a material resembling tin-foil. He had the standard two arms, two legs and Prime-looking face. The eyes, however, had double eyelids that closed from top to bottom and side to side. Adam’s own eyes began to water just looking at the alien in the rearview mirror.

      He leaned forward and presented a stack of Juirean credits.

      “Will this get us to Juir City?”

      The alien took the chips. “Juir City is a long trip. Without a return fare I will need double.”

      Adam handed him more, feeling like he’d just been hustled.

      Without expression or comment, the driver guided the transport away from the huge spaceport and onto the main road leading to Juir City.

      Adam had spent a year on the planet after the Humans took over, with most of his time surveying the damage caused by the Kracori asteroid attack. The huge rock had been guided to a water splash-down a hundred miles out into the Southern Sea, so most of the catastrophic damage was to the area around the city. Huge tsunami waves climbed nearly to the top of the Kacoran Plain, where the main cluster of Expansion-ruling buildings had once stood. Most had already been destroyed by the Kracori air and space assault prior to the rock being dropped from orbit, so further damage was limited to what was left to burn on the hundred-mile long flat-top mountain, along with the brutal, two-year-long nuclear winter that followed.

      The planet Juir of that time was nothing like the Juir of today. Adam was amazed at the speedy recovery of the natural ecosystem. Grasses had returned, along with thick groves of large-leafed trees. The skies were blue, even as the surrounding mountains showed considerably more snowpack than before the attack. It was cold outside—colder than normal—and according to the experts it would remain so for another twenty years.

      The trip to Juir City took two hours in light traffic, but before reaching the rebuilt metropolis, Adam had the driver pull off the main road five miles west of the city. The alien didn’t question the instructions. A new road wound through the groves toward the imposing edifice that was the sheer rock wall of the Kacoran Plain, climbing to a height of three thousand feet above the city.

      Adam had the driver stop before reaching the small town of Hammic, four miles farther along the road.

      “We’ll get out here,” said Adam.

      Without question, the driver stopped the car.

      Adam was in awe of the driver’s total lack of concern or curiosity. So he felt really bad when he reached out and knocked the driver unconscious. The Humans found emergency equipment—including rope—in the transport. They bound and gagged the driver and placed him in the cargo hold of the vehicle. Adam would need the transport after the rescue. He moved the car into a grove of trees and out of view from the road.

      “Let’s hope this doesn’t take too long, otherwise our red friend here will die of dehydration and starvation.”

      “Can’t be helped. It’s a long walk from here back to Pollic Pon.”

      Riyad looked up at the towering wall of stone. “Are you sure it’s still there?”

      “No, I’m not. But I came here ten years ago and it was then.”

      “That’s reassuring, otherwise we’ve got one hell of a climb ahead of us.”

      A towering and imposing wall of granite rose up before them, yet even then it was a fifteen minute hike to reach the mountain, where millions of years of wind, rain and snow had caused huge piles of fallen boulders, rock, soil and gravel to accumulate at the base.

      The Kacoran Plain was the last remnant of a huge shield volcano. Sometime in its fifty-million-year-long history, a hundred-mile long capstone formed at one level within the mass of basalt and granite, and over time everything above and around it weathered away until only the imposing, flat-top mountain was left standing.

      A hard wind was howling down the mountain, and Humans were grateful for their environ-suits. Adam stood back and looked up at the mountain, before scanning to the left and right along the base.

      “You seem lost.” Riyad observed.

      “Not any more than usual.” Adam moved off to the right, threading his way through the crumbled stone debris. Fifteen minutes later he pointed.

      “There, see the path and that small stream? That’s where we’re going.”

      The small brook flowed from the maze of rock rubble as an ancient path ran along its bank.  Adam and Riyad wove through the narrow opening, following the creek until it led them to a wider clearing. Against a flat cliff wall was a perfectly round hole in the side of the mountain, thirty feet in diameter, with a small waterfall draining from it—and a rusted metal grate blocking the entrance.

      A small plaque was attached to the iron bars, along with a small box bolted along the top. Adam walked up to the sign and pressed a button on the box.

      A scanner inside the box detected the Human’s translation bugs and transmitted an audio version of the sign’s message.

      “It was through this tunnel, that the honorable Juirean Elder Hydon ra Elys escaped the assault on his bunker by the Kracori, agents of the evil Klin sub-race. Elder Hydon would later meet his fate at the hand of Kracori, yet not before driving the aliens from our revered homeworld of Juir. It is in his honor that the reconstructed capital building was named the Malor-Hydon Tower.”

      Adam snickered. No mention of all the help Hydon had in escaping from the Kracori. Of course, that would have stained the myth surrounding the event. Adam and Riyad knew better. They led the effort to bore through the mountain in a huge laser-armed excavator, thereby saving the Juirean leader from certain death—at least for a while. The later the sign refers to was when the Kracori loaded him into a starship and spirited him off their homeworld of Elision. He was never heard from again. And it wasn’t he who drove the Kracori from Juir. It was the rapidly-approaching Human fleet that did the trick. But again, that didn’t fit into the narrative of the times.

      Adam and Riyad each had a backpack and satchel full of weapons, ammo and other sundry items that might come in handy for their assault on the Juirean stronghold. Yet the one thing they didn’t have was a crowbar.

      The covering over the entrance to the tunnel wasn’t a gate, just a rusted iron grate. Iron was iron on any world; it’s when alloys were made from the basic material that the differences in strength were found, depending on the gravity of a particular world. Why make an alloy or artificial material that could support a building four times the weight when it wasn’t necessary? That’s what gave Humans most of their physical advantage throughout the galaxy. But if something was made out of the raw material, there wasn’t much they could do about it.

      Adam examined the anchors in the solid stone of the cliff face. There was rust, but none of the rods had even the slightest give. They were left with only one solution.

      “Hopefully it won’t attract too much attention,” Adam said.

      “Yeah, why would an explosion at the base of the most-guarded mountain in the galaxy draw any attention? Happens all the time, I’m sure.”

      “If you have any better suggestions….”

      “None. I just like to complain. It’s what I do,” said Riyad, smiling.

      “Take cover. I’m using an M-4 grenade.”

      Adam moved back as far as he could in the small clearing and cocked the M-101. He held the weapon at hip level and pulled the trigger.

      It was a few moments before the results were known. They weren’t great, but enough.

      The lower left section of the rock face had crumbled, freeing an anchor rod, bending it outward. Adam and Riyad rushed over, and after a lot of huffing and puffing, managed to bend it out a little more, making an opening big enough for them to crawl under.

      Adam went first. Riyad passed him the packs and weapons and then followed.

      Adam had brought several sets of forehead lights with him anticipating a climb through a three thousand foot long tunnel. Although their suit helmets also had lights, the men had already removed them. They were hot and stuffy, and the coolness of the fresh air circulating through the tunnel was a welcome relief. They placed the lights around their heads and surveyed their surroundings.

      The passageway had been melted through the middle of the mountain by powerful lasers set at the front of an excavator pod, which was a one-time-use piece of equipment. For locomotion, the cylindrical-shaped vehicle traveled on long tank-like treads, leaving tracks in the molten rock not unlike stairs. This would make the climb to the top much easier. The rest of the rock lining was smooth as glass, and with a small stream flowing rapidly along the bottom.

      Adam was relieved to find a fairly decent breeze circulating through the tunnel. This meant it was open all the way to the top, or some other vent farther along. Without the circulating air, it would be a good bet a cave-in had blocked the passage and another way up the mountain would have to be found.

      Without a word, the two men began moving up the convenient stairway along the sloping sides of the tunnel. There was a strong musty odor and the walls were slick with a coating of moisture which fed the stream.

      After the Kracori dropped their asteroid into the Southern Sea a hundred miles from here, huge tsunamis swept across the coastal plain, inundating Juir City before running halfway up the mountain. The waters also entered the tunnel.

      Only Hydon and a handful of Humans escaped in the pod before the flood. The rest were still trapped in the security vault when the waves hit. At first, the surging column of water created an incredible crush of pressure building up before it. Then the heavy vault door exploded outward, relieving the pressure. By that time, the towering pyramid structure atop the vault had been destroyed and the mountaintop devoid of life. So no one was around when a geyser a thousand feet high erupted from the surface of the Kracoran Plain. Everything in the tunnel and the vault was flushed out within the spectacular fountain.

      That wasn’t to say the path the two men followed was clear of any obstacles. Over the years, weak areas of the tunnel had collapsed, but not enough to entirely block their progress. In addition, the path the pod had traveled wasn’t always a gentle slope. In some places, the tunnel was nearly vertical, and the tread-carved stairway became a ladder. The climb was only three thousand feet, but the going was slow. They stopped several times to rest.

      “Probably going to be another grate at the top,” Riyad pointed out at one of their breaks.

      “I thought about that. I’m thinking if we have to blow it, we won’t be too far from where Sherri and Arieel are being held.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      “I’m counting on Synnoc wanting to keep his most-prized prisoners in the pyramid. There was a whole maze of catacombs under the first one. Seems a logical place for jail cells.”

      “I hope you’re right. I’d hate to get up there and have to go door-to-door looking for the women.”

      Adam looked at his watch. “We’ll know soon enough. We’ve been at this for a couple of hours. We should be getting close.”

      “Lead on, my Captain.”
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      “My Lord, the Formilian delegation has arrived,” announced an attending Overlord. His name was Acus bin Masins, and he was a long-time aide of Synnoc’s and an expert in legal matters. He had intimate knowledge of all that had transpired recently, including the attack on the Elder four days before, from which Synnoc was still recovering. “Are you able to take the meeting, or should I postpone?”

      The Elder was dressed in a ceremonial cloak and robe, covering the bruise on his neck with a dark blue wrap. He cleared his throat. “No, I will be fine. Send them up and then remain.”

      Four Formilian males climbed the stairs to the Pinnacle Room and approached the conference table. Synnoc and Acus stood on the other side.

      The delegation was led by the High Celebrant, Trimen O’lac. He was tall—for a Formilian—deeply tanned, square-jawed and extremely fit, which is saying he looked like all the other Formilians in the delegation. He was also the mate of Arieel Bol.

      “My Lord,” said Trimen, “I want to thank you for receiving us. As you can understand, the subject we wish to discuss is of extreme importance.”

      They all took seats at the table, with Acus next to Synnoc. After a brief introduction of all in the room, Trimen continued the conversation.

      “We have come about Arieel Bol and her status with the Juireans. I understand you intend to advance charges against her for conspiracy based on her relationship with the Humans?”

      “That is correct,” said Synnoc. His tone was matter-of-fact and slightly bored. “This relationship is well-known and cannot be denied, especially by you.”

      Synnoc knew O’lac’s mate had given birth to child that was not his. The offspring was a demonic creature called Lila, and she was the product of the Formilian female and Adam Cain. O’lac was the High Celebrant, the head of the Formilian Temple of the Order of Light, the spiritual and political leaders of the planet. This bizarre interspecies birth had to be an embarrassment to him.

      Although O’lac was the head of the Temple, the symbolic leader of the Formilian race was a person called the Speaker; the latest female within a two-thousand-year-long bloodline with the purported ability to speak directly with the gods of the Formilians, Mislin and Sufor. Arieel Bol had been Speaker, up to the point it was discovered that all her so-called powers came from an artificial device linking her thoughts with Formilian-designed electronic controllers that were pervasive throughout the galaxy. To the weak-minded, the tricks she could perform with electricity were considered miracles and proof of her connection with the gods. It all came crashing down on the leadership of the Temple when the facts of this deception became public. The Speakership was disgraced, along with the religious leaders who had perpetuated the lie for so many generations.

      The planet fell into near-revolt and decline, as deeply held beliefs were shattered and the natives sought retribution for the deceit. With Formilian technology and production so vital to the Expansion, Synnoc sent troops to the planet to secure his interests. This was before this most-recent criminality on the part of Arieel Bol was asserted by the Juireans.

      Recently, however, the highly intelligent and pragmatic race had stepped away from the abyss. They realized that the Speakers themselves—raised from birth to fulfil their posts—honestly believed in the lie. They saw the brain-interface device—something they called their Gift—as a creation of the gods and were therefore blind to the deception.

      A movement was afoot to reinstate Arieel Bol to her prior post, partly as a way to stabilize the chaotic political and cultural atmosphere on the planet, but also as a reward for all she—and her daughter Lila—had done to save the galaxy from the Sol-Kor menace. They also saw it as a way for the Juireans to leave their homeworld.

      Synnoc saw it differently. He didn’t think Arieel Bol was due any reward or special consideration for what she had done. Instead, she was to be tried and convicted for helping the criminal Adam Cain in the commission of his evil deeds.

      At least that was the official line. To Synnoc, Arieel Bol was simply a means to an end. He could care less what she had done in the Sol-Kor universe, or even the fact that her daughter was a mutant and associated with the Sol-Kor surrogate Panur. She was a draw for Adam Cain, and that was all that mattered. Yes, he also had the Human female, Sherri Valentine, but the Formilian and her paramour shared something more—an offspring. Synnoc would use whatever he had available to bring Cain to Juir, regardless of the political ramifications.

      “My Lord, the relationship—as you call it—is not in denial. Yet we do not see how this rises to the level of criminality you assign to it. She accompanied the Humans to the Sol-Kor universe and helped defeat our mutual enemy. How can that be a crime?”

      “That is not her crime. It was when Adam Cain murdered a highly-placed Overlord during a time of peace that her association with him became such.”

      Trimen looked to the others in his delegation. “I was not aware she was with Adam Cain at the time of the incident? Was she?”

      “Do you have any evidence she was not?” asked Acus, giving his master a rest as he heard his voice growing ever raspier.

      “Do you have evidence she was?”

      Acus stretched a thin grin. “Association alone is proof enough for the Council. Since the entire Juirean force died shortly after Adam Cain committed his act, we have no proof that she not with him. She had been in his company prior.”

      “May we see her, to hear her side of the charges?”

      “She would only lie to you. How can the word of a defendant be trusted?  Only independent verification is admitted as evidence.” Acus continued.

      “But you have no independent verification she was with Cain.”

      “Do not plead your case to us, Trimen O’lac,” Synnoc said, again joining the conversation. “The fact that she returned to the galaxy with Adam Cain, and that she was found in the company of another Human criminal—Sherri Valentine—proves her involvement.”

      The Formilian’s eyes were large, his expression desperate. “Regardless, may we meet with her? Perhaps there is evidence of which you are not aware that would exonerate her.”

      “You may see her, yet any new evidence should be found quickly. I will not tolerate the presence of such criminals on Juir much longer. Within six days this matter will be closed and both prisoners will be executed.”

      “But my Lord, what effect on the Formilian people do you think such an action would have?”

      Synnoc sat forward. “High Celebrant O’lac, do I hear a threat in your statement? Are you saying the Formilian people may protest my actions?”

      Trimen’s eyes met Synnoc’s. A tense moment passed before the Formilian broke the gaze. “There was no threat, my Lord. Yet I am saying my people will not welcome the news of our Speaker having been put to death on a foreign world.”

      “She is no longer your Speaker, which as I understand is now a disgraced position.”

      “Every race seeks a leader; the Speakers of Life and Light will continue to be ours, in whatever capacity we decide. Arieel is our Speaker, and upon her return to Formil, was to be formalized once again.”

      “Unless you can perform miracles—real miracles—Arieel Bol will never return to Formil, at least not alive. Now if there is nothing else—”

      “Our visit with the Speaker?”

      “My aide will arrange it. She has been treated well, pending your arrival and this discussion. Yet as I said earlier, if new evidence is not presented soon, I will have no reason to provide further restraint during her captivity. As it has been with those charged with crimes against the Juireans, our prisoners often welcome death rather than the alternative of living longer under our care. This is a deliberate strategy we employ to deter such crime from occurring in the first place. I am sure you see the wisdom in such a policy, High Celebrant.”
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        * * *

      

      After the Formilians left the Pinnacle Room, Synnoc sat at the large stone conference table, alone and in thought.

      The defeat of his fleet was four days old, and still he refused to believe Juir was in danger. He now had five hundred additional warships stationed throughout the Alliance Cluster, and the remainder of his fleet was headed this way. Unfortunately, most of them were trailing the Human fleet which had a twelve-hour advantage.

      Synnoc ordered the speediest ships to leave their groups and bolt for Juir as fast as possible. The slower ships could make it on their own. This would put more defensive units in place before the Humans—traveling at a fleet speed—could reach the planet.

      With such actions in place, Synnoc took time to reflect on other things, namely his obsession with Adam Cain.

      He began by considering the lengths certain races went through to protect their gender opposites, as Cain was doing for his two females. It had been like this for the Juireans as well, many thousands of years before. Fortunately, they had moved beyond such nonsense.

      Or at least they had….

      When the Kracori attacked the core worlds seventeen years before, they made a point of taking out the breeding facilities on Salin. Over a billion Juirean females died, and to this day the race was still struggling to recover from that tragic event.

      With such a massive empire to rule, the most valuable asset the Juireans had to maintain control was a live Juirean adult on site. Thousands of years ago, they had abandoned the traditional method of procreation for a more automated, more reliable process. Every person and gender in Juirean society had their designated duties. Males expanded and managed the empire, while females provided it with more Juireans for the task. As a result, breeding females were held in reverence and awe, pampered and cared for in huge breeding facilities off planet. They were provided with careful pre-screened reproductive fluid from select males and were expected to stay pregnant during their reproductive years. Most could produce twenty-five offspring or more during this period, before being assigned to other tasks, such as caring for the mothers or managing the newborns.

      A child would remain in the facility for a period of five years. Afterwards, they were transferred off-planet to training facilities where, based on physical and mental aptitude, they would be placed into programs to become either Admins, Techs, Guards or Overlords.

      It was all very efficient, very sterile.

      After The Great Exodus, the Juireans had to recover, and not only their pride, power and status, but also their numbers. There was a forty-eight-to-one male-to-female ratio, and no matter how it was figured, the male population would grow old and die off in huge numbers long before enough females could be birthed to make up for the attrition. Through genetic manipulation, the Juireans could determine the gender of the offspring. Even to this day, nine out of ten births were female, all in a desperate race to replace this missing segment of their society before it was too late.

      During the early years of their exile, the Juireans even experimented with returning to the old method of reproduction, through physical mating. Synnoc grimaced at the memory. The strategy proved to be a disaster.

      Females began to have their favorite mates, as did the males, and conflicts arose. Jealousy—an emotion all but bred out of the Juireans throughout the centuries—returned, seemingly overnight. Fights between both competing males and females erupted, and sub-groups assembled into tribes to protect against intruders. These affiliations were subtle, yet real, and they impacted the final birthing numbers and quality of the offspring.

      Synnoc was Elder at the time and was aware this dynamic. Five years before, he had ended the practice, returning to the birthing centers and anonymous fluid donors. The centers were now located on Juir, on the far side of the planet from Juir City. Drugs were reintroduced into the Juirean food supply to suppress the primal urges, both for the males and females. The system was working, but the race was still greatly under-populated.

      Synnoc bristled at the charge raised by some that the Juireans were much like the Sol-Kor in this regard. The Juireans were nothing like the flesh-eaters, he argued. The Sol-Kor were mindless drones, birthed from a single mother and with only the quest for food to drive them. The Juireans—although employing a very efficient and practical procreation program—were individuals born from individual females. They came from only the finest male stock, and as such the Juireans were a race of superior beings, intelligent, strong and courageous. The Sol-Kor were barely above insects, not capable of creativity or innovation. If it hadn’t been for the inventions of the mutant Panur, they would never have advanced to the point of threatening other universes.

      With regards to the Sol-Kor, Synnoc knew Adam Cain and his Humans had not defeated them. All they did was cut off their access to the Juirean galaxy and help rebellious races in the flesh-eaters’ universe to rise against them. As a result, the flesh-eaters were simply too pre-occupied to be a threat for the time being. But that could change.

      Even still, Cain did manage to turn Panur away from the Sol-Kor. If not, then the mutant genius would have simply rebuilt what had been destroyed and the invading horde would have returned. Synnoc didn’t assign any special gratitude for what Cain had done. It was a matter of timing and fortunate consequence, and not some great plan on the Human’s part. Luck—to Synnoc—was not to be rewarded or honored, since it could not be counted on consistently, no matter what fantastic mythologies revolved around the fortunate Human.
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      Flashlight beams began to pick reflections off of something shiny ahead. Adam and Riyad approached carefully until reaching another grate covering the exit to the tunnel. They were at the security vault, where seventeen years earlier, their fateful pod journey had begun.

      While aiming their lights into the room beyond the grate, the pair saw very little they recognized. Where once there was the pod room, dining area, comm center, meeting rooms and more, all that was left was a large circular room, fading off into the murky distance. Everything else had been swept away by powerful torrents of rushing water.

      On the floor outside the tunnel, Adam noticed hundreds of footprints, now faded and covered in a generous layer of dust. No one had been down here in a very long time.

      The two men turned their attention to the bars of their cage. They were shiny, showing no signs of rust, which meant alloys of some kind, possibly Juirean steel. They braced themselves against the wall of the tunnel and placed booted feet against the bars. They pressed, grunting occasionally from the effort until a separation was created large enough for them to crawl through. They left the bars bent; this was their only way out at this point.

      Cradling M-101’s in their arms, Adam and Riyad moved cautiously into the vast room. The security vault had been divided into three sections, with one huge central room. At first glance it looked as though the water had rushed through the middle of the complex, bursting through the main door and into the catacombs beyond. The other two sections, one to each side, appeared to have escaped relatively undamaged. Adam and Riyad moved to their right.

      This area showed signs of recent visitation, with dozens—perhaps hundreds—of crates and boxes stacked haphazardly about. There were also old chairs, dust-covered desks, file cabinets and discarded computer monitors, everything one would expect to find when new equipment was brought in to replace the old. The vault had become a huge storage room.

      In one of the rooms, Adam spotted something new. They stepped inside to examine the huge, fifteen-foot-high by thirty-foot-long box of dials and electrical connections.

      “It’s some form of back-up generator,” Adam told Riyad. He reached out with his ATD and scanned the object. Most of it was dormant, yet a few of the components were operating in standby mode. Within his mind, Adam followed the main power lines out the room, to where they split off in multiple directions. A few moments later, he had more information.

      “There are three main back-ups for the building, two on site and another one about ten miles away. Everything appears be in threes; three generators with three redundant connectors each.”

      “Could you disable them if necessary?” Riyad asked.

      “This one, possibly, and maybe the one at the other side of the building. Not sure about the one off-site. Just don’t expect me to do anything in hurry. These things are pretty complicated.”

      This was Adam’s second artificial telepathy device; the first he’d given to Panur so he could build his trans-dimensional portal detector. Since Adam wasn’t the type to sit around trying to learn all its subtle uses and manipulations, he was still a rookie at its operation. In fact, he would go days without even thinking of the implant. He could do the basics, but Arieel—who had been fitted with her device when she was five and trained on it every day to adulthood, had much more skill with the interface. She had also surrendered her Gift to Panur and was now device-less. As far as Adam knew, he was the only creature in the galaxy who possessed a Formilian brain interface unit.

      The two Humans continued through the hazy darkness until they came to the main entrance/exit to the security vault. The two-foot thick metal door had been replaced with a set of standard-hinged rectangular doors. It was easy to see where new concrete had been poured to form the frame for the doors. There was an electronic lock on the door.

      Adam scanned it with his ATD; this was something he could do with relative ease. He severed the locking controls and the doors were free to open.

      He shook his head, a movement Riyad noticed.

      “Problem?”

      “No, just something weird. A kind of echo in my mind.”

      “What kind of echo?”

      “Like if you hear a ringing in your ears when everything is really quiet.”

      “Could the mane-heads be scanning for your ATD?”

      “I don’t think so. This was something strange. Let me scan around and see if I pick up anything unusual.”

      A couple of minutes went by before Adam reported his findings.

      “There’s a shitload of electronics operating, just what you would expect in a building this large. I’m picking up plenty of flash weapon power packs, but none close by. Maybe the echo was from all electricity concentrated in one place. I’ll be fine. Let’s move on. I’m anxious to see what they have down here.”
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        * * *

      

      During his earlier stay on Juir, Adam had researched the massive pyramid building—the original—and found its history to be fascinating.

      The structure was built over the site of the first landing of an alien spacecraft on the planet. That small, gangly-looking vehicle—similar in shape and design to the Lunar Landing Module from the Apollo moon landings—had been sent to Juir four thousand years ago by the neighboring Klin, one of six other advanced civilizations in the Cluster. What would become the Malor-Hydon Tower began as a simple cover over the spacecraft to protect it from the elements.  Later, as more pilgrims came to view the craft, additional walls and barriers were constructed to help protect it and to channel visitors past in a more orderly fashion.

      As the Juireans began to build their stellar empire, they staged elaborate ceremonies and presentations on the mountaintop and around the spacecraft. A large amphitheater was built around the lander, along with a cover for the crowds.

      Years later, other buildings were constructed around the site and it was decided that the first-landing memorial should to have one of its own. This structure was a rectangular-shaped building—like all the others—with the distinction of having the top floor serve as a three-hundred-sixty-degree glassed-in observation deck. Visiting dignitaries were in awe of the view, which included the lights of Juir City far below, as well as snow-capped mountains to the north and west and the Southern Sea to the south.

      As the centuries passed, urban sprawl took over the area surrounding the monument building. Taller structures rose up around it, requiring additions to the building, with the goal to always have the observation deck be the highest point on the mountain.

      A thousand years after its inception, some frustrated Council Elder ordered that all the surrounding buildings be removed, and that a new and final structure be built on the site. A pyramid was selected as the design, with the great observation deck placed at the very top. Nothing in the surrounding area was to be taller than a fifth the height of the pyramid, and when completed, it stood a thousand feet high, giving it—according to Adam’s research—twice the footprint and height of the Great Pyramid of Giza on Earth.

      By this time, the Juirean Empire had spread across half the galaxy, and it became a rite of passage for every Juirean to make a pilgrimage to the building to observe the First-Contact Memorial. The entire lower section of the pyramid was a large open chamber with the memorial resting at the center. With so many coming to see it, separate entrances were created, along with wide catwalks and circular balconies, where the fateful could be channeled. At the height of the empire, a hundred thousand Juireans per day filtered through the building.

      Years later, the observation room at the top of the pyramid was shut off from visitors and converted into the Pinnacle Room, to be used exclusively by the Elders for important state business.

      The new Malor-Hydon pyramid was built on the foundation of the old one, with the only surviving remnant being the catacombs carved into the basalt and granite of the mountain.

      The First-Contact vehicle was destroyed in the Kracori attack, after which the Juireans conducted a futile search for Hydon’s stone-encrusted escape pod to serve as a weak substitute. Adam didn’t know what—if anything—now sat in the huge exhibition chamber. The Juireans didn’t make pilgrimages here any longer. There were too few of them left to bother.
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        * * *

      

      Riyad moved through the open door and into a wide lobby outside the vault. There were lights on, but only a few. There was evidence most of this area had been rebuilt after the geyser erupted from the vault, and farther along, they could see lights, in corridors more frequently traveled.

      They were twelve stories below the surface, in an area of passageways and rooms filling the space between the deeply-embedded support legs for the pyramid. As in most huge buildings, the less-important people dwelled at the lower levels, while the VIPs labored higher up. In the catacombs, the lowest of the low had their offices, including where the prisoners were housed. It would only make sense.

      They turned a corner and spotted a lone Juirean with yellow hair—a Tech—walking away from them while reading a datapad in his hands. Adam motioned for Riyad to lag behind as backup, before he moved off to confront the alien.

      Adam moved softly yet swiftly, using his years of training to sneak up behind the Juirean. He did everything right.

      Regardless, the target stopped and turned unexpectedly.

      Both creatures eyed each other, deciding what to do. The Juirean saw a much smaller creature dressed in a black, helmet-less environment suit and holding a strange looking weapon. Adam saw a seven-foot tall alien, unarmed and with a datapad in his hands.

      Both creatures rushed the other.

      It was a good bet the Juirean had never collided with a Human before. His expression said it all, as Adam won the war of mass and shoved the creature backwards and off his feet. He landed hard on his back with Adam straddling him, the barrel of the M-101 pressed against the greenish skin of the Juirean’s left cheek.

      “Keep quiet or I’ll blow your head clean off your shoulders. Nod if you understand?”

      The creature nodded while glaring at Adam. He wasn’t scared, rather frustrated with himself for being thrown to the floor by such a small being.

      “What are you doing down here?” Adam asked.

      “I do routine environmental systems monitoring. What are you doing here?”

      “I’ll ask the questions,” Adam said, pressing the barrel of the weapon a little harder against the alien for emphasis. “Where are the prison cells located?”

      “Prison cells…on this level? There are none.”

      “On which level?”

      “There are no prison facilities.” The alien’s eyes grew large as understanding came to him. “Security holding? Do you mean security holding?”

      “Yes.”

      “They are five levels above.” The alien glanced past the two Humans and the deserted hall behind them. “I welcome the prospect of you and your companion attempting to reach them. They are well-guarded.”

      “Do you recognize our race?”

      “Yes, you are Humans. I have only seen you in images, yet now I can associate your smell with your pictures. Both are disgustingly foul.”

      “Quite the mouthy little son-of-a-bitch, isn’t he?” Riyad said.

      “How do we reach the security level?”

      “By going up.”

      “And a smart-ass, too. Just kill him and let’s get going.” Riyad moved past Adam to scout the hallway farther along.

      “Kill me? Why?”

      “Because—” Adam flipped his weapon around and drove the stock end into the skull of the alien—“I can.” He climbed to his feet. “There have to be elevators along here somewhere, and hopefully the accompanying stairwells.”

      “I’ve noticed you’ve been saying hopefully a lot more these days,” Riyad pointed out.

      “It’s another way of saying the situation is fluid, requiring mission modification contingent upon circumstances in the field.”

      “You mean we’re playing it by ear?”

      “Now you’ve got it. Take the lead, Mister Tarazi. Let’s find a way…up.”
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        * * *

      

      A bank of elevators—along with a doorway to the stairs—was located a hundred feet down the corridor. Elevators were always a crap shoot; one never knew what would be waiting when the doors slid open. Stairs, on the other hand, were manageable and less traveled. The Humans entered the doorway next to the elevators and began a methodical climb floor by floor, on maximum guard along the way.

      They made it up the five flights without incident. At the exit door, Adam knelt down and cracked it open a hair. It was clear down the corridor in that direction. Next, he withdrew a small mirror on an articulated handle from a pocket in his environment suit and placed it around the door jamb, looking in the other direction.

      He couldn’t see much. His view was blocked by the khaki-colored pant leg of the Juirean standing next to the door. Adam angled the mirror upward, turning the already towering alien into a giant. He got a better view; the Juirean Guard was talking with two others. The hallway beyond looked clear.

      Adam pulled back and quietly shut the door. He held up three fingers and then motioned with his thumb at the wall he was leaning against.

      Riyad raised his eyebrows. “Right here?” he whispered.

      Adam nodded. “We need one alive,” he said to Riyad. The two men switched their M-101’s to standard mode, meaning bullets racing down the suppressed barrel. The flash option would have lit up the corridor for fifty yards or more. Two muted puffs wouldn’t attract too much attention—hopefully.

      The plan: Riyad would open the door as Adam pulled the first Juirean into the stairwell, just before placing two quick shots center-mass into the other two. He would then pull the bodies out of the hallway before too much blood could spill. It would take all of three seconds, at the most. That was the plan.

      The door was pulled open; Adam was out in a flash, grabbing the first alien by his belt and yanking him through the doorway. The pop-pop of the ‘101 sounded like one shot, coming so close to each other as they did.

      Adam caught one falling Juirean and threw him into the doorway. He took the second one by the collar and placed him on top of the other. Then he bent over and shoved both bodies through the doorway. A quick glance outside showed a thin trail of smudged blood leading into the stairwell.

      Riyad had the live Juirean pressed against a side wall, the barrel of his weapon aimed at the creature’s chest. Spying a pocket on the alien’s shirt, Adam reached out and tore off a generous portion of cloth. The Juirean—as well as Riyad—was surprised.

      “Mind of I borrow this?” Adam asked with a grin. He scooted out the doorway again and came back a few seconds later with a blood-soaked cloth. He looked at Riyad. “Made a bloody mess, I did, I say,” Adam said in his best British accent.

      Riyad had disarmed the Guard and now both Humans turned their attention to their captive.

      “Is this the floor with the security cells?” Adam growled in a whisper.

      “I will not tell you—”

      Adam leaned in and clamped a hand over the alien’s mouth, while also withdrawing a KA-BAR combat knife from his utility belt. Without hesitation, he pressed the black blade into the leg of the Juirean. The creature moaned and struggled to cry out, grimacing from the intense pain. Adam withdrew the knife and placed the bloody edge against the Guard’s neck.

      “I’ll ask you again, is this the floor with the security cells?”

      The alien’s eyes were slits as squinted against the pain. He nodded.

      “Do you have two females down here, one Human, the other Formilian?”

      The Guard shook his head.

      “They’re not here?”

      He shook his head again.

      “What the hell does that mean?” Riyad asked. “Are they here or not?”

      Adam pulled his hand away from the Juirean’s mouth. “The Human, not the Formilian,” the Juirean groaned.

      “The Human is here, but not the other one?”

      The alien nodded.

      Now Riyad leaned forward, pressing the barrel of his weapon against the alien’s forehead. Even through the pain, the Juirean’s eyes grew wide.

      “Where is she?”

      The alien shook his head again.

      Riyad backed away. “Cut him again, Adam.”

      “No! I will tell you.”

      “Where?” Adam breathed.

      “Room three-three.”

      “Where’s that?”

      The alien cocked his head to the left. “Down the corridor, then right. Down there.” He was having trouble talking, sitting as he was in a pool of his own blood, mixing now with that from his companions.

      “Guards…how many?”

      The alien looked at the stack of dead Juireans next to him. “Us,” he answered.

      “Where is the Formilian?” Adam asked.

      “Not sure…believe level twenty. Guest…under guard.”

      “Thanks, you’ve been very cooperative.” Adam then pressed the tip of his blade deep into the chest of the alien.

      The Humans stood. They stepped over to the dead aliens and wiped the blood off the soles of their boots on the bodies. Then, being careful not to step in the growing pool of blood, they stepped into the hallway. Adam took the lead.

      As the alien indicated, there were no other Guards on the way to Sherri’s cell; they were all dead in the stairwell. Room numbers were marked on the wall next to the doors and thirty seconds after leaving the stairwell they were at room thirty-three. Adam scanned for an electronic lock, found it, and triggered the release.

      Riyad stood guard while Adam rushed to the single cot and the slender figure lying face down and uncovered on top. Taking Sherri by the shoulders, Adam turned her over—and caught an elbow across the side of his face. He fell back, dropping to the floor on his butt.

      Sherri was on her feet, standing over him, about to deliver a second blow. And then she squealed.

      Adam rubbed his jaw as Sherri’s eye grew wide—the other one was swollen shut. “Baddum!” she cried out through equally swollen and cut lips. “And Breeodd!” She fell to her knees, wrapping Adam in a powerful bear hug.

      Riyad looked away from the door and flashed his trademark smile. “Honey, we’re home. What’s for dinner.”

      “Brovenist.” Sherri’s face contorted in pain when she tried to smile.

      Adam own right eye and lip were swelling up from the elbow he’d taken. “Riyad…I’ve changed my mind. Let’s leave her here.”

      “Your call, Captain. As you wish.”

      “Ashhole!”

      Adam looked at his former girlfriend and frowned. “Damn, babe, you took a licking.”

      “But I keep on tickin’.”

      “Where’s Arieel?” Adam asked. “She’s not down here with you.”

      Sherri swallowed hard, working through the pain of her facial injuries to speak. “She VIP. Higher up, umber guard. Synnoc wants to qwill us bof…along with brew and Breeodd. He thinks brew be here in a week.”

      “Surprise, our flight got in early. Can you walk?”

      “Just hit my face. Weggs are brine.”

      Adam reached into his backpack and withdrew another M-101. “I brought you a present.”

      Sherri took the weapon and hugged it to her chest. “Just what I braways wanted.”

      They climbed to their feet.

      “So…how do we reach Arieel?” Riyad asked Adam in the middle of receiving a one-armed hug from Sherri. She held the ‘101 in the other.

      “The Guard said she’s on the twentieth floor. I say we take the elevator to the twentieth, then shoot every alien we see until we find her.”

      “Don’t you think that might be a little too…rude?”

      “It was just a suggestion.”

      Riyad looked toward the cot. “We could go all KKK again. Then put on our helmets and escort the Imperial Wizard to the VIP section.”

      “We’re wearing Human environmental suits.”

      “Which are black and look like everyone else’s.”

      Adam smiled. “Sounds like a pretty good plan. And every good Imperial Wizard needs a pair of Dark Guards escorting her.”

      “What are brew tawkling bout?”

      “You’ll see, sweetheart. You’ll love it. It’s the latest thing in high fashion.”
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        * * *

      

      Five minutes later the men had wrapped Sherri in a white sheet, but rather that cut a slot for the eyes, Riyad used his Lebanese skills to make the outfit look more like a burqa than a KKK robe.

      “Okay, here we go,” said Adam. “Just walk confidently and with purpose. They’ll still look at us, but think we belong here.”

      The trio made it to the elevators without incident. The building was too tall and angled to use one central lift, so this one only went to the tenth floor. They would have to transfer from there.

      The elevator car began to move and continued for three floors before stopping. The door opened and six Juirean Techs crowded in. Three more eyed Sherri and her escorts and decided to wait for the next car.

      Two of the Techs turned to Sherri. She bowed. They bowed back.

      “What is your race?” one of the Juireans asked.

      “We are Betamax,” Adam answered for her. “Our Grand Wizard is not allowed to speak in public.”

      “I have never heard of the Betamax.”

      “That is understandable. There are very few of us left.”

      The elevator stopped. “This is our floor,” Adam said.

      They stepped out and over to the next bank of elevators.

      “I thought the Betamax were extinct?” said Riyad under his breath.

      “Almost. We are the last of their kind.”

      They entered an elevator and pressed the button for the twentieth floor. Five Juireans also stepped in. They looked at the trio, but none attempted to start a conversation.

      When they stepped off at their floor, they found it to be quite different from where Sherri had been kept. There was a wide, carpeted lobby with ornate decorations and seating along the walls. A forty-foot wide corridor ran both directions from the elevators. Two Juireans Guards were to their right, so they moved in that direction.

      “Inquiry…the Formilian dignitary? Where can we find her?” Adam asked.

      “Three rooms beyond. She has visitors. You should wait.”

      “Visitors?”

      “Yes.”

      “Who are they?”

      “I do not know. Wait.”

      “But we are expected,” Riyad said.

      “We guard the Formilian. We have not been notified of additional visitors. Who are you?”

      Adam looked both ways down the deserted corridor, then back at the two aliens. “Are you familiar with the term, your worst nightmare?”

      “No, I am not,” said the Guard leader.

      “Well that’s who we are. We are your worst nightmare.”

      “I do not understand.”

      “Let me explain.” Adam handed his backpack to Sherri, while Riyad set his on the floor. What followed were a pair of swift fists slammed into the alien’s chests, sending them crashing into the wall behind them. Adam followed up with an uppercut to a jutting jaw a foot above his head.

      Riyad was having a little more trouble with his alien. His hit had stunned his opponent, but not enough. The Juirean, lashed out and caught the side of Riyad’s helmet, knocking him to the floor with the alien straddling him. The creature took two quick swings at Riyad’s head again, but both were blocked.

      Sherri calmly withdrew an M-101 from the backpack she held and swung the stock end at the back of the alien’s head. He tumbled forward, covering Riyad in his long mane of pale green hair.

      “Are you done playing around?” Adam asked Riyad.

      “Just my luck I have to meet the Juirean version of Bruce Lee. Thanks, Sherri.”

      Adam surveyed the hallway. There was no place to hide the bodies, except possibly behind one of the sofas along the wall. But Juireans were tall creatures. They wouldn’t fit.

      “Put them on top and then roll them over. Make it look like they’re taking a nap.”

      “That won’t fool anyone,” Riyad said as he dragged his unconscious victim to the nearest couch. Soon both aliens were on separate sofas and sleeping like babies. Adam even placed the thumb of his opponent in his mouth. All that was missing was the Teddy bear.

      The trio moved to the third door down the corridor. They heard voices inside.
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      Master Malens ra Erron replayed the recording for the fourth time. None of it made sense.

      “This is an uncontaminated file?” he asked the nervous attendant beside him.

      “Yes, my Lord. A confidant of ours made the copy before the original was destroyed.”

      “This is very serious, Nadnon. I wish to discuss this with the Elites.”

      “And the Elder?”

      “Without his knowledge.”

      “My Lord?”

      “You heard me. Let us gather facts before confronting Master Synnoc. Now, very quietly, have the others meet me in sub-conference six. Have them come without escort, as that would attract attention. Also have the level nine Admins attend, and only the level nines.”

      “Yes, my Lord. If they question?”

      “Tell them it is by order of the Vice-Elder. They may contact me personally if more detail is needed. Set the meeting for twenty minutes from now. We have no time to lose.”
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        * * *

      

      The Juirean Council consisted of ninety individuals, yet only nine were considered Masters and referred to as the Elites. This was the senior cabal within the Council, the leaders, from whom the Elder was appointed. Malens ra Erron was the second-most-powerful Juirean in existence, second only to Synnoc li Qriss.

      Malens—along with most others within the Council Elite—had not been born in the traditional Juirean manner. They were separate from the vast breeding farms on Salin or elsewhere. Their bloodline, and others of notable accomplishment, was nurtured and maintained. In fact, the greatest honor to be bestowed on a Juirean was to have his bloodline segregated from the rest, to join this elite group of Masters. Malens’ bloodline came from the greatest of them all, tracing his distant ancestors back to the Ra family of Malor and Oplim, the two most important Juireans to ever live. One conquered the Alliance, the other, half the galaxy. The Ras were respected—and feared—within the Council, with no less than nineteen of the ninety related in some form. Two of the Elites were Ras; Malens and Master Cyros ra Vensa. Because of this fact, many within both the general Council and the Council Elite suspected collusion between the family to maintain control over the Expansion.

      They were right. It was natural that beings would side with their own blood over others. Yet the Ras were bred for leadership. They were better-qualified than most, especially those who had been advanced simply because of fame or twists of fate. For this reason, the Ras of the Elites often clashed with Synnoc, whom they considered to be an outlier. Yet recently, through the Sol-Kor conflict and now the war with the Humans, Synnoc had consolidated his power to a frightening level. This included the appointment of his friend and confidant Kradis to the position of Fleet Marshal. In addition, during his time within the military wing of Juirean organizational structure, Synnoc had forged many lasting relationships with Overlords and Master-Overlords, many of who now controlled all the forces of Juir and beyond.

      This was a dangerous time for the Elites, a tipping point where the empire could go either way. Malens had to be very careful with regards to the erratic and temperamental Elder.
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      “I appreciate you coming, Trimen, but Synnoc will never let me leave. I am being used to lure Adam and Riyad to Juir. Once they arrive, they will be placed in custody and then all of us—Sherri included—with be publicly executed.”

      “We cannot allow that to happen.”

      “How can you stop him? His Guards and Overlords occupy Formil, and his forces are much stronger than the Humans. He controls our destiny, yours and mine.”

      “Trimen…the door has just unlocked,” reported one of the other Formilians.

      Trimen concentrated and the door relocked.

      Arieel saw the intense look on Trimen’s face and understood immediately.

      “You have a Gift!”

      “We all do.”

      “The door has unlocked again.”

      “Lock it…and keep it locked.”

      “Something is not right. The door keeps unlocking.”

      “As I ordered…lock it again!”

      “Ah, c’mon!” said an angry voice from the other side of the door. “What the hell’s wrong with this thing?”

      Arieel looked at Trimen. “Adam?”

      Trimen looked back. “Cain?”

      “Hell, I’ll just blast the son-of-a-bitch!”

      Arieel smiled. “Yes, Adam Cain.”

      Trimen opened the door with his mind.
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        * * *

      

      Adam was in shock. One Formilian, yes. But not a whole room full of them.

      Riyad shoved Adam and Sherri inside. “Will one of you super-brains please close the door,” he said.

      The door slid shut.

      Adam pulled off his helmet, a fraction of a second before the voluptuous Arieel Bol was in his arms. Adam hugged her back, slightly embarrassed by the fact that her mate was standing next to him. He looked over at Trimen and smiled. “Hey, buddy, how’s it going?”

      “Quite well,” came the ice-cold reply. “I must say I am not surprised to see you here.”

      “That’s more than I can say about you…and the others. What are you doing here?”

      Arieel broke her embrace, and then made her rounds, first to Riyad and then to Sherri. She hesitated hugging the person in the white burqa at first, not until Sherri unwound the sheet from around her head. They hugged and then Arieel stood back. “Are you all right? You look terrible.”

      Adam watched Sherri scan the alien up and down. Arieel Bol was every boy’s wet-dream, dressed in a soft flowing gown made of a light blue, silk-like material, undulated in all the right places; her hair was black, long and luxurious. There was nothing to show she was being held prisoner, and only days away from being executed.

      “Well, thanks for brat, erieel.”

      “Did the Juireans do this to you?”

      “Synnoc. I almost kwilled em.”

      Trimen stepped up to Sherri and hugged her. Adam saw her take in a deep breath and grow weak-kneed. Formilians—both male and female—had that effect on Humans.

      “To answer your question, Adam, we came to Juir to bargain for the release of our Speaker. Synnoc would not even consider releasing her to us. As usual, it was because of you.”

      Adam knew what Trimen meant, so he didn’t argue the point. “Yeah, but now we can all get away.”

      “And what happens to our people if Arieel is freed in such a manner? Formilians will suffer,” Trimen said.

      “Not if we kwill that someofmabliss.”

      Trimen frowned. “What did she say?”

      “She said not if we kill that son-of-a-bitch.”

      “I still do not understand.”

      Riyad stepped up. “It means we have to kill Synnoc and put an end to all this.”

      “That would be no guarantee,” Trimen countered. “Others will continue beyond him.”

      “The Union fleet is headed this way,” Adam said. “I’m thinking the Juirean hold on the Expansion won’t last much longer.”

      “And what if your fleet is defeated or turned away?” Arieel asked. “I agree with Trimen. I must consider my people. If my death will keep them safe, then I am willing to let it happen.”

      “But I am not.”

      All eyes turned to one of the unspoken Formilian males in Trimen’s entourage.

      “I understand your devotion to our Speaker, Innos,” Trimen said, “but this is larger than her alone. We must protect the race.”

      “The Juireans will not be a concern…not when you appoint me as Speaker.”

      There was awkward confusion in the room. Trimen frowned. “Innos, you are talking crazy….”

      His voice trailed off as he watched the handsome, chiseled features of the Formilian begin to transform. A faint glow came to the skin and five seconds later the Formilian known as Innos was now Lila Bol.

      There was a long moment of stunned silence and inaction until Arieel, with tears in her eyes, rushed to the arms of her daughter and hugged her tightly. Lila returned the emotional embrace before looking over her mother’s shoulder at the stunned audience.

      “Hello, father—and Trimen. Greetings.”

      Adam wasn’t immune to the shock, and now a multitude of questions—and possibilities—raced through his head. He didn’t know how to react. This was his daughter, but she was mutant with very little in common with him except some DNA…if that was still the case. With her ability to alter her form through cell regeneration, any trace of Adam Cain may be long gone by now.

      “Lila, what…what are you doing here? You left,” he stammered.

      “I still monitor the events in my home universe…and I could not let my mother be murdered. What kind of daughter would I be if I let that happen?”

      “Is Panur with you?” Adam eyed with the other two members of Trimen’s group with suspicion, expecting at any moment for one of them to morph in the short, grey-skinned mutant.

      “No, he remained behind. He understands what I must do. We might meet again, when my work here is through.”

      “And what work is that?” Trimen asked. He had helped raise Lila until the age of six, believing her to be his. But then she began a period of rapid growth and maturity. Although chronologically she was only eight years old, before them now stood  a lovely young Formilian female appearing to be in her early twenties. She was ravishing—a clone of her mother, only younger. For her part, Arieel was the equivalent of ninety Earth years old, yet had the look of a bikini model in her early-thirties.

      “Once we dispatch the Elder, we will return to Formil where I will take my rightful place as the new Speaker of the Formilian people. The Juireans will know of my powers and will not dare risk retaliation against our people for fear of my wrath.”

      Adam nodded. “Sounds good to me. I know I wouldn’t want to mess with you.”

      “There is a difference, father. You know me, yet at this point the Juireans have only heard stories. They know of Panur more. Now it is time they get to know me, along with my Human father. It shall be a volatile mixture.”

      She smiled at Adam, and his heart melted in a wave of fatherly pride. He not only had a beautiful young daughter, but she was also a genius. And with incredible super powers. And she was immortal. Just the kind of daughter every father wished he had.

      “Although this reunion is all touching and shit,” Riyad said, breaking the awkward silence. “But shouldn’t we be going?” He turned toward the door.

      “Please wait, Mister Tarazi,” Lila said. “If you exit now you will encounter a Juirean Guard force twenty strong. We have been under surveillance since the beginning.”

      “Why didn’t any of you super beings disable the damn cameras?”

      “Because we had not been expecting your arrival,” Trimen answered.

      “We’re here now, so what’s next?” Riyad asked.

      Lila moved to the door. “I will lead us out. Besides those outside, many more are coming.”

      She looked up at the camera concealed in the corner of the ceiling and pointed a slender finger at it. A second later a bolt of blue light erupted from the tip….
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      Acus bin Masins climbed the stairs to the Pinnacle Room with caution. He was not allowed inside unless accompanied by a Councilmember. The fact that two Guards stood at the base of the stairs and did not protest his entry, meant he had found the Elder.

      Synnoc was seated at the large freeform conference table, with a video monitor lifted from its surface and studying intensely the scene it was broadcasting.

      “My Lord, forgive me.”

      Synnoc barely reacted to the intrusion.

      “My Lord, I did not notice you logged into the room. I have been looking for you.”

      Distracted, Synnoc motioned for his assistant to be seated.

      Acus looked at the screen. “Is that of importance, my Lord? If not, may I request your attention?”

      Synnoc muted the audio and turn to the Overlord. “I have been watching the meeting of the Formilian delegation with Arieel Bol. I am curious if I can learn more from the interaction.”

      “And have you?”

      “Nothing, except that which I suspected. She was not with Adam Cain at the time of the Overlord’s death.”

      Acus knew all the Elder’s secrets. It had been he who relayed the secret orders to the ship’s captain, directing him to assassinate Overlord Esketon and then place the blame on Adam Cain. Shortly thereafter, however, all the Juireans present died in a terrible explosion, creating a mystery as to what took place after the killing. Even though Synnoc hoped to place the Formilian at the scene of the crime, it was generally accepted by those involved in the plot that Arieel Bol was on Worak-nin at the time, with Fleet Marshal—Admiral—Andy Tobias. That mattered not. She was still to be charged with aiding the Human terrorist.

      Now the Elder focused his vacant eyes on Acus. “What do you want?”

      “I must report some strange behavior among the Elites.”

      The mention of the Elites piqued the Elder’s attention. “What kind of strange behavior?”

      “My Lord, I went first to the chambers of Vice-Elder Malens ra Erron to provide him with an update on the defense of Juir. I was not able to meet with him.”

      Synnoc frowned. “You were acting on my behalf. Who denied you this access?”

      “I was not denied access, simply told by his escorts that he was unavailable.”

      “Asleep?”

      “It is the middle of the day, my Lord.”

      “That is still possible. Master Malens is old.”

      “Yes, my Lord. So I took the report to Master Cyros next. His Guards were there, yet he was also unavailable.”

      Synnoc sat up in his chair. This was unusual. Cyros was one of the most-energetic of the Elites. He surely would not be asleep at this hour.

      “Yet his Guards were in his chambers?”

      “Yes, my Lord.”

      “So he had to be there.”

      “I took the report to Master Havorn next.”

      “The same?”

      “Yes, my Lord. Do you wish to hear my suspicions?”

      “Only as they mirror my own. The Elites are not in their chambers, but elsewhere in the building.”

      “Exactly. Why would they have been doing such, and without escort?”

      Synnoc smiled. “You need not sound naïve on my account, Acus. You believe they are meeting in secret…and without me.”

      “Again, my Lord, why would they do that?”

      “Because I am the topic of conversation at this meeting, Acus. It is evident they have learned of the death of Kradis and are deciding whether to move against me for this, as well as more of my recent activities.”

      Acus knew also of the death of Kradis, although very few on the Kacoran Plain were aware. It looked as though that had changed.

      “Find them, Acus. They would not be meeting in the more formal rooms. Start with the sub-chambers.”

      “Yes, my Lord.”

      As Acus rose to leave, Synnoc casually glanced back at the muted computer screen. To the surprise of his assistant, Synnoc leaned forward and grabbed each side of the monitor, his face only inches from the screen. His breath inhaled sharply.

      “My Lord, are you all right?”

      Synnoc twisted the screen toward Acus. “Look! What do you see?”

      Acus leaned in closer. At first glance there appeared to be more people in the room than before, including two beings in uniform black outfits. Another creature was then exposed as another moved, this one with yellow hair, like that of a Tech, only shorter. It was Sherri Valentine.

      “My Lord, how?”

      “Look closer!”

      Acus focused his attention on those in the black uniforms. A face turned toward the camera.

      “Adam Cain!”

      “Yes, Adam Cain…and he is here on Juir, and in this building. How could this have happened?”

      “My Lord, the last reports only an hour ago had his ship still three hundred light years from Juir.”

      “His ship is three hundred light-years away, yet he is here. And not only that, but he has freed Sherri Valentine and is in the process of freeing the Formilian.”

      “I will sound the alarm. They will not escape.” Acus rose to race from the room.

      “No! Stop!”

      “My Lord?”

      “This is just the type of event the Elites are discussing at this moment. I would not survive if they learn that I have allowed Adam Cain to reach Juir and gain entry to the pyramid. They will classify this as another example of reckless incompetence.”

      “We must do something.”

      “Of course. Send Guards to wait outside the room.” In spite of the unfolding crisis, Synnoc smiled. “Now that I have them all together, I will receive satisfaction from their combined deaths.”

      “And the Elites?”

      “Send out searchers yet be stealthy. I do not want them—or anyone else—to know I am hunting the Council Elite. Once found, report their location to me. I will confront them personally.”

      “Yes, my Lord.”
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        * * *

      

      Jarsin ka Loc was a security specialist assigned to the Pinnacle Room; it was he who alerted the Guards to the Human’s attack on the Elder four days prior. He had come to his viewing cell to calibrate camera light and sound in the reverent conference room, since no one at the time was occupying it—at least not officially.

      Now he sat in stunned silence having just heard the conversation between the Elder and one of his aides. He quickly turned off the feed and fell back into his chair. As a room monitor, he knew all the major personalities in Juirean politics. He had also been privy to many a secret meeting. Yet nothing compared to this.

      What was he to do? The Elder ruled the Expansion, yet only with the Council’s blessing. Jarsin truly believed that. No Juirean, not even the Elder, was above the scrutiny of the Council. And now Elder Synnoc was going to have the Elites hunted—his own word—and then confronted.

      He had to tell someone, but who? Who could he trust not to have his identity revealed? They also mentioned the death of Fleet Marshal Kradis. Jarsin had not heard of this. It would have been news by now. If they would do that to Kradis, what would they do to one such as him?

      Nadnon! He was Vice-Elder Malens’ personal assistant. He would be able to warn the Master. But would he also be in the secret meeting? No, Acus had said the Guards were still in the Elite’s chambers. They had gone alone, without escort. Possibly Nadnon would still be in Malens’ chambers.

      Jarsin’s station was located seventeen floors below the Pinnacle Room. He would have to go higher, to the Elites chambers. As he entered an elevator, his breath came in short gasps. He had to reach Nadnon.
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        * * *

      

      After Acus had left, Synnoc continued to watch with anger and frustration the hidden camera view of the room with the Formilian. He was having trouble concentrating on anything other than the image of Adam Cain, as the real person was located not more than forty-four floors below him. But then he calmed. This was what he wanted, all the players in one place so he could dispatch them at one time.

      Yet the situation was becoming dangerous. The Elites were plotting against him, and if he let the Adam Cain situation continue or get worse, they would have more to accuse him of. He would have preferred to execute the Human himself, but the Guards would be his surrogates. Then he could concentrate on other matters….

      But something wasn’t right in the image he was viewing. He now counted three females in the room, not two—Sherri Valentine and Arieel Bol. The other female was unmistakably a Formilian, very similar in form to Bol. But then again, all Formilians looked alike. Yet could he have mistaken the female for one of the four males that came to the Pinnacle Room earlier? Considering the stark differences in shape, he could not see how that was possible. There was no mistaking the sex of the alien.

      On the screen, the young Formilian female turned suddenly and stared directly at the hidden security camera. Synnoc leaned in closer, as if drawn in by the round, dark eyes. He felt tingles along his spine.

      Then the alien pointed her finger at the camera.  The image turned blue, moments before the monitor exploded in a spray of sparks and flying glass. Synnoc fell back, covering his eyes with his arms.

      When he recovered, he knew instantly the identity of the Formilian female. It was the Lila, the demon associate of the mutant Panur and the perverted offspring of Adam Cain and Arieel Bol.

      Now she was also in the building….but how?

      Synnoc caught himself. “She is a mutant, that is how,” he spoke aloud into the empty room. He gnashed his teeth. He was frustrated, yet relieved in a strange way. From his recent interview with the traitorous Benefis Na, he had only recently learned how best to combat such beings. Still, the level of threat the invaders created had increased. He may have to drop all pretense and do what he must to preserve his plan…and his position.

      He pressed a communicator and located Acus.

      “Yes, my Lord, the Guards are in route to the Formilian’s room.”

      “Have them arm themselves with canisters of frozen atmosphere.”

      “Pardon me, my Lord. I am confused.”

      “There is a mutant with them, the one who is with Panur.”

      “Is Panur with them?” There was panic in Acus’ voice.

      “I have not seen him. I doubt it. This creature has come to save her mother from my vengeance.”

      “But the chemical?”

      “She must be frozen so she cannot exert her powers. She knows I have seen her—and the others. Have the Guards take caution. She is very dangerous.”

      “Yes, my Lord. I will send more and better-prepared Guards.”

      “Good. And as you do that, send fifty to the floor below the Pinnacle Room, as well. Let no one approach without notifying me, and that applies to the Elites as well.”

      Acus nodded. He understood.
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      “Let me do it, Lila,” said Adam Cain. “I enjoy killing aliens, especially Juireans.”

      “As you wish, father.”

      Through his ATD, Adam identified two of the flash weapons the Juireans in the corridor were holding, one to each side of the door. He then severed the firing controls and activated the power packs. A faint, yet intensifying whine could be heard outside the room, followed by a pair of loud, rumbling explosions in stereo.

      Adam looked to Riyad and smiled. “Now we can go.”

      The door slid open on its own and a cloud of white, acrid smoke poured in. The hallway was a mess, with burning furniture and charred carpeting. Dead or dying Juireans lay everywhere, many writhing and moaning from their injuries. As the eight people from the room weaved their way through the carnage, Adam, Riyad—and especially Sherri—made a point to place a single slug from their M-101’s into the heads or chests of the survivors. There were probably a hundred thousand Juireans in the building, but this was a start.

      “I have disabled all the video devices on this floor,” said Lila. She took the lead, serving as a shield against any incoming flash bolts. To the mutant, the pure plasma from the weapons was like candy. Being hit by more than a few also made her skin glow hot and bright.

      “Look at this,” Riyad said, holding up a canister with a nozzle attached. He had taken it from the hands of a dead Juirean Guard.

      “Liquid nitrogen or oxygen,” Adam said. “Looks like they know how to defend against Lila. Wonder how they learned that?”

      “Prowably from Benefis,” Sherri said. “They took em away right after we wanded. He saw what we did against J’nae.”

      “We have to be careful. Can’t let anything happen to my little girl.”

      “I can protect myself,” Lila said defiantly.

      “I know, Lila, but my job as a father is to look after you.”

      She smiled. “Then I welcome all you can do.”

      Adam knew Lila was toying with him. There wasn’t much he could do that Lila couldn’t for herself.

      “All right, here’s the plan,” Adam said, stepping into his leadership role. “Lila and I are going after Synnoc. Riyad, you take the rest of them down to the vault room. Get them out through the pod tunnel. We’ll meet up with you as soon as we can.”

      To his shock, everyone in the party stopped what they were doing and stared at him.

      “No fucking way!” said Sherri.

      “Not going to happen, my friend,” said Riyad

      “Formilians do not run from a fight,” said Trimen.

      Adam raised his hand. “Our mission is to save people, not to get us all killed.”

      “So you’re going with Lila and leave the rest of us to fend for ourselves?” said Riyad. “Seems to me we’d have a better chance of surviving if we stuck with her.”

      Adam pursed his lips out of frustration. “Fine, then we all get out. Screw Synnoc. He’ll get his in the end.”

      “That’s not what we’re saying,” Riyad continued. “We all want Synnoc dead. If anyone goes after him, we go—as a team—and with Lila in the lead.”

      Adam looked at the faces around him. Sherri smiled—and then grimaced. She pointed up with her right index finger.

      “He wikes to hang out in the Pinwicle Womb,” Sherri said.

      Adam’s shoulders slumped. Of course he would. It’s only at the very top of the damn building. A long climb and even a longer one down.

      “Fine, have it your way.” He reached into his backpack and handed Trimen and the other three Formilians MK-17 flash weapons and two power packs each—including Arieel. “Set them on level-two, that’ll kill a Juirean.”

      He looked at his team. They were anxious enough. “Most of us here, with the exception of Sherri, Arieel and Riyad, have either superpowers or ATDs—interface devices, so stay close and listen to instructions. With fast enough reactions, we can disable MK and Xan-fi weapons, but if there’s too many of them, some may slip by. This is a huge building with a lot of hostiles, although I’m sure the last thing Synnoc expects is that we’re going after him. Lila, we’ll take the stairwell. If you’ll do the honors…”
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        * * *

      

      The Malor-Hydon Building was sixty-four Juirean stories tall. A Juirean story was around fourteen feet. They started on the twentieth.

      Juirean gravity was very near that of Formil, so Trimen, Arieel and the other two of their race had no problem climbing the stairs. Adam and Riyad took the steps three at a time, while Lila was already two stories ahead and scouting the way.

      It was Sherri who was the problem. She hadn’t taken any hits to the body, but her head was another matter. Adam suspected she had a pretty nasty concussion, and as she exerted herself climbing the stairs, she became dizzier and more disoriented. Adam fell back from the group and helped her along.

      “Leave me,” she said. “Pick me up on the bay back.”

      Adam smiled. “Hey, you’re talking better.”

      “Still berts like hell.”

      “C’mon, I’ll help you. I’ve come too far to leave you behind now.”

      Her eyes suddenly glassed over. “Thank you, Adam.”

      “You’d do the same for me. In fact, you probably have.”

      A tap came from above. Adam and Sherri stopped and crouched. Moments later, the puff-puff of an M-101 was heard. Adam helped Sherri scramble up a flight of stairs.

      Riyad was standing over a dead Juirean, his weapon still aimed at the creature. “He came through the doorway right in the middle of us.”

      Lila came down the stairs. “There are many more ahead, coming down the stairs. A systematic search is being conducted for us.”

      “Let’s get out of here,” Adam said. “A building this size has to have more than one set of stairs.” He scanned the room outside the stairwell with his ATD. “Security cameras in the corridor.”

      “I will disable them,” said Lila.

      “It might be wise to disable those on a number of other floors above and below us,’ said Trimen. “That way the searchers will not be able to isolate the floor we are on.”

      “Great idea, buddy,” Adam said. “Lila?”

      “Already done.”

      “All right, follow me.”

      Adam led them out from the stairwell and into a utilitarian corridor lined with doors spaced very far apart. The rooms beyond the doors had to be large, yet no one was on the floor. At least not until an elevator door ten feet away began to open….
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      Sub-conference room six was located near the center of the great pyramid, yet far below the traditional meeting rooms of the Elites. It was for overflow and meetings between staff. Typically, the Elites traveled the building with two loyal Guards. They were there for more than simple protection, but as advisors and communication conduits. To have one of these important leaders journey the corridors unescorted was highly unusual. Thus they traveled to the clandestine meeting by stairwell and deserted passageways. All eight of the remaining Elites made it to the room without alarm, to be joined there by four others, two Overlords of legal expertise and two with military experience—and all loyal to the Council.

      “Why have you brought us here, Malens?” asked his distant relative Cyros.

      “I wish to play a recording and receive your opinion—all your opinions—on its contents.”

      He nodded to one of the Overlords and a screen on an adjoining wall came to life. For several minutes, the Elites sat in silence, watching and listening to the surveillance record of what had taken place at the Military Command Center four days prior, and the subsequent melt-down of Elder Synnoc li Qriss. At the end, there was a long moment of silence before Cyros spoke again.

      “Master Malens, I have no knowledge of Fleet Marshal Kradis being arrested, or any appeal to the Council for adjudication.”

      There were several murmurs around the table as all the Elites agreed.

      “That is because Kradis is either being held in silent confinement, or he is dead.”

      Now the murmurs became more vocal and the attendees more agitated.

      “He would not do such a thing, and to his friend Kradis,” said another of the Elites.

      “It is done, Master Havorn. I have researched it. After a confidant of mine made a copy of this recording, the original was destroyed by order of the Elder. He wishes no record of his actions, including the arrest of Kradis.”

      “Pardon me, my Lords,” said one of the non-Elites in the room.

      “Please Lord Gasin, your contribution is vital to our proceedings,” said Malens.

      “Thank you, my Lord. The Elder has the right to appoint his own Fleet Marshal. It has become tradition that any such appointment be approved by the full Council, yet that is not required. His demotion of Lord Kradis, and his subsequent confinement—if that is what has happened—is also within his rights. However, to keep this confinement from the Council is not permitted. Ranking Juireans have rights to defense. This has been denied in the case of the former Fleet Marshal.”

      “Appreciated,” said Malens. “That is my thinking as well.” He took a moment to scan the faces of those at the table. Most were elderly, yet all of sound mind. There was no shame in Juirean society to relinquish a chair when faculties became impaired. “My fellow Elites, I wish to point out some very troubling facts surrounding our current Elder, of which this recording is only the most recent. First, I go back to the time of the Great Exodus. Immediately upon becoming Elder, he ordered our people to partake in physical mating practices. As we all know, that policy proved to be disastrous. Five years later, and following many protests, he abandoned the policy, yet without a transition period. That also proved to be disruptive. Further, I offer his weak and misguided management of the Sol-Kor conflict, where he allowed the Humans to assume the lead and receive all the glory. Because of that, the Expansion has begun to crumble, as members lose confidence in our strength and leadership. Now I add this baseless and costly war with the Humans and their Union. This was promulgated on the death of a single Overlord by the notorious Adam Cain. This event—although tragic—was cause for protest, not war. Now we have suffered humiliating defeats, both in the Kidis Frontier and now at our very front door. You all know of the defeat of our fleet near Handic-non—”

      “My Lord, that battle is being classified as a stalemate by Master Synnoc,” said Havorn.

      “That is because the number of remaining vessels has come out to be about even. What he fails to tell us is that we had numerical supremacy going into the battle. We suffered far more loses than did the Union forces. Not only that, but his reckless removal of all defensive units between the battle scene and Juir has placed our homeworld once again in jeopardy.”

      “That status is changing, my Lord,” said one of the other Overlords.

      “Yes, we have five hundred ships stationed throughout the Alliance Cluster, and many more now racing ahead of the Human fleet to get here. But the point is this should never have been allowed to happen. Master Synnoc cleared the way to allow said terrorist Adam Cain free access to Juir, so he could play some game with our most dangerous and accomplished adversary. My friends, taken together, are these the acts of a sane and competent leader?”

      “This is dangerous talk, Malens,” said Cyros. He looked around the room, taking special note of the ceiling.

      “The room has been cleared of scanning devices, Master Cyros.”

      “He will undoubtedly learn that the Council Elite has met without his presence or invitation.”

      “I realize that,” said Malens. “But these are dangerous times.” He took a deep breath before continuing. “We must come to a decision. It will be a difficult, yet one that will determine the fate not only of the Expansion but of the Juirean race as well. Do we allow Elder Synnoc to continue…or do we not?”
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        * * *

      

      Adam and his team pressed against the wall before retreating around a nearby corner. A single Juirean stepped from the elevator, then turned to speak amicably to the others in the car. He was smiling as the door slid shut.

      Then the alien did something completely unexpected. He turned away from Adam and the others and sprinted down the corridor. Where was he going in such a hurry?

      “Follow me,” he said to the group. “Something’s not right.”

      The wide and well-lit hallway was empty…except for the running Juirean. The tall alien barely stopped at a door before opening it and disappearing inside.

      Adam and his team were there a moment later. He listened through the door; there were animated voices coming from inside. He scanned the room for flash weapons, and detecting none—only electronic signatures from lights, computers and communicators—he made a decision.

      “We’re going in. There are no weapons inside. Riyad, Sherri, we go in together. Lila, you have my six.”

      “Your six what?”

      “Sorry. You bring up the rear.”

      “Ah, a military term. I shall have to research that more for later use. I do not like to be uninformed.”

      Adam smiled. That was about the only thing she didn’t know.

      Adam put his hand in the door slot and it slid open.

      The three Humans entered in a spread formation, Adam in the center, Riyad and Sherri moving left and right. What they found inside made their jaws drop.

      Adam knew the Elites, not personally, but by sight. The brilliant white hair and pale blue gowns, adorned by gold sashes, was the first give-away. They sat staring at the Humans from around long table, along with a pair of white-haired Master-Overlords and two regular blue-hairs sitting at one end.

      The breathless messenger was standing next one of the Elites.

      After only split second, Adam and the rest of the team rushed to the table and surrounded it, weapons ready.

      “I recognize you,” said the Elite with the messenger next to him. “You are Adam Cain. And you are the prisoner Sherri Valentine, along with the Formilian Arieel Bol.” He looked at Riyad. “I do not recognize you.”

      “I’m Riyad Tarazi. Perhaps the name rings a bell?”

      “Vaguely. What are you doing here? This is a private meeting.”

      Adam raised his eyebrows. “Eh, if you hadn’t noticed, we’re at war, and we’re, like, the enemy. Where’s Synnoc?”

      There was an awkward silence on the part of the Juireans. Adam saw the guilt on the green alien faces. He smiled. “So, we have a little coup being planned here, don’t we? Where do I sign up?”

      The white-haired Juirean sighed and slumped in his chair. “So will you kill us now, Adam Cain?”

      “We have a saying where I come from. ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend.’ If your plan is to depose Synnoc, we’re all for it.”

      “Forgive me, father,” said Lila. Adam froze. “There are searchers moving along the corridor. They are four rooms away, armed with flash weapons.”

      “They will report us to Synnoc!” exclaimed one of the other Elites.

      Adam looked around for a place to hide. There was another side room with a small glass window. It would be tight, but they had no option. He wasn’t ready to start the fighting, not just yet.

      “Everyone…in there, hurry!”

      There was a mad rush of aliens and Humans as twenty-one bodies crammed into a room measuring approximately ten by ten. It was actually rather humorous, as the seven-to-eight foot tall Juireans towered over the shorter Humans and Formilians. Adam ended up with his nose stuck in the chest of one of the Overlords, where he discovered, to his chagrin, that Juireans did not use deodorant. He looked up at the alien and grinned. The Juirean did not smile back.

      Mentally, Lila turned off all the lights in the room, only a second before the door to the huge conference room opened. Adam could detect the Guard’s flash weapon. The creature stepped a few feet into the room, hesitated, and then left. At least twenty other energy signatures registered in Adam’s mind as they moved down the corridor, pausing at each of the adjoining doorways.

      The door to the small room opened and bodies poured out.

      A white-haired Juirean stepped up to Adam. “I am Vice-Elder Malens, and yes, we have been meeting to discuss the matter of Elder Synnoc, yet that is a Juirean matter, not a Human matter—or Formilian.”

      “Unfortunately, your buddy Synnoc has made it our concern, as well. If you do act and take him out, what do you intend to do about this trumped up war of his?”

      “You precipitated the war with the killing of an Overlord.”

      “I didn’t kill him. Synnoc had the ship’s captain do it as a way of blaming me and the Humans. He wanted this war and now he’s got it. In fact, he’s about to lose it.”

      The Juirean pursed his thin lips and looked at a few of the other Elites gathered around. “I had my suspicions. He was too quick to take up arms against the Union for such a minor act.”

      “Are you trusting the words of the terrorist Adam Cain?” asked another of the Elites.

      “What he says makes more sense than how Synnoc has reacted to the event. Do you doubt that the Elder would be beyond such an act, knowing as we do now the demise of Fleet Admiral Kradis?”

      Malens looked down at Adam. “I am afraid we may be powerless at this point to stop him. As you have seen, he is already looking for us. With his current state of mind, he will accuse us of colluding with the enemy and promoting a revolt against his rule.”

      “Then if you don’t mind,” Adam looked at his rag-tag team of Humans, Formilians and mutant, “why don’t we do something about it. Where is Synnoc now?”

      The Juirean track star stepped forward. “He has cloistered himself in the Pinnacle Room.”

      “Good,” said Adam. “Let’s make sure he stays there. Okay everyone, we’re heading down.”

      “What about Synnoc?” Arieel asked. “He is located above us.”

      “Don’t worry, he’ll be taken care of.”

      “How?” Riyad asked.

      “Remember the backup generators under the building? They’re fusion powered, right?”

      Riyad’s eyes grew wide. “I like your thinking, Captain Cain.”

      “What are brew talking about?” Sherri asked.

      Lila stepped forward. “I detect the generators, as well.” She turned to Sherri. “An overload of those units—similar to a flash weapons overload—would produce a small nuclear explosion under the structure.”

      “You’re going to nuke ‘em?” Sherri’s swollen eye suddenly opened. “And where are we going to be when this happens?”

      “Two nukes, actually,” Adam replied. “As to where we will be at the time…. Trimen, you have a ship nearby, don’t you?”

      “Yes, at the Council landing field to the west of the building.”

      “All right everyone, that’s our goal—to reach Trimen’s ship and get the hell off the mountain before we set off the nukes.”

      “You are going to destroy the Malor-Hydon Tower?” Malens asked breathlessly.

      “That’s the plan.”

      “I cannot allow that. That is too high a price to pay for removing Synnoc from office. We can do that through procedure.”

      “You just said he’s gone off the rails.”

      “Pardon me?”

      “He’s gone rogue, setting up a dictatorship. Your life-expectancy—and that of your fellow Elites—is probably measured in minutes. If I were you, I’d be running for the exits, along with the rest of us.”

      “He is indeed a savage terrorist!” declared another of the Elites. “Malens, you cannot allow this.”

      “Maby you shouldn’t have started a war with dus,” Sherri said to the mouthy Juirean.

      “I do not understand.”

      She jabbed the barrel of her M-101 into the alien’s chest. “Do you understand dis?”

      “Adam Cain, I must protest,” said Malens. “There must be a better solution.”

      “Yeah, we could wait until the Union fleet gets here and lays waste to your entire stinking planet, but that might get some Humans killed, too. That’s something I can’t allow.” Adam was angry. He hadn’t come all this way to negotiate with a bunch of prissy aliens in shimmering blue gowns. He’d come to kick some alien ass. With two juicy nukes sitting only a few hundred feet below where he was standing, he now he had a chance to bring his scorched earth campaign to a close. He wasn’t about to let the opportunity pass by.

      He looked at the combination of scared, anxious and angry alien faces. “The way I see it, you guys don’t have much of a choice. Either you leave the building as fast as you can, or you end up as radioactive ash.”

      “We shall raise the alarm—”

      Adam’s M-101 lit off with a small three-round burst. The bullets tore into the body of the Juirean, nearly slicing him in half. “No you won’t,” Adam said to the falling body.

      The other Juireans in the room gasped and backed away. All except Malens.

      “I see you have made our decision for us.” There was fire in the alien’s eyes. “If the decision is to ally with a beast like you or with Master Synnoc, then nothing he has done—or will do—is worse than this.”

      “Malens—or whatever your name is—you forget we’re at war…a war you and your kind started. When are you Juireans going to realize you can’t win every fight and that being arrogant assholes has consequences? I started this campaign to avenge the death of my oldest friend, a father-figure to me, really. For a moment there, I thought you mane-heads were worth saving, and that this was all Synnoc’s fault, just like it had been the Klin’s before that. Now I see I was wrong. You’re all alike.”

      “We side with our own kind, just as you do, Adam Cain. I feel no shame for that.”

      Adam nodded. “Then neither do I—”

      Arieel took hold of Adam’s arm just as his trigger finger tightened on M-101.

      “What are you thinking of doing, Adam?” the Formilian asked softly, concern in her voice.

      “Either they die now or they die later. I vote for now.”

      “And they know our plans,” Sherri added, her own M-101 leveled at the Juireans.

      “Should we not have mercy?” Arieel asked.

      Sherri glared at her. “Did they show any mercy when then blew off Andy’s head? You were there, you saw it happen. We’re at war, Arieel. We always have been since the first moment the Juireans learned of us. At some point all this has to end. We tried peace and that didn’t work. Frankly, I’m pretty damn tired of playing nice with these savages.” Sherri’s lips were bleeding as scabs ripped open during her tirade, but her message came through loud and clear.

      Arieel looked at Sherri’s battered face and then at Adam’s manic expression. Then she turned away with a flip of her hand and shrugged. “Perhaps you are right. Okay, go ahead, kill them.”

      Sherri and Adam exchanged surprised looks. “Well, maybe….” Adam said.

      “Lock them in the side room?” Sherri said.

      “At least give them a fighting chance to get away?”

      “Yeah, that would be better.”

      Adam turned to Malens. “You have Arieel Bol to thank for saving your miserable lives, at least for now.”

      Arieel turned in protest. “I did not do any such thing! I said kill them.”

      Adam smiled. “We all know what you were doing, Arieel. We call it reverse psychology.”

      “No…I agree with Sherri. They showed no mercy for Andy Tobias. I remember vividly as he was killed. It was horrific and savage.”

      Adam patted her back. “You’re a better person than I am, sweetie.” He waved the barrel of this M-101 at the aliens. “All right, everyone in the room.”

      “Are you still going to destroy the building?” Malens asked.

      “Of course.”

      “So you would have remorse for killing us here, yet will incinerate tens of thousands without any such regret?

      “There’s another saying where I come from,” Adam said. “‘Kill one man and you’re a murderer. Kill millions and you’re a conqueror. Kill them all and you’re a god.’ I’m still working on the god part. Now into the room…move!”
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      The team left the conference room minutes later after Lila fused the door controls, locking the Juireans in the small ten-by-ten room. Before they left, Adam assured Malens that the generators could be made to explode remotely, so there was nothing they could do to stop it. That’s when one of the other Elites pointed out that killing the team would be a way of stopping it. The mane-head had a point.

      Adam really want to kill the alien for saying that, but compassion overrode the desire. Then he shook his head. Compassion? In a few minutes—if the team wasn’t killed—he was going to blow the whole damn building to bits. The smart-ass alien knew this. Perhaps it would be more compassionate to put him out of his misery now, rather than have him spend the next few minutes waiting to die?

      Adam was jarred from his reverie when Arieel moved up next to him. “You misunderstand. I wanted the Juireans dead,” she said passionately. “Even now they occupy Formil. My people are in grave danger from them. I thought on it and realized you and Sherri were right.”

      “What’s done is done, Arieel,” Adam said. “Don’t worry. As soon as we get to Trimen’s ship and lift off, all the loose ends will be tied up.”

      “That sounds like another of your Human colloquialisms, yet I understand the context.”

      They were in the deserted corridor, moving to the elevators. Everyone with an ATD had their scanners going, tracking the progress of Synnoc’s search team. They were about a hundred yards down the hallway and well past the elevators.

      At the bank of shiny metal doors, they stopped and took up defensive positions. Adam pressed the button and a moment later the doors began to open. Four green-haired Guards armed with Xan-fi’s were in the car. From inside they couldn’t see anyone in the corridor and wondered why the elevator had stopped. Two stepped forward.

      Adam and Riyad rushed in, M-101’s spitting bullets. Moments later, they tossed the bodies into the hallway to make room for all eight members of the team. Adam was hoping for a quick ride to the main floor of the pyramid and then a sprint for the exit doors. There would be a trail of dead aliens left along the way; that was unavoidable. In fact, every time the elevator would stop, more dead Juireans would pile up in the hallways. But now that he had a plan, Adam could see the light at the end of the tunnel. He was willing to make a little noise if necessary.

      They started on the thirty-first floor, and by the time the elevator reached ground level, there had been three instances of the door opening followed by dead aliens on the floor outside. There was no pretense now. Other Juireans had tripped the alarms, and a grating noise and flashing lights filled the building.

      Confusion was a great place to hide, and that’s what state-of-mind the Juireans were in. They knew something was happening, but in the two minutes it took the elevator car to reach the bottom, no details were known.

      The team exited the car, giving leeway to a group of Juireans anxious to board and race to the upper floors. At a time of war, such an alarm could mean a threat on the Elder—or any of the Elites—or an outside threat of some kind. Until more details were known, the priority was to lock-down the building and secure the VIP’s. In the huge open chamber on the ground floor—which soared twenty stories above—hundreds of Guards were running for the wide expanse of entry doors to the building. Many of these doors were closing automatically as a response to the alarm, while Guards took up sentry positions, Xan-fi’s and MK’s at the ready.

      Adam hated to do it, but he had to open fire. There was a squad of Guards focused on the team as they moved across the wide expanse of open floor. There was recognition in the alien’s eyes. Once he fired, all the other Juireans in the chamber would identify them as the target.

      What happened next was a spectacular release of automatic gunfire and alien flash bolts. So much raw plasma was in the air that the inside temperature climbed by ten degrees almost instantly, as the flashes temporarily blinded nearly everyone in the room. Adam and Riyad were wearing their helmets, so the polarizing glass lens saved their eyesight. This allowed them to spray lines of Juireans with lead from the ’101’s. They snapped in new magazines, after cutting down literally hundreds of Juireans in the first few seconds of the battle.

      The team continued to move, Humans in the lead with the slower Formilians behind. Lila was close to her mother, taking multiple bolt strikes in her place. The mutant’s body began to glow white and radiate heat from the absorption of plasma charges. The more she took the harder it was for the Formilians to be near her.

      This undying and glowing figure soon caught the attention of most of the Juireans in the room. Some paused firing to gawk at the strange apparition, right up to the time Lila lashed out with powerful discharges of crackling blue lightening from her hands. The erratic trails of deadly electricity danced around the periphery of the room, striking bodies and inanimate objects alike.

      The three Humans fell to the floor and slid behind a solid stone block where an indecipherable stature of some kind sat on top. The bolts hit the metal of the figure, melting parts while causing the rest to burst into pieces of white-hot shrapnel.

      A strange stillness spread over the room. Adam risked a peek over the top of the stone block and saw Lila was standing about fifty feet away, breathing heavily and still glowing white-hot. Her clothing had burned off yet her features were obscured by the brilliance of her skin.

      Arieel and Trimen were on the floor twenty feet away, arms lifted to shield their faces from the intense heat. The other two Formilians were lost somewhere in the graveyard of dead and dying littering the floor of the chamber.

      There were still Juireans alive, yet not nearly as many as there had been a minute before. Most stood on the wide catwalks at various levels above encircling the room, mesmerized and perplexed by the glowing figure below. They had lost interest in the rest of the team, confused as what to do next. This thing could not be killed.

      Adam watched with fascination as Lila lifted her arms above her head and clasped her hands. A powerful stream of energy then shot from her body, aimed at the ceiling far above. Three seconds passed, and as the discharge of blue-white electricity left her body, the glowing subsided. When the beam faded and she lowered her arms, the radiating heat had dropped to a tolerable level and color returned to her skin.

      Arieel jumped to her feet, pulling a blue cape from the body of a dead Overlord beside her. She draped the cloth around her daughter’s naked body.

      Lila smiled. “Yes, mother, I must maintain feminine decorum when killing our enemy in public.”

      Sherri heard the comment and turned to Adam. “She has your wry sense of humor, doesn’t she?”

      Adam stood up. “Hurry, to the doors!”

      His words echoed in the strange silence—which was suddenly overcome by a loud, thundering thud. He turned to where the bank of exit doors had once been, light from outside flooding in. Now a wall of metal faced him and the room was nearly dark. Huge barriers had dropped from the ceiling above the exits, effectively locking everyone inside.

      There was a commotion from the other side of the room. Another twenty or so Juirean Guards came sprinting across the stone floor of the chamber, armed with long round canisters.

      The surviving members of the team knew what the canisters held—liquefied gas, the only thing that could stop a creature like Lila. Freezing was the only defense against her, and as another squad of aliens appeared not too far from Adam, it was obvious the word was out and a strategy was being implemented.

      Off to his right, Adam saw an open doorway with stairs inside.

      “C’mon everyone! To the stairwell. We’re going down!”

      Now another round of flash bolts erupted, and the six remaining members of the team raced across the open floor, dodging them the best they could. Lila was behind Trimen and Arieel, her arms spread and hunched over the running pair. A bolt hit her. The cape burned through at that point and a bright light shined through.

      Another bolt struck at Sherri’s feet; she hurdled the small explosion with the grace of a person with firecrackers in their pants. She managed to keep going, with only a loud ‘muck’ escaping her lips. At least it sounded like muck to Adam.

      They barreled into the stairwell. Adam and Riyad took up covering positions on each side of the door as the rest of them ran down the stairs.

      “Where are we going?” Trimen asked as he raced by. “Can we get to my ship from here?”

      “I think we just lost your ship as an option. There’s another way out.”

      “Down here?”

      “Yep. Move!”

      Adam cocked the M-4 grenade launcher; Riyad saw him do it and mirrored the action. Moments later, they were spitting deadly canisters into the huge room. Multiple explosions now rocked the huge chamber.

      Adam and Riyad took to the stairs.

      “How far?” Trimen yelled from below.

      “All the way down, twelve stories.”

      Before they reached the bottom, flash bolts began streaming down from above, traveling through the open center column and striking stairs and railings. The team fell against the outer walls to avoid the flying sparks and plasma splashes while continuing to take several steps at a time.

      When there were no more stairs, Sherri put a shoulder against a grey metal door and crashed through into a wide hallway. “Is this where the security vault was?” she yelled back as Trimen and Lila joined her. A moment later, Riyad and Adam burst through the doorway.

      “Is this where Hydon’s vault is?” she repeated.

      Breathless, Adam replied. “Yeah, to the left…hurry.”

      Sherri’s eyes grew wide, or as wide as the left one could. “The tunnel! We’re going to the tunnel!”

      “Bingo, baby! Follow me.”

      The door to the vault was still unlocked. Adam led the way through.

      “Damn, this place looks different,” Sherri said.

      “No time for a tour. Riyad, take them to the tunnel. Lila, I need your help over here.”

      The team split up and Adam led Lila into the room with the huge back-up generator.

      “This is it,” he said to his mutant daughter. “There’s another one just like it on the other side of the building.” He took off his helmet and inhaled a deep breath of fresh air. It was a relief.

      Lila didn’t need an ATD to scan the inner components of the machine, she was beyond artificial means to access her powers. She found the contact points and the fusion reactor, as well as traced the lines to the second unit. “I will have to do this, father,” she stated. “It is more complicated than a simple flash weapon. And the other unit will require even more expertise since it will be done remotely.”

      “That’s fine. You’re not going to hurt my feelings if you make the nuclear bombs instead of me. What kind of control will you have over the timing? We have to get out through the tunnel before they explode.”

      Lila’s expression went blank for a few seconds. “For the reactors to reach critical mass, a fourteen minute build up is required, otherwise the generator will simply explode with a release of radiation, yet no detonation.”

      “Fourteen minutes! First of all, the Juireans will be down here long before that, and secondly, it took us over two hours to climb through the tunnel.”

      “What tunnel is this that you and Sherri speak off?”

      “It was made by a boring pod using lasers. It runs from here all the way to the base of the mountain.”

      “How convenient.” Lila said. “It will be faster going down than it was going up. Once inside, we can collapse the tunnel to protect us from the blast and to stop the Juireans from following. Also, the Juireans should not be aware of the meltdown until only a minute or so before detonation, at which point they will be powerless to stop it.”

      Adam smiled. “You make a father proud, sweetheart. Go ahead and light the fuse.”

      Lila resumed her blank stare. Adam stood patiently, waiting for her come out of the trance. And he waited.

      Through his ATD, he tracked the movement of Juirean flash weapons. A squad was down the stairs and in the hallway, headed for the vault. They would be here any second. Yet Lila was still in her trance.

      Adam moved outside the room and took a position with a clear view of the center of the vault. He lifted the M-101 to his cheek. When the firing started, he would not only have to fend off a hundreds Juireans, but then sprint down the middle of a huge open room to get to the tunnel.

      He began thinking how he could use his daughter for cover….

      “We can leave, father?”

      Adam jumped at the sound. “You scared me.”

      “Scared, the courageous Adam Cain?”

      Lila’s smile was as beautiful as a sunrise.

      “Don’t tell anyone, okay?”

      “Yes, father.”

      They ran. In the light gravity of Juir—and with Lila’s superhuman abilities—father and daughter were like blurs. The tunnel entrance was ahead and Adam was relieved to see that none of the others had waited for them. He slipped through the bent grate with Lila close behind.

      They paused, and Adam raised his eyebrows in awe as he watched his slender young daughter take the bars of the grate—the same one it had taken two super-strong Human men to bend—and return them to their original position with no effort whatsoever.

      “That will slow them down.”
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      “You’re right—”

      Adam took a step backwards, placing his right foot on a sharp drop-off along the tunnel floor, and one slick with condensation. He slipped and fell, landing on the glass-like surface face-first.

      And then he was gone and out of Lila’s sight.

      He was sliding down the middle of the tunnel, picking up more and more water from what he knew would be a full-fledged stream farther along. He was also picking up speed. He managed to roll onto his back, using his arms and legs for steering. It was pitch black in the tunnel; he’d left the helmet to his suit in the generator room. It had a light.

      His rapid descent may have seemed like a good thing, if it wasn’t for the jagged series of tread tracks cast in the stone on each side tunnel. The environment suit protected him against friction with the stone, but at this speed, if he rolled over to either side and hit the steps, it would be deadly. Occasionally, he would touch the side of the tracks with a hand or foot and have to roll to the other side. This worked fine…until he found himself airborne and scraping along the ceiling of the tunnel.

      This was a spot where the pod had dipped down almost at a ninety-degree angle during its one and only trip through the mountain. Adam flew off the surface and hit the rock top of the tunnel before free falling. Fortunately, the pod had steered a horizontal course again, and at very gradual rate, allowing the floor of the tunnel to gently rise up to up to meet him, bathing him a spray of water. As long as he stayed in the stream, he was safe from the tread tracks.

      There were signs of light up ahead. It would be the rest of team. At least Riyad was still wearing his helmet.

      “Look out below!” Adam cried out. He didn’t want to collide with anyone and send them on the same wild ride he was on, no matter how much fun it looked to be.

      He caught only a glimpse of the startled faces as he sped past between the two sets of stairs, spraying up a huge shroud of water along his path.

      And then he hit the stairs.

      The affect was just as he imagined. His bones rattled, his teeth rattled, the scream he emitted rattled. It only lasted a second, before he was spun and ended up back in the center of the tunnel, only this time racing down head-first.

      The stream he was in began to grow deeper and wider as the floor of the tunnel begin to rise below him. He remembered there was a section where the pod had to climb a little above the horizontal to pass through an area of exceptionally hard rock. He fell into a shallow pool and came to stop. His body rocked with the exaggerated waves before falling below the surface of the water.

      Choking, he stood up in waist deep water. He was bruised—everywhere—and the only thing that saved him from breaks, burns and cuts was the rugged construction of the environment suit.

      He felt his way to the side of the tunnel and the embedded rock stairs. Out of the water now, he sat down, waiting for the rest of the team to catch up.

      The bombs. Without a watch, he had no idea how much time had transpired since Lila set the triggers. It had to be getting close. Had Lila collapsed the tunnel, like she suggested? Or would a flood of deadly nuclear fire soon come racing through tube, killing everyone inside?

      Then Adam noticed the lack of a breeze in the tunnel. That was a relief.

      Light began to dance on the glistening rock walls. “I see him!” Riyad called out.

      The team—Lila with them—were running as fast as they could on the slick, wet rock towards him. They were on the level-to-slightly-inclined section of the tunnel and soon most had fallen into the shallow pool and were romping around, celebrating their reunion.

      “How much time, Lila?” Adam asked.

      Without hesitation, she said. “Four minutes, sixteen seconds.”

      He didn’t ask how she knew so precisely.
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      Council Elder Synnoc li Qriss had received word of the huge battle taking place at ground level in the building. From the Pinnacle Room he accessed security cameras—the ones that still operated through all the rogue electrical discharges  taking place—and was astounded at the sight of the brilliantly glowing mutant with rivers of blue light streaming from her hands.

      This creature was not of Synnoc’s world or his universe. This was something else, something his rational mind could not comprehend. He knew there were no real demons or any real gods. Yet here was this abomination.

      He ordered every Guard who could find a liquefied atmosphere canister to attack the creature. To his surprise and delight, there was an ample supply of the mutant-freezing liquid in the maintenance and dining sections of the building. Apparently it was used in air conditioning and refrigeration units, which made sense.

      But then he watched in horror as Adam Cain led his terrorists out of the room and into a stairwell. He knew there was no exit from the lower levels, so he relaxed, knowing that his Guards would flush them out—if the mutant could be subdued.

      He became distracted by a new report. The Elites had been located.

      Acus rushed into the room. “They are in sub-level thirty-one, room six. They were found locked in a room, apparently by Adam Cain.”

      “They had contact with the Human?”

      “Yes, my Lord. And Master Jolin was killed.”

      “Where are they now?”

      “Still in the conference room, my Lord. Shall I have them brought here?”

      “No, I will go to them.”
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        * * *

      

      The Elites who were seated around the conference table rose when Synnoc entered the room. Most were already up and pacing the floor, frustrated at their inability to leave, blocked by the armed Guards at the door.

      Synnoc had acquired a flash weapon from a Guard before entering, and now had it hidden in the folds of his robe.

      “Elder Synnoc, we must all leave the building immediately!” Master Malens yelled as he rushed up to him. “There is a bomb!”

      All the Elites were now circling Synnoc.

      The Elder was surprised by comment. He had come to the room expecting the Elites to be embarrassed and humbled by their disgraceful act, yet they all appeared scared and panicky.

      “A bomb? Where?”

      “I am not sure, but the Human mentioned a nuclear device—two of them—within the building.”

      The Elites now moved toward the door of the conference room, feeling that with Synnoc there, they would be allowed to leave.

      “Stop!” Synnoc yelled. The Guards closed ranks with weapons held steady. The Elites stopped, yet many appeared willing to face wrath of the weapon than stay in the room.

      “You had a conversation with Adam Cain?”

      Malens turned back to him. “We must leave. There is no time.”

      Synnoc waved his hand. “There are threat detectors throughout the building. Radiation is one item of which we monitor. If Adam Cain had brought a nuclear device into the building, we would know of it. Master Malens, the Humans are very deft at lying. I feel this is the case.”

      “It is true!” cried several of the other Elites.

      “Although your passion is real, additional assertions about the existence of a bomb—or bombs—only meant Cain has persuaded more of you with his lies. If he planned on detonating such a device, why has he and the others fled into the catacombs where there is no escape? Such an explosion would surely consume them as well. And from the scene I witnessed below, they did not appear to be creatures resigned to their own destruction. They are attempting to survive.”

      Synnoc pulled the flash weapon and pointed it at Malens. The Vice-Elder stood aghast.

      “What are you doing, Synnoc?”

      “Rather than be distracted by stories of bombs and impending doom, I ask you to answer for the subterfuge you and the others are engaged in. I know you are plotting against me.”

      Malens’ expression went blank, resigned to his fate. Synnoc enjoyed the look of surrender he was witnessing.

      “That is true, Synnoc. We have been conspiring against you, and against your reckless and dangerous judgement. We know of the fate of Fleet Marshal Kradis, your friend.”

      “I will not stand for insubordination, either from him or from you. I am the Elder. I rule the Expansion.”

      Synnoc wasn’t prepared for the wide grin that stretched across Malen’s face. If he didn’t know better, he would have taken it as a death challenge.

      “Yes, you are the Elder…but for how much longer, that is the question.”
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      The dual explosions were heard and felt by everyone in the room. The building vibrated strongly for several seconds, but then this subsided. There were sounds of crashing debris, bursting pipes and panicked Juireans coming from around them, but that was all.

      After the rumbling calmed, Synnoc looked at Malen’s shocked face.

      “So, was that the catastrophic event you were so afraid of? There will be damage, I grant you that, but hardly the nuclear inferno you were expecting. I will also propose that we will find the bodies of Adam Cain and his cohorts in the damage below our feet—”

      The trembling vibrations returned, yet stronger this time, knocking Synnoc from his feet. All around was the sound of crashing and thunder from unknown origins. Then suddenly, all in the room became weightless, as the floor fell out below them. Walls cracked and the ceiling raced down to meet them….
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        * * *

      

      Comparatively, the explosions were small for nuclear devices. But what they did was blow away two sides of the wide footprint of the pyramid structure. As a general rule, pyramids cannot be toppled, so the building remained upright with very little outward signs of initial damage. However, as the sides fractured and fell into the huge center cavity of the building, the floors above the central viewing chamber—all thirty of them—began to crumble. With very little side support, the weight was too much for the weakened walls to bear. The center of the Malor-Hydon Tower, with it bronze-colored and reflective glass top, began to fall, sinking ever farther and faster into the middle of the structure. Falling debris filled the cavity below and bellowed out with a huge cloud of dust and nuclear smoke. Then slowly, the skeletal sides, leaning at a radical angle, crumbled inward, crushing the still intact Pinnacle Room.

      It took three minutes before the building stopped rumbling. By then it was just a pile of contaminated rubble sitting atop the Kacoran Plain, and a tomb for all those caught inside.
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        * * *

      

      Lieutenant-Commander Tom Paulson was getting very adept at making tight dimensional jumps, and now he brought the Vengeance in as close as he dared to the planet Juir, using the abundance of navigational information available for the capital planet of the Expansion. He knew there were scores of enemy ships stationed nearby, but they were looking outward, expecting them to bolt in from out-system. So when the ship appeared one hundred eighteen miles above the surface of Juir City, it took time for the defense authority to react. By then Paulson hoped to be on the surface and under the radar.

      Travis was next to him in the co-pilot seat, with Pogo resting on a console not far away.

      “Okay, Pogo, can you locate Adam through his brain interface thingy?”

      Just then, the bridge of the Vengeance lit up from the light of an explosion on top of the mountain that Paulson knew was the Kacoran Plain, the seat of government for the Juireans and the Expansion. Moments later, high res images showed the Malor-Hydon Tower collapse in on itself.

      “Never mind. There he is,” Tom said with nonchalant detachment. “I’m going in.”
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      Pogo did link with Adam’s mind and he led Paulson and Travis to a landing spot at the southwest side of the huge plateau mountain, within a grove of green trees with shiny silver leaves. The two men then hiked through the meadow and followed a meandering stream through a maze of fallen boulders to a clearing where a rusted metal grate covered a perfectly cylindrical hole cut out of solid rock.

      Moments later, Adam’s daughter Lila came into view. Travis and Tom knew her from their Sol-Kor universe days, as well as the couple of weeks on Worak-nin before she stole the trans-dimensional starship and disappeared.

      “Hey, Lila,” Travis said. “What are you doing here?” He had a crush of the Formilian mutant.

      “I came to help my mother and father. What kind of daughter would I be if I didn’t?”

      The men stood in awe as the five-foot tall alien took hold of the thirty-foot-round iron grate and pulled it from the rock face of the mountain without even a grunt.

      Travis was even more turned on than before.

      Soon afterwards, the rest of the team emerged from the tunnel. There was an emotional reunion, where Trimen was introduced to Tom and Travis…and Pogo, who had suddenly materialized.

      When Pogo appeared, Lila’s face lit up and her eyes sparkled. She extended her hand and the tiny green-tinted orb disappeared and then reappeared in her palm. She pulled him close to her heart and gasped.

      “Do you know what that is?” Adam asked Lila.

      “Oh yes! She is an energy conduit of ancient design and age. Isn’t she magnificent?”

      “She? She’s a he,” said Adam.

      “You are mistaken, father. I have a bond with her already. She is…is life.”

      Pogo?

      Adam, forgive me, but I have found my new master…a true master. Why did you not tell me of her before?

      I…I never thought about it.

      May I go with her? I can fulfil my purpose with this magnificent creature.

      Yeah, sure. She’s Lila, my daughter.

      I know. Even now we are…joined.

      As the team hiked back to the Vengeance, Adam had a sense of melancholy. He felt like he was losing a good friend or a loyal pet. He hadn’t been expecting this feeling.

      At the door to the starship, he suddenly remembered something.

      “I’ll be right back. Don’t leave without me.”

      He sprinted across the meadow and through a large grove of trees until he reached the transport that had brought him and Riyad to the mountain. The bound-up driver was none the worse for wear. Adam untied him. Then without a word of complaint, the red-skinned alien slipped into the driver’s seat and calmly drove away, all the while with that same emotionless expression on his face.
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        * * *

      

      With the Malor-Hydon Tower destroyed—and taking with it the Elder, the Elites, as well as seventy-five percent of the general Council—new leaders were quickly selected for the Juireans and tasked with saving the race from the invading Union starships headed their way.

      Their ships were ordered to stand-down, while these new leaders made frantic calls to the Humans, demanding—requesting—that they not attack any of the worlds in the Alliance Cluster. Negotiations for peace were offered, which Admiral Curtis Logan—the ranking officer in the fleet—firmly rejected. There would be no negotiations. Either the Juireans accept unconditional surrender or the fleet would continue.

      Logan was playing a gambit, but it paid off. Less than ten minutes later the Juireans linked back, agreeing to any and all terms the Humans requested. For a moment, Logan thought of asking the compliant Juirean leader to paint his house. Although it did need painting, Logan thought that might be a little over the top.

      Logan contacted Admiral Hollingsworth a few minutes later and filled him in on what had transpired. When asked about Adam Cain, Admiral Logan responded: “He blew up the whole frigging pyramid, sir.”

      Hollingsworth’s response would go down in history as another classic addition to the legend of Adam Cain.

      He said simply: “Of course he did.”
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      By the time Adam and his team reached Formil in the Vengeance, the Juireans had already left the planet, and Trimen, Arieel and Lila were welcomed back as heroes. The Humans would remain for another two weeks, while preparations were made for the coronation ceremony appointing Lila Bol the next Speaker of the Formilian people.

      Two days after their arrival, Admiral Hollingsworth linked to Adam.

      “I hate to say it,” Hollingsworth began, “but I’m a little disappointed.”

      The statement caught Adam off guard. “Disappointed, sir, in what? We won the war, rescued the women and killed the bad guy. What’s there to be disappointed about?”

      “Just that you got to go out and have all the fun, while I had to stay here and suffer through another sweltering Arizona summer.”

      “Sir, Arizona doesn’t exist anymore. It’s called the American Sector now.”

      “Yeah, whatever. But seriously, Captain, the next time galactic empires go to war, how about leaving a little of the fighting for the rest of us?”

      “Sir, yessir. If you insist.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam’s chest swelled with pride as he watched his daughter climb the steps to the huge throne platform and turn to face the adoring crowd.

      He was in the main Temple on Formil, along with Sherri and Riyad, watching the coronation of Lila as the next Speaker of the Formilian People, the Giver of Life and Light.

      She was beautiful beyond belief and dressed in the most-elegant flowing gown of shimmering white he’d ever seen. An enormous and intricate headdress rose from her mass of silky black hair, displaying a cascade of shooting stars and lightning bolts signifying the life the gods bestowed on the Formilians through their glorious leader. Music played, singers sang, people cheered, and all the focus on Lila, the embodiment of their living goddess.

      Arieel and Trimen were there as well, also decked out to the nines, and standing close to each other with animated expressions. This was a great moment for the Formilians, the realization of a dream centuries old.

      For the past two thousand years, they worshipped their Speakers, believing them to be conduits to their gods. Even the Speakers themselves believed that. Yet through all the pomp and ceremony, all the  miracles, all the illusion, it was still artificial and staged. What the Formilians were celebrating in the Temple that day was nothing less than a Speaker who could actually control the most-mysterious force in the universe—electricity—and do it without artificial means. Lila was a true demi-god, something unique, something beyond normal people.

      The Formilians knew this. The Humans knew it. And the Juireans knew it. Already Lila was making moves to assume authority over the Expansion, to lead it from Formil and not Juir. She felt that under her leadership, all the senseless wars would come to an end. After all who would dare confront a leader with verifiable super powers?

      Only someone—or thing—with even greater powers….
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      Adam Cain is BACK...and ready to kick more alien ass! Merry Christmas all you alien #*@$&*!

      Everything is going great in the Milky Way Galaxy. Adam's immortal mutant alien daughter Lila is running the Expansion, and the Orion-Cygnus Union is experiencing its first period of peace and tranquility since its founding. Yet things are not as idyllic as they seem....

      A new alien threat is nearing the galaxy, bringing with it a level of military technology unmatched by anyone in the Milky Way. Add to this, an ancient home-grown power has returned, curious to see the results of its great galactic experiment.

      Now Adam Cain and his team are forced into an elaborate contest against a variety of other species to see who in the galaxy lives or dies. For this greatest of all challenges, Adam enlists the help of old enemies, including the mutants Panur and the former Sol-Kor queen, J’nae. Yet even immortals are over-matched against this ancient entity and the invaders from Andromeda.

      Yet as so many before them have done, the one thing these new aliens have underestimated: Adam Cain and his friends.... Oops!

      If you're squeamish, this book may disturb you. But if you enjoy  full-on confrontation and in-your-face action, then here's your Christmas present from Adam Cain and The Human Chronicles.

      No need to thank him. Just throw your chest out a little more...and be proud that you're a member of the most badass race in the galaxy!

      Alien Games begins a whole new chapter of The Human Chronicles Saga. A new set of enemies, new affiliations, new challenges and even more opportunity to show why "You don't mess with the Humans!"

      This is epic action, epic heroism, and epic adventure on the grandest scale ... and with the street-wise humor and realism you've come to expect from The Human Chronicles Saga.
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      Have you seen the future?

      Yes, and I am concerned.

      The entity that had once been known as Nunki felt the thoughts of the others caress his brain. They moved within it as water around pebbles in a stream.

      As are we. That is why we have initiated this contact.

      I sense a plan has been developed. Is it confirmed? Nunki asked.

      With your agreement, it will.

      That is very kind of you. Yet I am but one Aris; I will not go against the will of the others.

      He sensed a laugh. The others? There are so few left. Time is the great killer of perseverance. That is why we have come to this conclusion.

      Nunki nodded mentally. I see the plan; it is the only way to maintain any sense of identity. If not, then we will continue to evolve until nothing of us remains. There will always be the temptation to evolve beyond even this point, yet with our world about to end, all that will be left is us, and only us. What happens when time propels us beyond recognizing even ourselves?

      That is the future that awaits us.

      Unless we stop our evolution, Nunki stated within the minds of the community.

      Yes. What good is our grand experiment if by the time it comes to fruition we no longer care about the results? It would make all our efforts, all our genius…pointless.

      Another presence spoke. And that would surely be the outcome. The time scale we speak of is beyond even our comprehension.

      Yet we do have the ability to view our past, Nunki thought, what we were then and what we are now, and that was over only a million years. What form will we take three billion years from now? All we can do is speculate, while knowing that it will be something unrecognizable, nothing as we are today.

      Then it is agreed? asked the first entity. It didn’t need to hear the response; the feelings conveyed were adequate for a verdict. We will instruct our service modules to create chambers within a secure location where we can suspend our evolution. These creations must be self-maintaining, for the time period over which they must function is far beyond any reasonable expectation.

      It can be done, Nunki thought. We are capable of directing such construction.

      And what of a trigger? another presence asked. At what point will we be resurrected?

      I will leave a marker. When the experiment has advanced far enough, it will signal our revival.

      The next feeling Nunki conveyed brought confusion to the others.

      We do not understand.

      It is quite simple, Nunki began. We will build our chambers and be placed within. Our consciousness will fade…only to return a moment later. At that point three billion years will have passed, and we will have no sensation of the passage of time. It will be an incredible journey, taking place in the blink of an eye. I find that thought quite stimulating.

      The others agreed.

      

      Three billion years later, and in another galaxy…

      

      Daric (416) watched his young opponent maneuver for another strike. It had been almost humorous how predictable he was. Age and experience gave Daric a sense of prescience; he had been in this exact spot many times before.

      That was why he selected this battleground. As the challenged, he chose the arena—one of three available on the station—and this one was the most basic, with only minimal cover. The least-experienced often chose the more elaborate, with their myriad of cover and obstructions. They believed they could move more quickly through the maze than could their elders, out maneuvering them for surprise attacks.

      This arena provided no place of substance to hide. Daric’s opponent had to confront him head-on, using skill with only blade and vandish, rather than deception and youthful energy.

      Daric toyed with young Linoc (611), allowing him to take several strikes with his sword and swipes with the prickly net called a vandish. He even let the tip of his opponent’s blade come precariously close to splitting his skin. Injury in the arena was a judgement call by the referee. Blood-letting was allowed, but only to a point. If severe enough, the match would be called.

      This was a challenge for possessions and status, not for immunity points.

      As predicted, Linoc whirled his blade around in a blur, his body spinning in the air in what was called a tralic, before angling it toward Daric’s head. The move was skillful and swift—yet as mentioned—predictable. Daric bent back, performing a perfectly timed backflip while bringing his own sword up to meet his opponent’s. The joining of metal upon metal rang throughout the arena.

      Linoc completed the tralic and regained his balance with expert precision, his gold eyes narrow and intense. The young member of the Kallen-Noc Blood-Team was indeed skillful, if overanxious. He was leaving too many tells, indicators Daric was cataloging in his tactically-trained mind.

      The two combatants circled again, occasionally twirling shiny metal weapons at one another, more to test reactions than for any promise of contact.

      Daric then saw the vein pulse once again in Linoc’s neck. This happened each time his young challenger prepared for a strike, unconsciously testing the weight of his sword before acting.

      The full strike came a moment later. Daric was ready. Linoc came at him with a thrust of this sword and a sweep of the vandish. The blade slid past Daric’s head with only the slightest reprieve before he dove forward and over the incoming spiked netting. He landed on his back, rolled and then sprung to his feet, spinning in the thin layer of Nuorean dirt spread over the artificial surface of the arena. The casting of the heavy net sent Linoc turning in a wide arc. Daric jumped, rolling again before sliding in behind his challenger.

      The young player saw the move from the corner of his eye. Suspecting that Daric would be angling for his own attack, Linoc whipped around again, bringing his blade in low and flat-edged, expecting to slap hard against Daric’s unprotected legs. Skin would be broken, and the match called, with Linoc the victor.

      Yet Daric was ready. When behind his opponent and out of sight, he planted the sharp tip of his sword into the hard surface of the arena and turned the edge outward. He gripped the hilt firmly in both hands, readying for the impact to come. When Linoc’s sword came at him, it contacted the sharp edge of the blade with a resounding report…and snapped.

      Daric jumped away to avoid the twirling piece of sharp metal. Even inadvertent injury would be grounds for match termination.

      Linoc stepped back, momentarily glancing at his broken weapon. It was the opening Daric was waiting for. With extreme skill and accuracy, he flicked out with his own sword, catching the bottom of Linoc’s ear in the process. A generous section of flesh fell away as blood gushed from the wound.

      A horn sounded, signaling the end of the contest.

      Daric eyed his opponent with singular focus, knowing there was a moment within every challenge when uncertainty ruled. Would the vanquished yield to the horn, or would temper flare and the contest continue—with often unfortunate consequences? Daric backed away, extending his blade in an effort to advertise to Linoc that he was beyond the reach of his broken sword.

      To his credit, Linoc showed no willingness to continue.

      “Do you yield?” Daric asked.

      “I yield…today you are the Master,” Linoc chanted in the traditional manner, dropping what remained of his weapon.

      Each bowed to the other, before turning to the referee. In unison they spoke: “The Way is preserved, this game is over, to be continued another day.”

      The referee spoke: “The challenge is awarded to Daric (416) of the Kallen-Noc. As the vanquished, you, Linoc (611) must surrender all possessions beyond Basic to the House of Daric immediately. Let the contest be recorded…let all animosity cease.”

      Daric turned to his young blood-kin. “As is my right, I offer an after-game analysis. Do you accept?”

      Linoc seemed genuinely surprised by the offer. “Of course, Lead-Player, I would be honored.”

      Daric nodded, before leading the youth from the arena and into the primary staging area. No following contests were scheduled for this field, so they were alone.

      “I will begin with an admonishment,” Daric said sternly. “Your ambition is obvious, yet it is never wise to challenge within your own Blood-Team.”

      “I understand, Master, yet on the station there are so few members of other Teams to challenge.”

      “And you knew I will be leaving tomorrow.”

      “Hence the urgency.”

      “Linoc, as a member of our Blood-Team who holds much potential, I wish to offer you counsel. You jumped levels to challenge me. That shows recklessness. Now all your possessions above Basic will be forfeited. Your three acquired mates will become mine and your family will be moved from their present accommodations to those of a lower status. You risked too much. It would have been better to move in more conventional stages, analyzing your opponents—be they fellow Team members or not—until the outcome is virtually guaranteed. You are young, so there was no real urgency, only an artificial deadline you placed upon yourself. You could have returned to Nuor and found ample opponents outside the Team. Now you must start over, able to challenge again only once life-points have been acquired…or you can find access to elusive immunity points. You have set yourself back by several years.”

      Linoc thrust out his jaw and glared at the older Team member. “All your statements I recognize, yet you must acknowledge the scarcity of first-level immunity challenges. My only recourse is to acquire points from others. It is not as easy to advance today as it was when you were my age. I was willing to take the risk considering the potential gain.”

      “And you thought me to be an easy target?”

      “Forgive, Lead-Player, but you have not had a challenge in eight cycles. I believed you to be out of practice.”

      “I appreciate your honesty; however you failed to learn of my non-recorded habits. I train every day; therefore my skills and reactions are intact.” Daric smiled. “Yet I must admit I did welcome the opportunity for a live-contest before embarking for the Kac.”

      Daric reached out a hand and touched his finger to the blood still oozing from Linoc’s wounded ear. He brought the bloody finger to his tongue and tasted the red liquid. “Your blood is my blood, Linoc. Remember that.”

      Studying the young Kallen-Noc before him, Daric reflected on his words. The frustration they conveyed was shared by many of the Nuor; indeed, Daric among them. The opportunity to gain immunity points was growing scarcer by the cycle. For thousands of years, the number of advanced species in the galaxy had been diminished to the point where their populations were now managed as a way to retain a steady supply of immunity players. Yet only the most-privileged among the Nuor were allowed to challenge the aliens directly. The only avenue left open to many lower-level players was to challenge those who already held immunity points in their award packages.

      Yet that did not fully explain Linoc’s reckless challenge of a clearly superior opponent.

      “I will now continue with my analysis,” Daric said. “This next point has to do with your playing style. Just prior to a strike, you test the grip on your sword, causing a vein in your neck to pulse. Be aware of this. By knowing it happens, you can use it to deceive an opponent, yet only after you have learned to control it.”

      “I thank you, Lead-Player. Is there more?”

      “I smelled your fear. It was evident from the beginning—” Daric stopped speaking as a thought occurred to him. “You knew you would lose…and yet still you challenged.”

      Linoc remained silent, meeting Daric’s gold eyes with intensity and fire.

      “You had other motivations for the challenge,” the Lead-Player stated. “What are they?”

      Still Linoc hesitated.

      “Answer me! I command it.”

      “I wished to gain your notice…and an audience.”

      Daric felt his anger rise, yet it was not directed at his young blood-kin, but rather at himself.

      “My compliments, Linoc, well played. Yet you sacrificed much for this opportunity. What is your end-game?”

      “I wish to accompany you to the Kac.”

      “You are not on the list.”

      “Of course, that is why I have staged this event. Please let me explain.”

      Daric owed him as much for his skillful maneuvering of a senior player. He nodded.

      “Yes, I am ambitious…as you once were, as you are now. That is why you command the invasion fleet of the Kac Galaxy. I can see the motivations behind the Kac Project and I believe it will save our race. Yet I was not chosen to participate. I may be invited to play at some future date, but I seek a quicker path. I am a skillful player, and within the Kac there will be untold opportunities for meaningful challenges, opportunities no longer present in the Suponac Galaxy for a Nuorean such as I. Grant me this, Lead-Player. Place me aboard a small, insignificant warship. I will not disappoint, yet through your generosity, I may earn the immunity points I so desperately seek.”

      Daric studied the young Nuorean. He was indeed ambitious. Yet not only that, he was also cunning and had skills unrecognized. He had taken an incredible gamble, with little chance of success.

      It was at that point Daric realized he was looking into a mirror, at a younger player from ages past. Nuoreans often live to a hundred cycles or more yet are only allowed to offer and accept challenges between the ages of twenty and seventy. Linoc was twenty-five; Daric, forty-eight. When Daric was twenty-five, the opportunity for immunity points was not much more than they were today—contrary to Linoc’s belief—and he had essentially followed the same path as Linoc, although in more calculated steps.

      He was also lucky. He won all of his initial games except one. Yet by then he’d acquired enough immunity points that he suffered no loss of possessions or status in his defeat, only a portion of his IP’s. Eventually, he reached a level of points and skill where he was allowed to go against the aliens, with even more immunity points awarded with each victory. Linoc was simply doing what he felt necessary…under current conditions.

      Without warning, Daric took Linoc by the neck and pulled his face close to his. All pretense of friendship or fatherly counsel was gone. “I will make you a bargain, young Linoc,” he growled. “I will approve your transfer to the fleet on the condition that you do not let them repair the damage to your ear. You are to carry the deformity for the rest of life as a reminder of your reckless gambit. You do not move before it is time, you do not reveal yourself when it is not necessary, and you never let your opponent smell your fear. Now go…tend to yourself. Then report to my shuttle. I grant you your wish, although you may not live through the consequence.”

      “I am not afraid.”

      Daric sniffed the air. “And one other thing, Linoc (611), do not lie to me again.”

      Daric watched Linoc rush from the staging area, still frustrated that he had been so easily manipulated into the negotiation. He had not seen the end-game coming, and that was a problem. He was to lead a vast fleet into a galaxy full of unknown challenges. For that he must be on his game…or else it would be he who would not be returning alive from the Kac Galaxy.
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      “He is called Adam Cain.”

      “A Grand-Master?”

      “No, simply a player—yet they call them warriors in the Kac.”

      Daric (416) was taken aback. “One individual…for of an entire galaxy? Surely he must be a game leader, commanding a team of considerable size?”

      “A team has been mentioned, yet it is only comprised of a few, five others at the most.”

      The information was conflicted. The language translators prevalent throughout the Kac Galaxy had been breached cycles ago, allowing the Nuor to decipher the information they were receiving with high confidence. Thousands of passive drones were constantly being sent through the Compressor, tasked with gaining even more data on the inhabitants of their neighboring island of stars. This data was then relayed to the jump point, and every three days sent back to Nuor for analysis. Already they knew much about the Kac, including tactics and strategies that would be employed once the invasion began.

      Most of the information received was encouraging. As expected, there was an abundance of advanced life in the Kac Galaxy, yet with a complexity within their interactions that spoke of a community even more connected than that of the Suponac. There didn’t appear to be as many stellar empires as there were—or had been—within the Nuor’s home galaxy, but the ones they did detect were of a grander scale.

      The probes had detected no less than five of these affiliations, including two major, although at the moment they appeared to be melding into one galaxy-wide unit. This opened up the possibility for major games, using fleets as players more than individual contests. This would provide the crewmembers aboard the Nuorean ships the opportunity to earn immunity points with each victory, although fewer than could be gained through single games.

      The timetable for the invasion was planned around a major event taking place within the Kac. A majority of the advances species would be in attendance, making Daric’s job easier than if he had to journey to each individual planet to gather test subjects.

      Daric welcomed the deadline. It gave him and his people a goal to reach, an opportunity to exploit.

      He was ready, as were the Nuor.

      Yet here was this creature, this Adam Cain. Daric refused to believe that a single creature could have the skill and ability to be rated the most-proficient player—warrior—out of thousands of advanced species. The diversity of lifeforms made it nearly impossible for an individual to gain such status. It was Daric’s primary responsibility to rate the advanced species of the Kac so immunity scores could be assigned for the upcoming contests, and no matter how high his individual challenge-factor may be, Adam Cain would be but a single event. Granted, the immunity points for such a game would be incredible, yet there would be no carry-over. Not unless his entire race was as such….

      “He is a Human, is this correct?”

      “Yes,” replied Data-Tech Gandish (316) Kallen-Noc. “His race maintains one of the stellar empires, however it is nowhere near the largest.”

      “Why not? Is not his race proficient gamers?”

      “Still unknown, yet in the case of Adam Cain, his name is mentioned among hundreds of races above all others, even though he is a Human. He is known through all of the Kac.”

      “Place the Humans at the top of the list,” Daric commanded. “How many does that make?”

      “Thirteen, so far,” Gandish replied. “It is a start.”

      Daric took the databox from his subordinate. He read the names on the list: Human, Juirean, Formilian, Klin, Kracori, Silean, Rigorian, Castorian, Que’l, Belsonian, Dal’ish, Incus and Nac. And these were just the major species the probes had identified, even before his fleet arrived.  Daric reflected for a moment. His own galaxy had many more advanced species, so he was sure others would be found once he made the jump.

      He dismissed Gandish so he could absorb the information from the briefing before meeting with Team-Master Falon. In spite of this odd bit of information, Daric’s mission was coming into focus. He felt surer, his prospects better defined.

      In order to gain high immunity scores an alien race need not be the leader of an empire, merely a star-traveling species with a level of military strength making the games competitive. Each would be graded upon their challenge-factor, with appropriate immunity points awarded. It was Daric’s job to determine the challenge-factor. He would accomplish his task through a series of blind and visible contests, as well as staged military engagements.

      The Nuor had been conducting such tests for thousands of years, yet only within their own galaxy. Now after all that time, many of their high-factor races had been vanquished, almost to the point where there were very few immunity contests left. For an ambitious Nuorean like Daric—as well as young Linoc (611)—this limited his potential.

      Yet presented before him would be an entire galaxy full of unchallenged species, some of which—apparently—were comprised of great players. The potential for acquiring immunity points was unlimited.

      If all went according to plan, Daric would return to his home galaxy with enough acquired immunity points to challenge any of the Qualifying-Masters, and without consequence for failure. He may even be able to advance further, to the Grand-Master level itself. That was his dream. Yet time now protected the current Grand-Masters. With so few immunity races in existence, their positions were secure—at least that was what they believed.

      It had taken overwhelming effort and influence for the GM’s to agree to the Kac Incursion Project. Once underway, it would open up the Masters to a multitude of challenges, as hordes of Nuor returned from the Kac, overflowing with an abundance of immunity points. Yet the GM’s were growing old, many beyond challenge years. Without a turnover of new, younger Grand-Masters, their numbers would continue to diminish, until the very concept of the Master was antiquated and in need of modification.

      Such modification would involve an entire re-writing of the rules, something most Nuor were not anxious to see. They appreciated the current structure of their civilization and would do whatever it took to preserve it.

      The Kac Incursion Project was the most ambitious the Nuor had ever attempted. It involved over thirty Blood-Teams for construction and execution, as well as the scientific expertise of the entire race. Even then, it took over two hundred cycles to reach the point where they were today—on the verge of invading the Kac Galaxy.

      And Daric (416) Kallen-Noc would lead that invasion.
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        * * *

      

      Daric met Team-Master Falon (219) Kallen-Noc on the station’s observation deck. When he arrived, the other Nuor in the room left, leaving Daric and his Master to speak in private.

      They spent a moment in silence gazing out at the massive tubular construction hovering in space and dwarfing the station by a factor of a thousand. It was the largest artificial structure ever built, a giant gravity generator capable of compressing space over a distance of nearly three million light-cycles. It took three days to recharge the generators before making a jump, and since its completion, it had been singularly tasked with transporting information between the neighboring galaxies.

      In seven days, it would be transporting more than just data.

      “I witnessed your challenge,” Falon began with a grin. “It was obvious you let it go on longer than was necessary.”

      Daric turned his attention from the spectacular view to his senior blood-kin. “Not too obvious, I hope,” Daric stated. “I did not want the young Kallen-Noc to lose respect among his peers. I see promise in him.” He wouldn’t tell the Team-Master how his young opponent had out-played him. That was something Daric would have to deal with on his own.

      The smile vanished from Falon’s face. “Then he should not have challenged within his own Blood-Team.”

      “I told him as much, among other things. Hopefully the scar he will carry for the rest of his life will be a reminder that it is best to bide one’s time for the proper opportunity. It is all part of basic game strategy.”

      “Do they not teach that in school any longer?”

      “To a degree, yet the most-ambitious will always seek ways around the rules. For these individuals, they will either succeed or fail. There will be no middle ground for them.”

      “You hope he succeeds?”

      “He is of the Blood-Team, and I admired his tenacity so much that I added him to the invasion fleet. I figure after our foray into the Kac, there will be a substantial shift within the GM hierarchy, and we will need all the players on our Team we can retain.”

      Falon eyed his subordinate with amusement. “You still have the fire, I see. If not for your mission to the Kac, I would fear a challenge coming my way. My immunity points make me a potential target for many among us, you included.”

      Daric laughed. “There are other ways of reaching the Qualifying-Masters without challenging within my own Blood-Team, especially now with the Kac. It will be target-rich, full of glorious games.”

      “I regret that I am within three cycles of losing my challenge privileges, otherwise I would be going with you. And now the time is growing near.”

      “I leave tomorrow for the Compressor point back to Nuor. There I will meet my fleet. Yet be comforted, Team-Master, you will see me again a few days later.”

      Falon nodded. “Indeed, yet as only a streak of light within a computer simulation as you pass the station on your way to the Kac. Is your strategy developing as planned?”

      “Yes. The conference we have been monitoring is on schedule. It is an opportunity to jump stages that must not be lost. The impact on the Kac will be substantial, setting up contests far in advance of our earlier projections.”

      “This is good news. Again, I envy your opportunity.”

      “I must report a curious bit of information I received only moments ago.”

      Falon frowned. “What information?”

      “Have you ever heard of a single alien gaining the rank of top player within a galaxy?”

      “I have not, yet our experience is only within the Suponac. As much as I can recall, no individual being has been scored as such, even among the Nuor. Some of the Grand-Masters would come close, yet no single GM has acquired such a distinction. Is that the case within the Kac?”

      “Yes, a creature named Adam Cain.”

      “Is this a monster of some sort, ninety shoulders high and with breath of fire?”

      Daric laughed, not out of humor but concern. “That is not the case. The images of his race show them to be of similar size and structure as us.”

      “A master tactician then, using intelligence and strategy to overcome other deficiencies.”

      “His race does not control the largest of the empires in the Kac, so I cannot speak to his intelligence, yet you may be correct. I am anxious to learn the truth.”

      The gold eyes of Falon bore into his younger blood relative. “I smell fear within you, Daric. That disturbs me.”

      “It is not true fear, rather apprehension. One should never underestimate an opponent.”

      Falon’s eyes grew wide. “You plan on challenging this creature yourself!” He took a step back. “Take care, my friend. Not all creatures can be defeated in a standard combat challenge. You may require team assistance, especially against such a formidable foe.”

      “Then he will be allowed a team of his own.”

      “Those are the rules. Does he have one to call upon?”

      Daric nodded. “I have been told so, a small one.”

      “Then when the time comes, choose your players carefully. First-level immunity challenges are not like team challenges. They are to the death.”

      Daric scowled. “That I know, Falon. I have participated in my share of death contests in the past.”

      Falon placed a hand on Daric’s shoulder. “As I am aware, and that is why you command the invasion fleet. Yet this is a new galaxy. With all other past death challenges, we have known the opposing alien species intimately. You will not have that advantage in the Kac. You will learn as the game progresses.”

      Daric stood straighter and smiled. “That is what makes this contest so exciting. It will be a true test of the individual, as well as of the race. It is why the games were designed in the beginning. I welcome the challenge.”

      Concern now filled the eyes of Falon. “Then make sure you return to tell me tales of your alien games. I wish to experience your glory vicariously, not posthumously.”
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      “I hate playing games!” Adam Cain exclaimed.

      He was frustrated. Sherri had just dropped a building on his advanced squad and now his lead character was racing for his life along a path of shattered debris. Her forces were gaining, the end inevitable.

      He pulled the virtual reality shield from his face, ending the game. “Why have these things become so damn complicated?” Adam lifted his hands, each fingertip and thumb capped by what looked like miniature latex condoms. Gone were the multi-function control consoles of yesteryear, replaced now by the ten tiny sensors. Every movement translated into an action within the game. Not only that, but each combination of fingers and thumbs meant something else. It wasn’t hard to move his fingers; the skill came from knowing what each of the thousand specific motions meant within the game.

      This new generation of video game was all the rage, and Sherri Valentine was a natural at it. Adam had lost count of the number of games she’d won in a row. Now playing her was nothing but an incredible waste of time.

      Adam pouted. “You were never this good before, so why now?”

      Sherri grinned, her face animated, framed in a brilliant flow of wavy blond hair, her blues eyes bright and alive. She held up her hands and spread her fingers, each wearing the white rubber control sensors. She wiggled them. “It must be the six years of piano lessons I had growing up. The key is having separate left and right hand actions going on at the same time. You move in only one dimension. I can move in two…or more. Buddy, you ain’t got a chance against me.”

      “No shit. But I still prefer the real thing, and not some made-up scenario with players doing things not even humanly possible.”

      “And you’re very good at it, too, sweetie. Just in your games, real people die.”

      “Not people, Sherri, aliens…mostly.”

      She leaned over and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “I stand corrected. Yes, Adam Cain, you kill aliens…mostly.”

      Riyad Tarazi grunted. “I hope you won’t be playing that game on Formil. That would be rude.”

      Now Sherri pouted. “Even if I wanted to, it looks like no one will play with me anymore.”

      Riyad had already learned his lesson about going up against Sherri Valentine in Star Blaster IV. Now it was Adam’s turn. He lasted half the time Riyad had before calling it quits.

      “It’s your own fault,” Adam snapped. “You should have gone easier on us.”

      Sherri snorted. “Gone easier on you? I was…dickhead!”

      “Wonder how she’d do against Lila?” Riyad asked, a sinister tone to his voice.

      Adam perked up. “Now that’s an idea. I’d like to see that too.”

      “Apples to apples, guys. Let’s keep it fair. I ain’t playing no immortal alien mutant genius, even if she is your daughter, Mr. Cain.”

      “She’s only half-alien.”

      “Yeah, the better half.”

      The trio was on their way to Formil to celebrate the one-year anniversary of Lila’s appointment as the leader of the Expansion. In all honestly, it hadn’t been an appointment; Lila simply took over. After Adam and his team crushed the Juirean command structure, a tremendous void was left in the galactic power structure. Lila, having grown impatient with all the wars and conflicts taking place, had had enough. She pronounced herself the boss, and then challenged anyone to oppose her. None did. By then the galaxy knew of her powers and seeming immortality, through an ability to spontaneously regenerate all the cells in her body. After the chaos of the Sol-Kor years and the Juireans’ desperate attempt to remain relevant, most of the galaxy welcomed the imposed stability Lila offered.

      She turned out to be a just and thoughtful leader. Besides her immortality, she also carried the highest intellect in the Milky Way. Her decisions were more-deliberate and long-term than any before, and as a result, the galaxy was on the path to a time of peace and prosperity like never before.

      To Adam, it was about time. He’d had his fill of heroics and was now looking forward to some quiet leisure time with his friends and extended family.

      They were traveling to Formil in a borrowed luxury-class starship, reserved for only the most-wealthy on Earth. Most of the attendees of the celebration were coming in commercial craft such as this. Since the waging of war was on its way out under Lila’s rule, showing up in a massive warship of one kind or another was considered very uncool.

      As Adam and his friends entered the Formilian star system, they began to merge with the traffic pattern of thousands of other ships heading for the planet. It was time to put away the game and prepare for landing—even though the automatic pilot system was capable of doing it without Human assistance. Adam liked flying the advanced starship, so he took the controls anyway. Sherri slipped into the second seat, while Riyad sat in the plush owner’s seat, content to let the others do all the work.

      The space around Formil was littered with starships, mainly from the minor races in the Expansion without landing privileges. A fleet of tiny atmospheric shuttles zipped between the vessels, gathering attendees for the ride to the surface.

      The three Humans had direct landing clearance.

      As they made their descent toward the capital city of Vull, where the Temple Complex was located, they could see the results of Lila’s new-found authority spreading across the landscape. The city had trebled in size in only a year as the seat of galactic government shifted to the planet. The Grand Temple was now lost in a forest of taller structures, many still under construction, housing the bureaucracy that went along with command. There were over eight thousand worlds in the Expansion, and nearly every one of them wanted their own presence close to Lila. The alien invasion of Formil was only just beginning.

      Adam had seen the videos and read the reports about how his daughter was able to conduct upwards of a hundred meetings per day without appearing the slightest bit exhausted or skipping a beat with her grasp of each individual subject or concern. The only limiting factor seemed to be the endurance of her subjects. They came to her with well-rehearsed presentations and demands, all of which Lila sorted through with lightning speed, rendering decisions and verdicts in seconds flat. Her words often left others speechless, since she understood the data they were presenting far better than they did. More often than not, they would simply nod and gather up their datapads to leave without rebuttal. There was no point arguing with genius.

      It appeared that the galaxy had finally found an entity capable of governing something so large and complex. The Juireans had tried, as had the Humans. Both found the task overwhelming and destructive of their very identity and individuality. A galaxy was simply too big to be ruled by mere mortals. It took a demi-god to do it right.

      All this made daddy-Adam extremely proud, although he knew he had very little to do with Lila’s abilities. For that matter, neither did her mother, Arieel Bol, the Speaker of the Formilian people. Lila was a mutant, simply a fortuitous mistake of genetics across interspecies lines. She couldn’t have been planned, and none of her incredible greatness could be traced to her parents. It was something different, something more miraculous.

      Of course Adam wasn’t going to admit this to his friends. Instead he often boasted how he had helped spawn the leader of a galaxy. He was going to take all the credit he could for the act.

      And being one of the parents of a demi-god did have its benefits….
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      The executive starship was given immediate clearance to land at the Temple spaceport, in a spot near the main gate, and with an entourage of dignitaries waiting to escort them to Lila’s new digs. She was housed in a shimmering skyscraper, towering fifty stories high, with the surrounding grounds still receiving the final touches before the festivities began. The coming celebration had given the contractors a deadline, and many were still scrambling to meet it.

      Lila’s government headquarters and residence was just beyond the boundary of the old Complex, a quarter mile from the Grand Temple, where her mother resided. The Formilians had insisted on making Lila’s home one of the most-elaborate on the planet. Although Lila didn’t care about any of this, the native population got a kick out of advertising the fact that one of their own was the HMIC—the Head-Mutant-In-Charge.

      High Celebrant Trimen O’lac was on the tarmac outside the ship when Adam and the others disembarked. He was the head of the Temple Order and Arieel’s official mate, and for a while was believed to be Lila’s father. That was old news by now, and it surprised Adam how accepting the galaxy—and Trimen—had been when the truth came out. To most it seemed appropriate. Arieel Bol was often referred to as the most beautiful Prime in the Milky Way, while Adam was its most-celebrated and accomplished warrior. Why wouldn’t the two of them produce a super-being?

      For his part, Trimen had accepted this new reality. Adam could tell he loved both Arieel and Lila and with probably more depth than he did. After all, they were Formilians, all except the bastard half of Lila that shared some of Adam’s primitive Human DNA.

      With the ability to alter her biology at will, Adam seriously doubted Lila shared any of his or Arieel’s blood by now. How she was able to do this was incomprehensible to him, so whenever such thoughts invaded his mind, he did his best to dismiss them. He couldn’t change things, even if he wanted.

      “Welcome, Adam Cain,” said Trimen O’lac. The alien was nearly eighty in equivalent-Human years, yet he had the physique of a twenty-something fitness model, tanned, thin-waisted and barrel-chested. His jaw was square, his blue eyes almost hypnotic in their brilliance. In other words, he was just your average Formilian male, just as Arieel was considered a five on a planet full of hunks and babes.

      “Trimen, you’re looking well.” The two males—who had once been competitors for the affections of Arieel Bol—clasped forearms in the traditional Formilian form of greeting.

      “As are you, my friend.”

      Trimen looked over Adam’s shoulder at Sherri. He heard her inhale deeply when the alien’s eyes fell upon her. The initial reaction was always the same. Adam grinned.

      “Sherri Valentine, as always you are a study in radiance and stunning beauty. I welcome you as well.”

      Trimen chose to hug Sherri rather than grasp arms. He did it for Adam’s benefit, knowing how the Human female would react to his touch. The alien was aware of Adam and Sherri’s past relationships, and this was his not-so-subtle way of getting back at Adam for his affair with Arieel. Both relationships—with Sherri and Arieel—were long over, yet still there was a tightening of Adam’s gut seeing Sherri blush and her eyes flutter as Trimen took her in his arms.

      “Riyad Tarazi, I am glad to have you here for this special occasion as well,” Trimen said, completing his greetings. “If you will all join me in the transport, Arieel and Lila are anxious to see you again. No need to take any personal items. All will be provided as our honored guests.”

      Adam could sense the presence of Trimen’s automatic telepathy device—his ATD; he had retained it after their last adventure. This showed how much Formilian culture had changed recently, that a male could now possess their so-called Gift from the Gods, a device traditionally reserved for only the Speaker and her female offspring. Arieel carried one embedded under her skin, as did Adam. Lila didn’t need one to do what the device could do—and so much more.

      As the caravan pulled out of the spaceport and traveled along the road skirting the tall, whitewashed wall of the Temple Complex, Adam mentioned all the changes that had come to the planet.

      “Yes, there are,” Trimen agreed, “yet not as many as one would expect from the seat of a galactic government. Lila requires not the scope of support others would. On her own she can fully research any subject with much more speed and efficiently than could a thousand assistants. She also doesn’t require the security apparatus, considering the futility of any personal harm coming her way. I am still amazed at all she can accomplish in a day—as well as all she had achieved over this past year. Even with all that, she did not want this celebration initially, but was convinced it was more for the good of her subjects than for her. She has also confided in me that she now welcomes the celebration as a way to see you again, Adam. She has missed you considerably.”

      Adam choked up. “I…I appreciate you telling me that, Trimen. Damn….”

      Sherri was smiling at him. “Awe, big bad Adam Cain actually has a heart. Who would have known?”

      “That’s news to me,” Riyad added. “I’ve always found him to be an insufferable asshole.”

      “Oh, he’s that too,” Sherri said.

      “Knock it off you two,” Adam mock-scolded. “Try to maintain some decorum while we’re in the presence of royalty—and the father of said royalty. Don’t forget, with a snap of my fingers—”

      “What, you can have us locked in chains?” Sherri interrupted.

      “No. But I can arrange for a game of Star Blaster IV between you and Lila.”

      “I do not understand this conversation,” Trimen said, crevasses now furrowing his tanned forehead.

      Adam laughed, leaving Trimen to wallow in his confusion. It was like this with most Human-Alien interactions, even with old friends. Humans were confusing creatures to most others in the galaxy. Adam liked it that way. It usually gave him an advantage, especially when encountering a race for the first time.

      He spent the remainder of the short trip looking out the window, hoping the images outside would help distract him from the nervousness building up inside. How would he react when reunited with the alluring Arieel Bol? He was about to find out.

      

      The ground floor of the massive government building was packed with exotic creatures of every form, along with elaborate decorations and an air of excitement and anticipation. It seemed every day more and more of the galaxy came to accept that they were entering a new paradigm and that nothing but good times awaited them. And all thanks to Lila Bol.

      A path was cleared for the dignitaries. To his chagrin, Adam could feel the eyes upon him, as he was recognized by hundreds of aliens, not only for his military accomplishments, but also for his now-revealed contribution to this new era of galactic unity. He was embarrassed; he always was in these situations. He’d never sought celebrity. He simply did what he had to do and let the chips fall where they may. He was glad when they entered a large elevator and the doors closed, taking them on a ride up to the royal suite.

      Lila and Arieel were waiting for them. Ignoring protocol, the voluptuous alien female rushed forward, past her daughter, and into the arms of Adam Cain. By now he knew the pheromones excreted by the Formilians—both male and female—were some of the strongest in the galaxy. That explained part of the reaction most Primes had to the natives, but not all. Arieel was also drop-dead gorgeous.

      He returned the passionate hug, along with the full, wet kiss she planted on his lips. His involuntary reaction to Arieel’s body warmth was hard to hide. He cursed under his breath. He thought he was ready for this. Apparently not.

      Lila came to him next. The hug was affectionate, yet they chose to keep a respectable gap between their two bodies. To do otherwise would have been…well, creepy.

      “Father, I am so glad you came,” Lila said with genuine warmth once all the formal greetings were over. “I have missed our interactions. Out of all the beings in the galaxy, I receive the most stimulation when associating with Humans.” She looked at her mother and smiled sweetly. “Other than Formilians, of course.”

      Adam could sense Lila had come to accept her uniqueness, knowing she was neither Human nor Formilian. She was a species all her own.

      “So where is my little buddy Pogo?” Adam asked.

      “I’m sorry, father, but I now refer to her as Zee, her traditional name. She seems to prefer it.”

      “Of course. Is she around somewhere?”

      Lila frowned. “She is; however, I must prepare you. I have noticed a strangeness in her actions recently.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She remains alone more often, coming to me only when summoned. This is compared to her near-constant presence when I first acquired her from you. I sense she is…homesick.”

      The entourage moved farther into the huge great room, with its fifty-foot high ceiling and columns of stone. It all had the look and feel of ancient Greece, even as the Formilians had no idea who the ancients Greeks had been.

      “She misses me?”

      “No, it is something more. I believe she has had time to realize her place in this new reality, and it doesn’t feel right to her. Perhaps she is developing more emotions as she interacts with us. They are confusing her. At least these are my conclusions.”

      “Then I’m sure that’s what’s happening. Still, I would like to say hi.”

      “Of course. Zee?”

      A moment later, a small orb made of light green metal appeared on a table nearby. Welcome, Adam Cain, said a voice in his mind, made possible through his ATD.

      “Pogo—I mean Zee. How have you been? I’ve missed you, you know,” Adam said aloud.

      A voice spoke out through hidden speakers in the vast room. “I have missed you, as well, Adam. My Master has been anticipating this moment for a long…time. She is pleased by your arrival.” Zee had the means to link with computer speakers, bypassing the need for telepathy. Lila could speak with her mentally, as could Adam and any other being with an ATD. She used the speakers for the benefit of the others.

      Adam noticed the subdued tone of the response. It felt almost cursory, devoid of feeling.

      “Let’s spend some time together while I’m here,” Adam said, hoping this would cheer up the tiny, three-billion-year-old orb. “I’d like to hear what you’ve been doing since I last saw you.”

      “That would consume your entire stay, and much more.”

      Adam smiled. Zee had taken him literally. “Then how about just the highlights?”

      “As you wish.”

      “Thank you, Zee,” Lila said. “You may now go back to what you were doing before I called.”

      “I was doing nothing, Master. I will go back to doing nothing.” The orb disappeared.

      “See what I mean?” Lila said to Adam.

      “Sounds like you need to get him—her—more involved in things. She’s bored.”

      “I agree. Yet unlike when you were her master, I do not have as much need for her abilities. With you she was constantly being called upon for assistance…if not rescue. But let us not dwell on that. There is a grand feast prepared for you, after which quarters will be provided where you may rest. The main festivities begin two days from now. You must be well-rested by then. They will weigh more upon you than on me.”
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        * * *

      

      The feast was indeed grand, with a mixture of gourmet dishes prepared for both Humans and Formilian palates. Of course, Lila didn’t eat. She absorbed energy directly without the need for metabolic conversion, as she called it. That was all well and good—for her. But by the time the mortals called it quits, it was all Adam could do to make it to his room without falling asleep.

      The accommodations afforded the father of the leader of the galaxy were as expected. The Formilians were taking their role as hosts of a new god seriously, and everything on the royal floors was beyond opulent. They had always provided their Speaker and Temple priests with extravagant accoutrements, but this was beyond the pale. His suite of rooms was larger than his Lake Tahoe log home back on Earth, and this was just one of the ‘guest’ rooms.

      The sad thing…he’d been expecting this, seeing what else the natives had provided his daughter. He barely reacted to the enormous size of the room, instead focusing on the twenty-foot-wide bed set against the far wall. He fell into its welcoming arms and was asleep thirty seconds later.
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        * * *

      

      A presence in the room snapped him awake two hours later. He wasn’t concerned; the occupant had made its presence known through his ATD.

      “Po—Zee, is that you?”

      Yes, Adam Cain. Zee spoke within his mind.  A soft light grew above the bed, allowing Adam to see the four-inch diameter globe resting on the silken sheets next to his head.

      Adam propped himself up on an elbow and cleared the cobwebs from his mind. He was still stuffed and tired, yet he sensed something in Zee that made him set all that aside.

      Something’s bothering you, my friend, what is it?

      Adam always got the feeling there was a front and back to the orb, although none was evident, and that he—she—would look at him when speaking, if even mentally.

      You are very perceptive.

      It doesn’t take a lot to know you’re troubled. Tell me what’s going on.

      Now it was as if Zee’s eyes shifted away, although the orb didn’t move. I have done something I was designed to do yet have now come to regret.

      Adam flinched. The tiny sphere was a three-billion-year-old service module, created by a race of extinct super-beings. Her primary job had been to channel energy from the ether to her creators, which was their form of nourishment. She could also levitate and teleport over short distances and contained computer processing capabilities beyond anything the Milky Way had developed—at least in this eon. Was there now another purpose, something Zee had not revealed to either Adam or Lila?

      I’m listening. I’m sure it’s not as bad as you think.

      I will differ with you on that opinion, especially since what I have done involves your offspring and my new master, Lila.

      Now Adam was concerned. Call it paternal instinct, but anger erupted inside him. The emotion quickly passed. This was Lila the orb was talking about. There certainly couldn’t be anything that could harm her?

      Just tell me, Zee, Adam’s thought commanded.

      I made contact with…my creator.

      Adam turned cold and his breath shallow. This was the last thing he expected the orb to say. You’re going to have to provide a little more detail. I thought you said your creator was…gone.

      He—the pronoun is correct—did leave, yet he was never gone.

      That’s not the impression I got.

      I told you I didn’t know what became of them. That was correct. They moved into another state of being, the results of which I had no way of knowing.

      Adam slipped out of the bed. He was still dressed in the clothes from the starship. Through his ATD, he commanded the rest of the lights in the room to come on.

      “So they’re still alive?” He didn’t bother with telepathy any longer. Speaking the words aloud had more impact, at least for him.

      Yes. And I have now learned more of what happened to them.

      Adam looked around the room. “Wait, let me get Lila—”

      No! I fear for what she would say to me.

      “Say…not do? You’re afraid she might yell at you?”

      It is much more serious than that. And now that it is time, my feelings of regret are overwhelming.

      “Regret for what? Why are you telling me this and not Lila? She’s your Master now.”

      Not any longer.

      The thought in his mind made him shudder. “You mean the Aris are coming back?”

      That is correct.

      Despite Zee’s request not to do so, Adam reached out with his ATD for his daughter, but something wasn’t right. He felt a void, an emptiness in his mind. He looked at Zee. The orb vanished from the bed before reappearing on an ornate table with gold edges. Adam whirled to face her. “Why can’t I contact her? Have you done something to prevent it?”

      I have simply put a block on your communications until I have fully explained.

      Now Adam was mad. “Then start explaining.”

      My creators were very intelligent, more so than anything that came before them or since. They had evolved a million years beyond what you would call Prime beings, requiring less of their physical bodies as they did so. They would think and postulate on the questions of the universe and on the very meaning of existence. My creator, and others like him, began to explore the young galaxy, visiting many worlds still in the throes of early life. They experimented, they manipulated, and they played. They did this on thousands of worlds before gaining direction and purpose for their experiments.

      “You’ve told me this before. So what happened to them?”

      It is not so much what happened to them, but what they did to themselves.

      “Stop talking in riddles and get to the point!”

      I am, but I must provide context. As I have said before, our world was about to be destroyed, so service modules like myself were given the task of building chambers for the creators, chambers where they could sleep…for eternity.

      “You said they traveled to thousands of worlds, so why would the destruction of their planet be such a big deal? Obviously they could have just traveled—or teleported—to another world. This doesn’t make any sense.”

      It does when you realize the building of these sleeping chambers was more a coincidence with the timing of the planet’s destruction than anything else. Perhaps witnessing the events taking place around their homeworld made them realize that everything changes, including the Aris. A decision was made to stop it.

      “Stop what?”

      Change.

      Adam snorted. “Bullshit. You can’t stop change. No one can.”

      The Aris could, at least when it came to their bodies. They had evolved for a million years, giving them the ability to speculate on what they would become if evolution was allowed to continue. They didn’t want that to happen.

      “Why not, didn’t they want to keep evolving, to the point where they could…would, well I don’t know what? Whatever’s beyond super-being?”

      That was their dilemma as well. They were satisfied with what they had become and had started so many incredible projects that they feared they would no longer care once their experiments reached maturity. My part in this endeavor has only recently been revealed to me when a program hidden within my logic board created a link with the chambers holding the creators. I was not aware of this, nor did I have any control over the link. It just happened. Then my creator awoke and contacted me directly. That was when I learned more.

      “Did it work? Did they stop their evolution, or are they now something even more powerful?”

      They are the same as before. That experiment worked, as well as others. Yet it is not the logic of what they did to themselves that now troubles me. Instead, it is knowledge of the experiments they began, some of which are just now coming to fruition.

      “So the Aris are back. Where are they?”

      They are on an artificial world created to remain in the general vicinity of their homeworld, even as the galaxy continued to move throughout time.

      Adam seemed to be missing the point, the reason for Zee’s trepidation—and guilt. “This means you get to return home, or at least be with your creator again. Lila thought you were homesick. This should make you feel better, not worse. Lila will understand.”

      You misunderstand, Adam. This isn’t about me, it’s about Lila.

      Adam’s gut tightened. “Lila? What do you mean?”

      The Aris know of Lila.

      “Did you tell them?”

      The data was downloaded beyond my control. So, yes, I told them.

      Adam was quiet for a moment, trying to figure the repercussions of what he’d just learned. He was at a loss as to the relevance. “Why would the Aris be interested in Lila? She’s a mutant, a one-of-a-kind being, the result of something everyone said couldn’t happen and could never be predicted—” His eyes grew wide. “Except by the Aris!”

      That is correct. Lila is one of their experiments.

      Adam jumped to his feet, clenching his fists and glaring at the green-tinted orb.  “How is that even possible? That was three billion years ago.”

      That is correct. I do not know all the details, but according to my creator, the Aris manipulated the early form of Humans and Formilians, allowing for such future inbreeding, the result of which would be something…different.  As time passed, and the ability for the two races to link, it would be a signal, a trigger. Even the attraction felt between the races was programmed.

      “Does this mean every mating between the races will produce a Lila?”

      That is unknown, but probably unlikely. Genetics is not an exact science. And now I have these feelings from which I cannot escape. That is the reason for my current condition. I am torn between my loyalties.

      Adam leaned forward, staring at the tiny orb. “Loyalties? What the hell does that mean?”

      It means the Aris now wish to study the results of their experiment—

      “They’re going to take her?” Adam placed his face only inches from the globe. “Where…when?”

      Where, Adam Cain? Here. As for when? Now.
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      The jump had gone well. Two thousand gameships, including nine battle-carriers, had successfully transited the Compressor and appeared in the Kac Galaxy.

      Daric was in the lead group, and immediately set his task force on a course for the planet Formil, while others set out on other missions of acquisition. The Compressor had been aimed at the edge of the galaxy closest to the meeting taking place. It was a journey of fourteen days, and now the system was on the screens.

      The Lead-Player—now classified as Game-Master, as the head of a fleet—was overflowing with emotion. Never before in the history of the Nuor were there such an abundance of immunity challenges available. It was almost too much to comprehend; an entire galaxy, fresh and new, and ripe for domination by the Nuor.

      As had been reported, the star system was teeming with spaceships. Daric knew the technology used in this galaxy; it was very similar to that used by the Nuor. Gravity drives and plasma energy weapons. No actual battles had been monitored in the Kac, so Daric had very little information regarding the defensive capabilities of the aliens, but he assumed they followed along the same line as the Nuor, with diffusion screens and flak. The estimated military capabilities within this new galaxy had been some of the most encouraging news he received. They were substantial, yet on par with the Nuor, allowing for more competitive challenges and higher award points. If the aliens had been generations behind in technology, then much lower challenge points would have to be assigned. If vastly superior to the Nuor, then Daric and his fleet wouldn’t be here. The Nuor were gamers, yet not suicidal.

      “Threat level…low, Game-Master,” a screen monitor reported.

      “Explain.”

      “The bulk of the alien ships are not warships. They appear primarily to be transports.”

      “No offensive capabilities?”

      “Very little.”

      Daric thought for a moment. The news made sense with respect to the purpose of the congregation. According to the communication intercepts, it was not a planning or negotiation conference, but rather a celebration. There would be little need for a show of force. In a way, Daric was disappointed, but then he shrugged. This initial contact was designed primarily to collect game specimens for evaluation, his task made easier by the proliferation of various species in attendance. Now it was made even more so by the lack of a military presence.

      It would also hasten the acquisition of his most-prized specimen, the Human Adam Cain. His name and image were featured prominently in the communications, revealing to Daric that he was in fact a close relative of the current leader of the largest stellar empire in the Kac, something called the Expansion. He dismissed the confusion he had at the time regarding this strange affiliation, choosing to wait until he had Adam Cain in his possession for the answers to be forthcoming.

      To this end, Daric focused his personal responsibilities in the coming action on securing this super-player, and thanks again to the proliferation of information being broadcast, he knew his exact location. It was in the main governing building for this Expansion empire, a place which was squarely in his sights as the task force closed on the planet Formil.

      The Nuoreans entered the star system on full drive and from three directions simultaneously. Their objective was not to destroy the alien ships, but rather to disable them so live specimens could be removed. They accomplished this with energy bombs.

      Since most starships use diffusion shields for defense, the bombs were designed to overload the shields and then penetrate the bulk of other electrical systems aboard the alien vessels, causing catastrophic failure within. With life support down, the Nuor could make their rounds, rescuing willing occupants of the ships before they either died of suffocation or hypothermia. It would be a very efficient and speedy process of collection.

      The aliens on the surface were another matter.

      Nine minutes after entering the system, Daric and a squad of forty-two small atmosphere attack ships shot out the back of the three-mile-long battle-carrier and bolted for the planet’s surface. Three minutes later, Daric’s ship was circling the tall target government building looking for a place to land. There was a series of wide balconies among the upper floors which would make perfect landing zones. His ship dropped to one of the higher ones and his players departed a second later.

      There was opposition, delivered by healthy-looking creatures with bronze skin. They fired powerful plasma weapons at his players, eliminating several before the Nuoreans overpowered them. Then Daric departed the vessel, dressed in full battle gear and carrying his own Secan plasma rifle. He would have preferred his ressnel—his combat sword—but in a contest like this, energy weapons were a more practical choice. The blade was reserved for more individualized challenges.

      They entered the building, encountering more resistance in the wide passageways and expansive rooms. From the layout and opulence of his surroundings, Daric reasoned they were in the chambers of the powerful, the leaders of the Kac. Here he would find Adam Cain.
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        * * *

      

      Lila! Adam screamed through his ATD. This time be felt a welcoming presence in his mind.

      Father, I am here. I sense your panic—

      The Aris…they’re coming for you!

      There was only a moment’s hesitation before Lila replied. I understand now.

      Understand what?

      Everything. Why Zee has been acting the way she has, as well as my very existence. I am a creation of the Aris.

      Adam shook his head. You got all that from one line?

      I have often pondered my birth and abilities. I should not be…yet I am. I do not have all the information, but the Aris must be responsible for the compatibility between the Formilians and the Humans, something that could only have happened in the distant past. The Aris are the logical catalyst for that event.

      They know about you.

      Of course. They would want to monitor the results of their experiments. Now they wish to examine me.

      Are you in any danger?

      Unknown…until I meet the Aris. Are they not well-advanced from Zee’s time?

      No, they suspended their evolution somehow. Zee says they’re like they used to be.

      Then I may have an advantage.

      Don’t let them take you! I’m on my way.

      There was another hesitation.

      It appears the Aris have already arrived…along with others, unrelated.

      Others? What do you—

      Alarms rang throughout the building; Adam used another part of his ATD to connect with the Formilian’s main computer system. The data flowing into his brain only confused him more.

      Who’s doing the attacking if not the Aris?

      I do not know. Yet please forgive me, father, but I appear to be in some distress—

      “Lila!” Adam cried out loud. He looked to the table where Zee had been sitting only seconds before. She was gone.

      He raced for the exit. The guest chambers were two levels below Lila’s, so he dashed toward the nearest elevator at the end of the hallway. Just then, double doors burst open on his right and a squad of aliens clad in dark green battle armor poured into the corridor, blocking his way. They fanned out on either side, opening a path for a central figure. This alien glanced down at a pad he held in his gloved hand and then at Adam. The creature’s face was Prime, with gold eyes that seemed to glow in the hall lights, especially when they locking on the Human.

      Adam was still running toward the gathering of aliens when he heard the one with the datapad speak. “Adam Cain! I am Game-Master Daric. You will come with me—”

      A moment later Adam was at the alien…and planting a balled fist onto the nose of the grinning face. The creature staggered back, falling into the arms of two of the other soldiers.

      “Sorry dude,” Adam said as he passed. “I don’t have time to play your alien games.”

      Not waiting for the elevator, Adam ran to the stairwell and was gone a moment later, climbing toward Lila’s chambers.
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        * * *

      

      Daric nearly lost consciousness from the tremendous strike; if not for the Nuoreans behind him he would have toppled to the floor. He tried to right himself, but found his legs were like rubber and he was in need of assistance to stay upright.

      Others were talking to him, but he couldn’t understand. After a moment, his senses returned.

      “Shall we follow?” someone was asking. “Game-Master, do we—”

      “Yes, follow, but do not kill him. I want him alive!”
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        * * *

      

      Formilian gravity is Juirean Standard, or about three-quarters that of Earth. As a result, Adam was taking the stairs five at a time and was at Lila’s floor in three seconds flat. He laid a shoulder into the sliding exit door, snapping the right side out of its frame, and continued on without breaking stride.

      There were a few natives around but they appeared confused. Adam took one by the shoulders. “Where’s Lila?” he yelled. The Formilian male looked back at him with dazed eyes. They were all like this, addled as if on drugs..

      Then Trimen appeared, seemingly unaffected.

      “There are invaders in the building,” he called out to Adam. He had only one flash weapon, and it was out and ready.

      “Where’s Lila?”

      “In her chambers. Follow me.”

      Adam relieved one of the useless Formilian guards of his MK-17 and raced off with Trimen. At a set of double doors fifty feet farther along, they moved to each side, weapons ready. Trimen activated the controls and the doors opened.

      They entered in a crouch, one on each side. Lila was there, standing in the middle of an enormous room, shrouded in a glowing halo of blue. Her eyes met Adam’s.

      When his telepathic link met a brick wall, Adam reverted to tried and true verbal communication.

      “Are you all right?”

      Lila shook her head. She spoke through the shimmering cocoon holding her. “They are here; I cannot move. Beware. They can influence minds, as witnessed by the guards.”

      Adam and Trimen scanned the room but saw no one else. Although he felt pressure in his mind, it wasn’t painful, not at first. But that soon changed.

      Trimen screamed and fell to the tile floor, gripping his head. Adam fought the mental intrusion, but it was becoming harder by the moment. Then the pressure in his mind vanished. When it did, three creatures were standing before him where none had been before. They, too, were wrapped in the blue halo.

      The Aris were extremely pale and thin, as one would expect from creatures with little need of their physical bodies. They were classic Prime in form—probably because they had been the first Primes and fashioned all other races after themselves. They wore no clothing Adam could see, but the haze of the halo shielded most of their bodies except for the head. One of the aliens stepped forward.

      Adam stood, wanting to fire his weapon yet unable to gather the will to do so. His mind was still active, even as his body was in a state of tingling numbness.

      You are…the birth male, the alien spoke to him in his mind. He looked back at the others and smiled. Success. There is continued interaction between the species. This is encouraging.

      Let her go, Adam managed to convey in his mind, filling the thought with all the venom he could muster.

      The alien turned back to him and appeared to grin. Or what? I find it hard to believe I am having a conversation with you…Human. I remember vividly the moment I created your race. And now here you are, full-developed and threatening me. The humor is evident in the moment, but also the pride. We have done well, my friends. It will be exciting to learn the results of our other experiments. Now let us go. Bring the apex being.

      The three glowing aliens moved off to the right. Adam remained locked in place, unable to move anything but his head.

      “Lila!” he called out. “I’ll find you.”

      The aliens reached the entrance to the wide terrace outside a forty foot bank of sliding glass doors. A breeze rustled the shear curtains. Lila began to slide along the floor, trapped in her electric prison. At the doorway, the lead Aris spoke aloud in a voice that reverberated throughout room. “Come Zee. It is time to go.”

      Adam caught sight of the tiny green globe on a table near the door. For a moment he got the feeling she was looking at him. He felt a sigh in his mind, and then the orb disappeared, as did the Aris.

      Along with Lila Bol.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The unseen shackles holding him fell away, allowing Adam to stumble for the doorway to the balcony. He still didn’t have complete control of his muscles and held onto the doorframe while looking outside. A small spacecraft, about the size of school bus, began to glow white over its entire surface. The glare continued to grow until blinding in its intensity. Adam lifted his arm to shield his eyes, expecting the brilliance to soon bathe his body with scorching heat. But the air remained cool in the flowing breeze. The ship lifted silently from the terrace before gaining speed and streaking off into the evening sky of Formil.

      Coordination was returning to his body. He ran to the edge of the balcony and looked up. The glow of the spacecraft was evident for several seconds against the darkening sky before it vanished from sight. Adam scanned the balcony for any other spacecraft, be they Formilian or the unnamed others attacking the building. He couldn’t let the Aris get too much of a head start.

      Below him, on the balcony at the guest quarters level, sat a silver-hulled vessel with three of the armor-clad aliens standing patrol. The ship would do nicely.

      Adam returned to the Lila’s chambers just as Trimen was regaining his senses.

      “Lila…where is she?”

      “They took her.”

      “Who took her?”

      “The Aris.” Adam entered the foyer outside Lila’s chambers with Trimen stumbling behind. He knew the other aliens were swarming the building, probably on the floor below looking for him. Next they would be coming to Lila’s chambers.

      “The Aris?” Trimen called out from behind him. “Referring to Zee’s Aris?”

      “That’s right. I spoke with Zee. She filled me in on the details. The Aris created Lila.”

      “I…how? That is incomprehensible.”

      “That’s what I thought too.”

      “They have arrived with an army,” said Trimen. “I received reports of attacks occurring throughout the system before joining you. Others are in the building,” Trimen reported.

      “Those aren’t Aris. I don’t know who they are.”

      “They are not with the Aris?”

      “I’m not sure, but I don’t think so. All I know is that the Aris have left and they have Lila.”

      Armor-clad aliens were at the shattered stairwell door by now, probing cautiously with the barrels of the energy rifles. Adam and Trimen fell against the wall next to the door. Two of the creatures exposed themselves; flash bolts ignited and the invaders fell, blocking the doorway.

      A torrent of blue-white streaks entered the foyer through the stairwell doorway, only to be silenced a moment later when a stern voice yelled out. It sounded like the angry voice of the alien Adam had smacked.

      At least he’s still alive. That says something for the durability of this particular breed of alien, Adam thought.

      “I have to get to the guest level,” he said to Trimen. “There’s a spaceship on the balcony. I need it to go after Lila.”

      Trimen scanned the foyer. The elevator doors were beyond the stairwell opening. They would be locked down by now, the result of emergency procedures. “There is a service shaft at the end of the corridor. It operates pneumatically, moving supplies in pods throughout the building. We might be able to climb down.”

      Without another word, the pair raced away from the stairwell. Aliens were once again trying to enter the foyer. Adam and Trimen sent a couple of random flash bolts at the door, and the aliens retreated.

      They turned a corner and came to a small alcove with a panel of clear glass set in the wall. An amber light glowed next to it, just above a control pad. Trimen fingered the keys and the light turned red. The glass panel opened.

      “All the access doors are open, from here to ground floor,” Trimen said.

      Adam poked his head inside the shaft. It was a round tube made of shiny and smooth metal. “What’s to keep us from falling all the way down?”

      “This.” Trimen had torn a section of thirty-foot long curtain from a nearby window. He tied one end to the legs of the built-in workstation and fed the silky material into the tube.

      “It’s not long enough,” Adam said. He could see the periodic access points for the different floors down the shaft, until it became just a dark point far below.

      “It will get us to the next level. Hopefully the invaders will not be present and we can take the stairs to the lower floor.”

      “Good thinking. I’ll take the lead.”

      Tucking the MK-17 into his waistband, Adam took hold of a ledge above the opening and hoisted himself up until his legs were dangling in the tube. Then taking the curtain firmly in his grip, he began sliding down its length.

      He looked down, knowing there was nothing to stop his fall for fifty stories. He quickened his descent.

      Above, he felt the tension on the curtain rope as Trimen added his weight to the length of cloth. That may not have been the best thing to do, not until Adam reached the floor below. A loud tearing sound confirmed his belief. He began to fall.

      Releasing the now-useless curtain, Adam extended his arms and legs, placing rubber soled shoes on one side of the shaft and his back against the other. It worked—somewhat. He was still sliding along the surface, but much slower. His back began to heat up from the friction against the wall.

      He slid past the access portal for the floor below Lila’s chambers. It came upon him so rapidly that he had no time to react. But now he knew what to expect.

      Then Trimen landed on his lap. He had been in freefall down the center the shaft.

      Adam groaned and pressed harder against the sides, having to support more weight than a moment before. His back felt on fire as the pair gained speed.

      Without warning, the wall of the shaft against Adam’s back disappeared. He fell backwards through access port, losing his grip on Trimen, and now hooked on the edge of the opening by his bent legs, hanging upside down. He felt a weight on his legs and a strong grip around his ankles. He straightened his legs, feeling desperate hands climbing up them. Trimen appeared at the opening until he gripped the outer wall of the portal and pulled, propelling himself out of the shaft. Adam fell head-first to the floor and rolled, finding the soft body of the alien next to him.

      They lay on the cold tile, panting for several seconds, catching their breath before Adam sprang to his feet with renewed urgency. He smiled at Trimen. “That worked—sort of. We should be on the guest level.”

      Adam raced out of the alcove and toward the balcony, leaving Trimen behind.

      “Wait for me!” he yelled after Adam.

      “You find Riyad and Sherri,” Adam called back. “Find out who these other aliens are. I’ll get Lila.”

      “How…against the Aris?”

      “I have an idea where they’re taking her.”

      The platform outside the building was contiguous, forming an observation deck that wrapped the structure. All the higher levels had such a feature, a place where guests and dignitaries could behold the glory of the expanding city of Vull. Night was approaching, and the building was already bathed in both internal and external light, making it visible throughout the city.

      The alien starship was still there, yet with only two guards visible. Adam pulled his MK-17 and sent a series of quick blasts into the aliens as he rushed toward the ship’s open hatch. The well-placed shots struck their unshielded heads, blasting each into unrecognizable masses of bloody flesh.

      Adam had no idea how many others were inside, and he didn’t care. Lila was bolting away somewhere in the heavens and he didn’t have time to waste.

      He entered through a small airlock open at the other side and met up with a central spine corridor that ran the length of the ship in each direction. He turned right, heading for the pilothouse.

      An alien appeared from a side compartment, unarmored and shocked to see Adam. It was the last thing he saw. Adam closed his eyes as he fired the MK, preventing a short-term bout of blindness from the intense flash. That wasn’t the case for the other alien in the corridor emerging from the pilothouse. Instinctively, he lifted his arms to his eyes as the light flooded the chamber. Adam’s next bolt burned a hole in the creature’s chest.

      That was it for Adam’s MK. The damn power pack of a ’17 only allowed for five shots at level-one. He’d set the weapon at max, not taking any chances against this unknown species of alien.

      He entered the pilothouse, and to his relief, it was empty.

      He scanned the side walls and found a control panel for the pressure door. He pressed it. With the room secure, he slipped into the pilot seat, snapping a safety harness around his waist. Nearly all starship control consoles had the same layout, a consequence of having been designed by Primes for Primes. Yet some used control keys while others had sticks. This one had keys, with strange symbols on each. That was a problem. He couldn’t read alien.

      Adam began to push buttons in what he hoped was some sort of logical progression. The larger keys did produce a reaction. The ship began to hum as the generators wound up. That was a good sign. He pressed another button. This time a powerful flash bolt shot out from the bow, blasting out a twenty-foot wide section of the ornate stone railing lining the terrace, and sending chunks of debris raining all the way to the ground.

      One of the buttons activated a side screen, indicating the various openings to the ship in graphic detail. The main hatch was still open and a pulsing blue light framed the portal, warning the pilot that the ship was not secure for liftoff. Adam didn’t care. He was locked safely away in the pilothouse.

      The ship began to move, sliding sideways toward the edge of the balcony. Adam pressed buttons on the right side of the panel. This corrected the movement to the left, but it sent the spacecraft scraping along the side of the building to his right, creating another cascade of debris as doors and windows shattered. At least now he knew how to move the ship from left and right. Now how about up and down?

      The lower center buttons provided lift, causing the ship to shoot away from the building in a cloud of grayish smoke billowing from underneath. The shiny vessel reached the edge of the terrace—before smashing through another section of decorative railing and tumbling over the edge.

      Adam was thrown to one side, held in the seat only by his waist harness. He inhaled sharply as his stomach rose up in his throat. The gray cloud disappeared in the viewport, replaced by the blur of the building racing past. Adam figured he had about forty stories to learn how to fly the alien spacecraft.

      Automatic gyroscopes kicked in and the ship leveled out, but it was still falling.

      Adam began to press every button he could reach. At one point the ship lurched to a stop, nearly breaking his back in the process. But then another button sent the ship racing for the ground once again. Desperate to find the button he’d hit before, Adam performed a piano concerto on the keyboard with his panicked fingers.

      He finally hit something that made a difference.

      The view outside the ship became mired in a tornado of debris. It only lasted a second before the view cleared and stars greeted his welcoming eyes. He’d activated the gravity drive. Fortunately, the well had formed above the ship and not below….

      Adam retraced his keystrokes, and soon had a rudimentary understanding of the controls. They were logical, if he’d just had the time to think about it. The lower center buttons controlled the chemical drive, the upper buttons the gravity well. The outer row gave him pitch and yaw, while another set activated the various screens placed before his station.

      On one of the screens he saw the shrinking image of the planet Formil. He was in space, which was a start. Now he just needed to find where in space.

      He scanned the other screens. There was a proximity panel showing dozens of contacts painted in red. The rest of the screen was taken up by a haze of small blue contacts. These would be Expansion ships, numbering in the thousands, while red indicated the invaders—whoever they are. All the contacts were clustered in an area close to the planet.

      All except one.

      This rogue light was moving at incredible speed for the outer system. Adam shifted course, lining up on the departing Aris starship. He experimented with the buttons along the top of the panel, until he found a key he could press repeatedly, increasing the depth of the well. He was still inside a star system, so he had to be careful. The stronger the well, the more miscellaneous space junk would be drawn toward the singularity. Scooping up a generous portion of an asteroid belt would flood the well, causing an overload. He wouldn’t survive the resulting explosion.

      Fortunately, he was pretty familiar with the Formilian star system. He cranked the well up higher, knowing he was beyond the plane of the ubiquitous ring of unformed planetary debris most star systems contained, usually at the boundary between the rocky inner planets and the outer gas giants.

      He was gaining on the Aris starship.

      Of course, he had no idea what he’d do once he caught up to them. He considered his options. He could fire on the ship, knowing that Lila would survive any explosion. But then he’d have to locate her frozen body within the expanding sea of debris. And that was assuming he could destroy the glowing starship in the first place. The Aris had a million years of evolution over any of the current so-called superior races in the Milky Way. He may be in way over his head this time.

      But he was gaining. That was encouraging, and if he knew the controls better, he would have calculated an intercept time. Instead he had to eyeball it.

      That was until all the power in the starship cut out.

      The alien craft fell out of the gravity-well with a flash, as emergency lights snapped on, bathing the pilothouse in an eerie yellow glow, accentuated by starlight filtering in through the viewport. Adam pounded on the control panel, but to no avail. He was dead in the water…and the Aris were getting away.

      Something caught his eye through the viewport. A huge mass moved across the starfield, occasionally lit by a flare of reflection on a silver hull. It was a starship, but one larger than any he’d ever seen, except for a Klin Colony Ship. But this one wasn’t spherical. It was oblong, with the emphasis on long.

      Tiny flares erupted from a section along the hull, as a squad of mosquito-like ships formed up and came his way. Adam leaned back in the seat, enjoying the zero-gravity the ship was now experiencing with all its systems down. He released the safety harness and floated in the waterless sea.

      So much for peace and tranquility in the galaxy, he thought sardonically. We now have a new war with a new enemy, and without Lila around to lend us a hand.
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      As quickly as the armor-clad aliens had arrived, they departed. Trimen and other Formilians fired at the departing figures, taking a few out before they boarded their ships and streaked off into space. The relatively few warships in the system gave chase, until recalled to help secure the planet against a possible secondary assault.

      Trimen found Sherri and Riyad in Lila’s chambers, looking for Adam.

      “He left to chase after the Aris,” Trimen informed them.

      “The Aris? You mean like Zee’s Aris?” Sherri asked.

      “That’s what I said. Yes, they still exist and have absconded with Lila.”

      The moment of stunned silence spoke volumes. “They took…Lila? How was that even possible?”

      “She was encased a blue halo. She could not move.”

      “The Aris are three billion years old,” Riyad pointed out. “To them, Lila’s probably as advanced as an amoeba.”

      “What does that make us?” Sherri asked. “And Adam raced off after them? What an idiot.”

      “She is his daughter,” Trimen pointed out.

      “I’m not criticizing his motivation, just his judgement. The Aris went through a lot of trouble to get her.”

      Riyad looked over to where the body of one of the light-brown aliens laid dead. “I would have thought the Aris would be a lot different than us.”

      “Those are not Aris,” Trimen said. “They are something else, not associated with them, according to Adam.”

      Sherri shook her head. “You mean two separate groups of aliens—forgive me, Trimen—attacked at the same time, and they don’t know each other?”

      “Apparently, again according to Adam. We shall learn more when the survivors are interrogated.”

      “I’d like to get in on some of that action,” Riyad said.

      “Where’s Adam now?” Sherri asked.

      “Unknown,” Trimen replied. “Come with me to Defense Command. Our journey of discovery is only just beginning.”
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        * * *

      

      Technicians highlighted the path Adam had taken from the government building. It ended a quarter of a light-year away, yet still within the range of hundreds of scanners operating in and around the Formilian star system.

      “How big was that thing?” Riyad asked.

      “Converted to Human measurements, three-miles-long by half-a-mile in diameter,” answered the alien tech. “There was only one of that size within the attacking fleet, yet another fifteen were half that size. The smaller attack vessels were discharged from the large one.”

      A Juirean Overlord was standing with the group. “A response force is assembling near LocVer. Ninety Juirean ships are included. I would expect the Humans to contribute as much, along with the other major species in the Expansion and beyond.”

      “Who’s in command?” Sherri asked.

      “We are,” stated Sando ra Todd firmly. “The attack occurred in Expansion space and against a member planet.”

      “Formil is not just a member of the Expansion,” Trimen pointed out. “We are the seat of government. Formilians should take the lead position.”

      “You have very little experience in space warfare. And with your abominable leader missing, there is no reason for the Juireans not to reassume control of the Expansion.”

      Several creatures spoke at once, turning from their screens to bark at one another.

      Riyad lifted a chair and slammed it on the floor. The loud crack got everyone’s attention. “Knock it off, all of you. This is bigger than any one race, or one empire.”

      The Juirean glared at him. The Overlord was one of the few higher-tier officers to survive the Human’s attack on the facilities atop the Kacoran Plain. Riyad had played a major role in that event, a fact the Juirean acknowledged through the hatred in his eyes.

      Riyad ignored him. “We have reports that the aliens—let’s call them invaders—took members of nearly every race in attendance. It appeared to have been a coordinated operation. They had the capability to destroy the ships yet destroyed none. All they took were people.”

      “Including the mutant,” the Juirean reiterated.

      Riyad hesitated revealing the fact that the Aris had taken Lila, and not the invaders. As far as he knew, the Juireans had no knowledge of the Aris. They were already feeling inferior enough after the spanking the Humans and Lila had laid on them. Knowing that another race of immortal super-beings was around would probably push them over the edge.

      “Yes, and that only serves to underscore the fact that the invaders are a major force to be reckoned with. They took individuals from both the Expansion and the Union, and everything in between.”

      “What is your point, Human?” the Overlord bellowed.

      “My point? Just that this needs to be unified operation. The invaders had only sixteen capital ships, plus a couple of hundred of the small carrier-borne attack craft against several thousand of ours. They had to know most of our ships were non-combatants. That was why they sent so few. I believe this is only the front-guard of a much larger force.”

      “I concur,” said Balonoc Sur, the Que’l representative to the celebration. “I have received reports that the invaders were able to overload the electrical systems of my ship, after which they boarded and left with four random members of the crew. Furthermore, a Library search has turned up no matching species to the invaders. They are an unknown race.”

      “Then maybe…so are we!” Sherri said, her eyes growing wider as she spoke.

      The Juirean turned to her and growled. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean they may not know anything about us, all of us. That’s why they only took people. Maybe they want to learn what we’re like, what we’re capable of.”

      “What they have learned is that they can attack us with impunity,” Sando said.

      “Maybe not,” Sherri continued. “As Riyad said, they had to know the bulk of the ships around Formil weren’t warships. Otherwise they would have come in with guns a-blazing and in lot larger numbers. Now they have samples of almost eighty percent of all the advanced races in the galaxy. If you ask me, this was a pretty slick move on their part.”

      “If what you say is true, then this is just a prelude to a more serious military incursion,” Trimen added. “Once they learn more of our capabilities and makeup, more tactical attacks will take place.”

      Riyad headed for the door. “Two can play at this game. Trimen, you mentioned prisoners. Where are they? I think it’s time we stopped guessing and go get some real answers.”
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        * * *

      

      Nine of the invaders had survived their wounds, with four in relatively good condition—at least good enough to suffer the interrogation from aliens that had no concept of Human rights.

      Riyad was a Human, but he also wasn’t bound by any moral code when it came to getting answers, at least not on the planet Formil. He was itching for a little resistance from the captives.

      The first prisoner was brought in and placed in a chair in what looked like a typical police interrogation room. Trimen was with him. The Juirean Sando ra Todd insisted on being present as well.

      Riyad studied the alien. He stood a little over six feet tall and with a stocky build. His skin was a uniform light-brown, and his eyes glowed gold like nothing Riyad had seen before. He would have remembered an alien like this. The body armor had been removed and now the alien wore just a simple single-piece off-white garment with thick stitching and a coarse texture. He had a bandage around his right arm and wrapping his shoulder.

      “Can you understand me?” Riyad asked. From the reports he’d received, it had been established the aliens had translation devices somewhere on or in their bodies. This was an innocuous question meant to get the ball rolling.

      “Yes.”

      Riyad grinned, displaying his exceptionally white teeth to the alien. He noticed a slight recoil, from which the alien quickly recovered.  Good, he can be scared, even if he doesn’t want to admit it.

      “They call me Riyad. I am a Human. What is your name and race?”

      The creature was more defiant than submissive with his answer. “I am Third-Player Level-Two, Ossen six forty-two Kallen-Noc of the Nuor.”

      It was Riyad’s turn to recoil. “That’s quite a name. What does all that mean?”

      The alien frowned. “I do not understand the question.”

      “I mean, you have names and numbers.”

      “Yes. I am the six hundred forty-second Nuorean to be named Ossen since the creation of the Kallen-Noc Blood-Team.”

      “What’s a blood team?”

      “Do you not have Blood-Teams?”

      “You mean like a family, descended from one to the other?”

      “That is correct.”

      “Good.” Riyad leaned closer to the table, displaying his threatening teeth once more. “Now, Ossen, where the hell did all you Nuoreans come from, and why did you attack us!”

      Ossen focused on Riyad’s savage look. Once over his initial shock, the alien appeared…excited. “You display the characteristics of a level-one challenge. Your immunity points would be high. I wish to engage you in a full challenge, as soon as my injuries heal. You must grant me the time. It is in the rules.”

      Riyad sat back. “What rules? What challenge are you talking about?” Then it hit him. “You want to fight me?”

      “Of course, you are an immunity challenge. That is why we are here.”

      “Here? From where?”

      “Suponac.”

      “What is Suponac?”

      Ossen furrowed his forehead. “Suponac…the Suponac Galaxy.”

      Riyad’s jaw fell slack. The Juirean Sando took over the questioning. “You come from another galaxy? How is that so?”

      “I do not know. I am a crewmember, a player of the third-degree. I do not understand tech.” He eyed the eight-foot taller Juirean and his massive mane of pale blue hair. “You may carry even more immunity points than the…the Human,” Ossen said, his gold eyes seemingly on fire. “I challenge you as well, yet in separate events, of course.”

      Sando stood up straight and thrust out his chest. “I accept your challenge!”

      “Back off, Sando,” Riyad ordered. “We’re not going to grant this creature his wish, at least not yet. Ossen, why did you take only individual members of our species?”

      “Those were our orders.”

      “Yes, I know, but why?”

      “I would assume to assign immunity points.”

      “What are immunity points?”

      Ossen slowly scanned the faces of the others in the room. Then he nodded slowly. His tone when he spoke again was like that of a patient school master to a slow student. “Immunity points are given for challenges of alien species. The higher the challenge-factor, the more points.”

      “I still don’t understand,” said Riyad. “What do immunity points give you?”

      Ossen smiled. The expression surprised the others in the room. “Immunity points protect against loss of possessions in standard challenges. Depending on how many one has accumulated, a Nuorean could lose some or none of his acquired possessions beyond Basic, even in defeat.”

      “How do you gain immunity points?” Sando asked.

      Ossen’s gold eyes met the Juirean’s yellow orbs. “By killing aliens…like you.”

      The unrestrained Nuorean shot to his feet, jumping on his chair and at Sando’s head a split second later. Riyad noticed the alien grimace as he lifted his injured right arm, but still he managed to imbed a stiff finger into the Juirean’s neck. Blood spurted from the wound, even as the much larger creature grabbed Ossen and tossed him across the room.

      In mid-air, the Nuorean righted himself and bounced away from the wall in a springboard-like manner and straight for Riyad. He lowered his head and planted it into Riyad’s stomach, driving air from the Human’s lungs and sending him crashing to the floor.

      Ossen turned his attention to Trimen next.

      Just then the door to the interrogation room flew open and Arieel Bol rushed into the room, a sparkling ball of crackling blue light leading her way. With a flick of her hands, the hot ball of electricity slammed into Ossen’s chest, sending him backwards. The front of his tunic caught fire; he swatted at the flames until they were out.

      By then Arieel was standing above the Nuorean, another orb of hot static electricity held menacingly above her right hand. The alien cowered in fear.

      “You…are a sassour—a demon!” Ossen cried out.

      “Yes I am! Now tell me: Where is my daughter!”
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        * * *

      

      “Daughter, as in Blood-Team female? I know nothing of this. We took only males.” The fear was evident in the alien’s eyes, a level of terror that had been missing when confronting the males in the room.

      “Yes, the female Lila.”

      “I repeat. I know nothing of this.”

      Riyad came up to Arieel. “Calm down, Arieel. His people didn’t take Lila.”

      The knowing tone in his voice made Arieel stop and turn. “Then who did?”

      Riyad glanced at the Juirean then back to Arieel. “The Aris did.”

      “Aris!”

      “What are the Aris?” Sando asked. The Overlord had a section of his official robe pressed against the still oozing hole in his neck.

      “It can’t be the Aris!” Arieel cried.

      “Again, what—or who—are the Aris?”

      Riyad shook his head at the towering alien. “You don’t want to know.”

      “I don’t?”

      “No…you don’t.”
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      Adam’s stolen starship was towed to the huge mothership and maneuvered into the largest hangar bay he’d ever seen.  Standing before the forward viewport, he craned his neck to take in the view. Gravity had returned, but it was that of the mothership. Adam reasoned it was about standard for the galaxy, which would give him a strength advantage. He’d encountered these aliens before—briefly—yet long enough to know they can be killed, and he knew how to do it. He was hoping he’d be given the opportunity to rack up a decent score before...well, the before was still an unknown.

      A few moments later banging came to the pressure door of the pilothouse. Adam remained by the viewport, smiling and waving at the crowd gathering below. One of the aliens began yelling at him to come out. Adam assumed The Thinker position with his head and right hand then shook his head no. This only confused the aliens more. They continued to call for him to leave the ship before backing off to allow another of their kind to approach.

      Adam recognized this one, not by any particular physical features, but by the plastic guard and bandage wrapped around his head and over his broken nose.

      Adam pointed at the alien, smiled and winked. Then he took a boxer’s stance and bobbed and weaved a few times while sending out short jabs. It was humorous to Adam, not so to the injured alien leader.

      After a moment of playing around, Adam waved his hand and nodded. He was coming out. There was little to be gained staying aboard the ship, and if the aliens got serious, he couldn’t keep them out.

      Strong hands of the slightly taller aliens took hold of him and led him off the ship. The leader was waiting.

      “I hope you do not cause any more disruptions—or injuries. You will not be harmed, Adam Cain, as long as you cooperate.” The alien’s voice sounded more nasally than usual.

      “Cooperate how?”

      “Follow directions and do as you are told.”

      “You sound like my first drill instructor.” Adam looked around the huge landing bay, which extended for several hundred yards in every direction, even up. “Who the hell are you guys? I would have remembered your beautiful golden eyes if I’d seen you before.”

      “We are the Nuor. And you have never seen us before because we come from your larger neighboring galaxy. According to what we have deciphered, you call it Andromeda, while we call it Suponac.”

      “I prefer Andromeda to Suponac. Rolls off the tongue better.”

      “I understand your humor, Human. I assume this is some kind of defensive reaction when faced with overwhelming odds.”

      “Oh, I suppose you guys could give me a pretty good run for my money, but I wouldn’t call my odds over you overwhelming, just adequate.”

      The alien smiled. “I have heard much of you, Adam Cain. Seeing you before me now I have to believe the opponents you have faced in your Milky Way Galaxy have been of inferior stock. I assure you, the Nuor will be much more challenging.”

      “Can’t wait to find out.”

      Now the alien laughed. “As I, too, Adam Cain. Now take him to the others.”
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        * * *

      

      The Others ended up being twenty-four other creatures from the Milky Way, including a huge Silean, three hopping Hybens, two Juireans, a Que’l, four Formilians…and even a Klin, having joined the group after Adam.

      The Juireans immediately descended on the silver-skinned Klin, shoving his tall, slender body against a bulkhead in the large holding room they were in. Adam wanted to join them but didn’t. Instead he stepped between the two parties.

      “Relax, dudes,” he said to the Juireans.

      “This is a Klin. We have not had access to a live one for several millennia. He will pay for his deeds, and the deeds of his kind.”

      “I appreciate that. And no one more than me would like to tear him apart limb by limb. But just think about this: His people are smart, a lot smarter than we are. We may need him to get out of this mess we’re all in.” Adam waved his arm around at the rest of the prisoners. “Look around, these bastards have taken representatives of dozens of races, and not just the ones we can see here. There were over two thousand at or near Formil. I’ll bet they have ships full of others just like us. This isn’t just about us. It’s about these alien assholes against our entire galaxy. We need to stick together.”

      The two huge Juireans thought over his words of reason and diplomacy for a few seconds, before pushing past Adam and literally tearing the weak-boned Klin to shreds.

      Adam stepped out of the way to avoid the ever-expanding pool of blood on the deck. He shrugged. “At least I tried.”
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        * * *

      

      About an hour later, armed Nuorean guards came to the holding room and escorted the prisoners to individual cells, a room for each species. Adam was the only Human in the group so he got a private suite with his own cot and bathroom—what aliens called grooming stations. This grooming station consisted of not much more than a hole in the deck and a continuously running stream of dirty water, undoubtedly recycled—and hopefully not between cells. The main room was about six feet deep by ten wide, with the bathroom four by four.

      Adam sat on the hard cot and looked around. It took him all of five seconds before he knew every square inch of his cell intimately. The door had slid shut, and there was a single light encased in glass flush with the ceiling. The walls were made of single panels of shiny metal. Beyond that, there wasn’t much more.

      Adam tried his ATD, on the off chance it could link with the alien electronics, including the door controls. All he could do was detect the presence of the circuits, but the Formilian-designed device couldn’t influence any of them. He did, however, notice an electronic signal where the wall met the ceiling to his left. There was a one-inch-diameter black circle there, obviously a surveillance camera. He looked away nonchalantly, acting as if he hadn’t noticed the lens. There was no need to give away any of his secrets.

      Restless, he stood and paced the room, before leaning against the right side wall and feeling the cold metal against his back, which was soothing on the friction burns he’d suffered earlier. When he went to pull away he noticed the metal wristband of his watch—yes, they’d let him keep his watch—clung to the metal until he pulled a little harder.

      Magnets. There were magnets behind the wall.

      Casually, he slid along the panel, acting bored and restless. Sure enough, every two feet his watchband would stick. He sat on the bed again and contemplated what he’d learned.

      Why have magnets behind the wall? Then he looked closer at the panels themselves. They were one solid piece each, and with a thin gap along all four sides between the adjoining walls, floor and ceiling. None were bolted or welded, instead held in place by magnets.

      Upon closer examination, the cells appeared to be makeshift rooms, adjustable depending on the size, shape and number of the occupants. The frames making up the sides must be able to slide within the narrow channels in the deck, and then covered with metal panels. It seemed an efficient way of making a lot of tiny rooms out of a larger space, yet still secure enough to hold the prisoners.

      Adam Cain smiled. He had a plan.
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        * * *

      

      The ceiling was only about seven feet high. Adam removed his shirt and wrapped his right hand in the cloth, then moved to just below the not-so-hidden camera and smashed his hand into the lens. The glass shattered.

      He put his shirt back on and moved across the room. The six-foot-wide wall panel had some play in it, and Adam was able to work a couple of fingers in behind the quarter-inch thick plate. He pulled and the panel began to separate, breaking the magnetic bonds with the first horizontal stud. He pulled harder and the entire wall panel came loose.

      Now came the tricky part. Adam balanced the plate on the floor as he slipped in behind it, moving the wall out about a foot while pressing his body between the studs as much as he could. He balanced the panel as best he could. He had nothing to hold on to, so at any moment the panel could topple away from him and into the room.

      Fortunately, he didn’t have to hold this balancing act for long. He heard the door to his cell slide open and someone entered; in fact, he heard three distinct voices and his translation bug relayed what they said.

      “Stay back as we restrain the prisoner.”

      “Where is he?”

      “The relief station?”

      “He is not here!”

      Footfalls sounded on the metal deck as at least three more aliens entered the room. Adam heard the legs of the cot clang against the floor, having been dropped after checking underneath.

      “Activate an alarm,” someone commanded. “The alien is free.”

      The room turned silent, but not the area outside. Adam heard running and shouting, urgency in the words. Soon the search moved beyond the cell.

      Carefully, Adam leaned the panel towards him and let it pivot until he could slip back into the room. He quietly placed the panel against the studs and felt the magnets lock it into place.

      The door to the cell was open and the camera unrepaired.

      The plan had worked.

      Now what?
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        * * *

      

      With his ATD, Adam scanned the area outside the cell for any electrical concentrations that would indicate more surveillance cameras. There were none, just the ones in each of the cells lining the wide corridor.

      He ducked back inside when four Nuoreans ran past, energy weapons in their hands, heading in the direction of the landing bay. When he’d been brought to the cell earlier, he’d memorized the route. The hangar deck was to his left, but it would be the first place they’d expect him to go, as evidenced by the detail rushing in that direction.

      Adam needed a weapon and a layout of the ship. One person, intent on wreaking havoc, could really mess up the works. But what good would that do? This was just one ship out of what was undoubtedly a very large fleet. He had to think.

      If he couldn’t get off the ship—and it wouldn’t do any good to disable it—all that was left was to take out the leader. That was always a good idea. Disrupt the chain of command and see what happens. It was also the last thing the aliens would be expecting. And Adam Cain had a pretty good idea who their leader was.

      This thinking brought Adam back to his original needs list: A weapon and a layout of the ship.

      The area outside the cell was quiet—for the moment—so he exited and turned right down the corridor, away from the landing bay. Assuming most of the aliens he would encounter would be armed, he needed to find a place to lie in wait for one of them to pass. There wasn’t any place in this corridor to hide, just a long series of doors leading to other cells. He quickened his pace until reaching a closed pressure door at the end of the huge chamber that had been converted into the holding cells.

      A touchpad was on the wall next to the door. He had no idea what he’d find on other side, but he couldn’t stay here. He placed himself face-first against the narrow wall next to the door, out of sight of anyone on the other side, and activated the door panel.

      With a swoosh it slid open. All was quiet. He poked his head around the doorframe. This new corridor was narrower—and empty. He raced down its length, passing several doorways different from those in the holding area. These appeared less secure, just standard doorways leading to work areas or sleeping quarters. Out of curiosity, he opened one.

      It was an equipment room of some kind, containing several ten-foot-high square boxes with vents in their sides. Large conduit pipes joined the boxes and snaked into the overhead. There a steady hum and a slight breeze in the room. It was a ventilation station, designed to circulate air throughout the massive ship.

      Adam wasn’t alone. At an inset workstation placed along a back wall sat two Nuorean crewmembers, busy monitoring their equipment; however, one turned when the door opened. Gold eyes met blue eyes, and Adam rushed at the pair without hesitation.

      The first technician was on his feet and squared up against Adam’s charge a moment later. Adam threw his body sideways into the alien, sending them both piling on top of the workstation. As the strong arms of the first alien wrapped around Adam’s torso, the second one sprang into action, grabbing his legs and clamping down hard. For a moment, Adam couldn’t move, immobilized by the quick reactions of the Nuoreans. But neither could the aliens. A muscular arm then reached out for a panel on the console, hoping to activate an alarm, leaving only one arm to hold Adam’s legs.

      He broke the grip on his leg and lashed out with a kick to the alien’s head. He fell back, just as Adam and the other alien rolled off the table. A couple of strong jabs with his elbow into the alien’s ribs convinced the creature to release him. Adam twisted around until he faced the Nuorean. The gold eyes were intense and devoid of fear. In fact, the slight smile on the brown face gave Adam the impression he was enjoying the fight.

      A powerful right cross changed the alien’s mind. His head snapped to the left, eyes fluttering. A second punch closed the eyes completely, and they stayed that way.

      Another strong arm now wrapped around Adam’s neck and pulled him off the floor. He was bent back, as a fist began to pound repeatedly into his right side. These aliens were definitely accomplished fighters—even the damn equipment techs—but like most, they lacked strength when compared to a Human. Not much, but enough.

      Adam pressed with his legs, sending the pair crashing backwards into a nearby bulkhead. The alien gasped, weakening his hold around Adam’s neck. Grasping the Nuorean’s wrist, Adam twisted his body, reversing the positions of both fighters. Now Adam’s forearm clamped around the alien’s neck. He squeezed tight as desperate hands tried to break the hold. Grasping his right hand with his left, Adam applied even more pressure until he heard a pronounced snap, and the creature went limp in his arms.

      Adam let the alien slump to the deck before searching both his victims for a weapon. They had none. Next he searched the workstation. Still nothing. But there were computer screens, on and active.

      Adam replaced a dislodged chair and sat down, surveying the console. All he had to do was find a way to access a layout of the ship, if he could even do it from here.

      The first alien began to come to; with nonchalance, Adam placed a booted foot against his neck and pressed. Another snap…and the alien was no longer a concern. Adam returned his attention to the computer screens.

      The pad before him was square and contained forty keys, each with a different symbol. Adam started with the keys along the top row, left to right. The screens changed with nearly every keystroke, but he still didn’t find what he was looking for. Then he tried the keys along the sides, beginning on the left.

      A schematic appeared, looking like veins in a body and thread throughout the entire ship in a hard-to-follow and confusing maze. It was a layout of the ventilation system, and it was in 3-D. Noting the key that had brought up the image, Adam tried others. Soon he could spin the image, viewing it from several angles, as well as zoom in and out, discovering that the more he zoomed in, the more detail was revealed. He could see where the vital systems of the ship were placed, including the bridge and the officers’ country nearby. He could even make out control consoles, workstations and even furniture in graphic detail, if not with actual images.

      His current location was also highlighted, which gave him a point of reference.

      Damn, the ship was big, and as would be expected, the bridge was at the opposite end from the hangar bays and prisoner holding cells. It would be impossible for him to make his way there—to the place where he hoped to find the leader of the Nuoreans—without being seen.

      So…if I’m going to be seen, I need to go in disguise.

      The two dead aliens at his feet were both slightly taller than him, one more so than the other. He stripped the shorter one of his two-piece dark green uniform and placed it over his own clothing. He removed the alien’s light rubber shoes and slipped them onto his feet. They fit fairly well. Next, he rolled the excess length of pant legs into his socks and then folded the cloth to the proper length.

      Body-wise, he would pass. But his light pink skin and short blond hair would be a problem. All the aliens had light brown skin, gold eyes and black hair. And none he’d seen wore hats.

      Under his uniform, the alien wore an off-white undershirt made of a coarse material. Adam tore off a piece of it and wrapped it around his head and most of his face. Next, he took another piece and fashioned a sling. Lastly, he smashed his foot into the face of the dead alien until blood oozed from the mouth and nose of the still-warm body. Dipping another piece of cloth in the red liquid, Adam finished off the ensemble with another layer of blood-soaked cloth around his face, covering one eye and most of the other.

      The aliens had just taken part in an attack on Formil, so it was a pretty good bet some were injured, yet still managed to evacuate the planet. Adam Cain looked like one of the survivors.

      Lastly, he took a datapad off the workstation. It would serve as his clipboard…and no one ever questions someone with a clipboard.

      He had a disguise and he knew the layout of the ship. All he needed now was a weapon.
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        * * *

      

      Adam left the ventilation room…and had the first test of his disguise ten seconds later.

      Three armed Nuoreans rushed towards him in the corridor. One nodded; Adam nodded back and stepped aside to let the trio pass. They were headed aft, toward the hangar bay. They continued without looking back.

      The layout of most starships followed more or less the same plan. On a ship this large, several long spine corridors ran the length, with service elevators and stairways connecting the different levels. Adam was on one of the lower decks, those most-often reserved for lower ranking crewmembers and equipment rooms. He continued along this corridor for what seemed like an hour, passing through countless pressure doorways as hundreds of Nuoreans rushed by, most seeming agitated. Many were armed, yet they moved in squads. Adam knew these guys could fight, so he wasn’t anxious to press the issue by going up against several of them in order to secure a weapon. He would have to be patient.

      The corridor ended at a large open area outside an open portal twenty feet wide. Inside, Adam recognized the large room from the ventilation diagram. It was the forward weapons station. The room was rounded at the far end, with a vast array of consoles, all manned by Nuorean techs and gunners. There was a frenetic energy in the room, as hundreds of aliens went about their tasks with speed and efficiency.

      Adam was at the front of the ship…and nine levels below the bridge.

      Banks of express elevators were off to both his left and right, each with a series of wide open stairways next them, to be used in case the lifts were inoperable. Adam began climbing. There was something about the unpredictability of elevators that always sent him seeking stairways. Besides, elevators made very effective jail cells.

      The stairs were being used by impatient aliens, preferring them to the elevators when moving only a few levels at a time. Adam kept his head down and his hands in his pockets, avoiding any traffic heading up and scurrying past downward traveling aliens without acknowledgement.

      The stairs ended at the ninth level. He stepped out into a crowded foyer, still without a weapon and only the hint of a plan. He grimaced when he spotted his target alien down the corridor, still wearing the plastic shield over his broken nose and conferring with three other Nuoreans in lighter green uniforms. Adam wasn’t anxious to commit suicide. He was looking to upset the apple cart, but not at the cost of his life.

      However, the officers with Daric did have energy weapons in holsters strapped around their waists.

      Daric turned and entered a side room. The three officers remained in the passageway, huddled together, impervious to the other aliens having to move around them in the corridor. Adam moved up to the small gathering. They didn’t clear the way for him, either, forcing him to move closer to the right, where Daric had gone. The door was still open, the room appearing to be the spacious fleet commander’s away cabin.

      As he passed, Adam snatched an energy weapon from the holster of one of the officers and raced into the room, approaching Daric from behind. It happened so fast that the aliens in the corridor didn’t react until Adam already had Daric by the neck and with the bolt launcher pressed against his temple. He spun the alien around, facing the others at the doorway.

      “Stay back or I’ll blow his head clean off.”

      The older alien struggled in Adam’s strong grip but was unable to break free.

      “Stop it!” Adam growled in his ear. “Relax and you just may live through this.”

      “Stay!” Daric barked out to his troops, like a master to a dog. The obedient officers obeyed.

      “Now back out and close the door,” Adam added to the instructions.

      The aliens focused on Daric.

      “Comply,” he said. Without the slightest hesitation, the officers left the room and the door slid shut.

      Adam spun Daric around and shoved him into a nearby chair, the weapon now aimed between the golden eyes. Through the clear plastic of the nose shield, Adam noticed matching black patches on the brown skin below them. The alien was smiling.

      “I have been studying you for a while now, Adam Cain, even before arriving in the Kac. You do not disappoint. Your challenge points will be phenomenal, and a lure to any who dare face you in the arena.”

      Adam ignored him, choosing to scan the room for secondary ingress and egress. A bank of monitors on the wall caught his attention. They showed various scenes throughout the ship—and all with looping images of him in corridors, stairwells, and even fighting the equipment techs near the holding cells.

      Stunned, Adam turned his attention back to Daric.

      “Yes, we have been monitoring you all along, very impressive.” Daric rose from the chair and walked to the monitors. Adam held the weapon on him but didn’t protest. The alien leader pressed controls on the wall and the images on some of the screens switched scenes.

      “Of the twenty-five prisoners, nine managed to escape. All except two went to the landing bay and were promptly recaptured. A creature known as a Que’l joined you in moving farther into the ship rather than seek escape to the outside. Only you made it this far, attributed to your ingenious disguise.”

      Daric moved to his desk and sat down. Again, Adam didn’t stop him. Instead, he moved to the chair he’d forced Daric into earlier and sat down. He looked at the weapon in his hand then back to the smiling alien face.

      “Correct. All the weapons of my officers have been disabled,” he said, answering the unasked question. “I was waiting in the corridor for you notice me.” Daric laughed. “Do not fault yourself, Adam Cain. The Nuor are masters at the game. We arrange scenarios and watch how others react. Your moves were efficient and effective, and even somewhat unpredictable.”

      “You let your own people die just to see how far I could get?”

      “Do not worry. They were players to be sacrificed. Their bloodlines will be awarded ancillary immunity points. They will not suffer.”

      Adam eyed the alien. He was slightly taller than Adam, husky, yet older than the other two Nuoreans he’d fought earlier. Daric also had a broken nose and would unconsciously favor the injury in a fight. Adam could take him, even without a weapon.

      As if reading his mind, Daric produced a three-foot long polished metal sword from behind the desk. He held it up for inspection.

      “We call this a ressnel, the weapon of preference in the arena. Even injured, I assure you I am an expert in its use.” He set the blade on the desk. “I have prevailed in thirty-eight prior challenges, most against much younger opponents. Although the prospect of head-to-head combat with you is nearly irresistible, at this point I would prefer to save you for a later date and a more formal setting.”

      “What is this all about?” Adam growled. “Who are you guys and why have you started this war with—with everyone?”

      “You mistake our intentions, Adam Cain,” replied Daric with sincerity. “We are not at war with your galaxy. To the contrary, we have no animosity towards you or any other race we find here.”

      “No, you just want to kill us.”

      “Not without purpose.” Daric leaned back in his chair. “We do not want your land, possessions or raw materials. All we seek is competition, players for our games. In my galaxy, we have run low on immunity races. As a consequence, society is stagnating. Without mobility through point acquisition, there can be no advancement.”

      “It sounds like a messed up system, if you ask me,” Adam said.

      “I assure you, it is not. We acquire points from everyday activities, such as life-skill proficiency, production quotas, even time on station performing assigned tasks. Yet we gain more points—along with a share of the possessions of others—by ritualized combat challenges. Seldom are any Nuoreans killed during such contests, yet they allow the entire race to develop skills at combat techniques. We do not fear these challenges. Indeed we welcome them, we seek them out.”

      “It sounds like you use these points like we use money.”

      Daric’s face grew animated behind the plastic mask. “That is correct! We have been monitoring your communications for some time, so I understand what you say. You are correct. Yet it is only through the most-risky challenges that a special category of points are awarded—immunity points. With these we may challenge others, while protecting all or a portion of our awards package.”

      “And you earn immunity points by fighting us.”

      “Precisely! As mentioned, challenges between Nuoreans are seldom fatal. Yet immunity challenges are always to the death. This implied level of danger, requiring an elevated skill level to prevail, is why challenges with aliens are so sought after.”

      “But you can’t possibly expect to arrange individual contests with every being in the galaxy.”

      “Of course not. Nuoreans can also acquire immunity points as members of teams facing off against fleets and armies of players—what you call warriors. The amount is considerably less, yet even the lowest-skilled among us can gain immunity points through participation in large-scale challenges.”

      Daric paused, locking his eyes with Adam. When he continued, his tone was more…deadly. “That is why Nuoreans actively seek challenges. We do not run, we do not cower, we do not fear. This is what we are bred for. I have studied your galaxy through the abundance of open communications filtering freely throughout. I know how most of your species view such things. Most fight only when necessary. Nuoreans fight out of necessity. We fight to live.”

      Adam pursed his lips. “So what now?”

      Daric smiled again. “This is just the beginning. Although we have been monitoring the Kac, we have only just now made a live incursion into your galaxy. And you should be honored, Adam Cain. You are in the presence of the Nuorean tasked with the evaluation of your resident species, along with the assignment of immunity points for each. It should be a prideful moment that you learn Humans are at the top of the scale. In addition to that, I and my team will be evaluating individuals from all your races as they become known to us. Immunity points will be assigned to all.”

      “Then what?”

      “As the list grows, the identity and score of each individual player will be posted for all Nuoreans in the Kac to view. Those at the proper skill level will be able to challenge these individuals in single challenge.”

      “To the death?”

      “Yes, to the death.”

      “And what happens if one of these aliens wins the challenge?”

      Daric cocked his head. “In that event, the score for the victor goes up, making him even more attractive to potential challengers. Unfortunately, it never ends well for the challenged. They will continue to fight until defeated.”

      Now Adam smiled. “So when do we start?”

      “Patience, Adam Cain. We have only now acquired eight hundred six species from the gathering around your capital planet. They must all go through the evaluation process before individual points can be awarded to their kind based on general findings. In the meantime, a fleet of your Kac vessels containing many of these species is even now assembling, intending to challenge the Nuor. This was expected, indeed planned for. We will learn much during this confrontation, with the value of immunity points changing as the proficiency of each participating species is evaluated.”

      “And what about me?”

      “You will be transported to a holding planet, along with members from hundreds of other species we’ve acquired so far. Again, you should feel prideful. You are the only creature in this galaxy to which I have revealed our true intentions. You are the premiere player in your galaxy. From what I have witnessed so far, that distinction may be accurate.”

      “In that case, maybe you should be kissing my hand, you sonofabitch. You think you have this all worked out, but you don’t.”

      “Ah, I love the antagonism. You are trying to insult and provoke me. It is classic game strategy. I do hope there are many more like you.”

      “You can bet your sweet ass there are, and we don’t like being played.”

      Daric shook his head. “I’m afraid it is too late for that, Adam Cain. The game has already begun.”
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      The allied response fleet numbered nine hundred forty-eight vessels, and after much squabbling, the Juireans prevailed and were placed in command. The Humans had only sixty-one ships to contribute, with the bulk of their forces far away in the Orion-Cygnus arm of the galaxy.

      Riyad was okay with this. Humans had taken the lead against the Sol-Kor and look what that got them. Now it was the Juirean’s turn to be the point of the spear.

      Riyad and Sherri boarded one of the only eight Human warships in the vicinity of Formil and joined up with the fleet near the planet LocVer. The alien fleet had bolted away from Formil, but then slowed and weighed anchor a third of the way into a section of the galaxy closest to Formil, a place called the Radis Spur. This was the area the Juireans had retreated to after leaving their homeworld in advance of the attack by the Kracori. They had additional resources in the area, which could come in handy. They also knew local space intimately. That, too, was an advantage.

      It would take the allied force four days to reach the invaders from the assembly point. Trimen O’lac was aboard one of the twenty Formilian ships in the fleet, communicating with the Riyad and Sherri several times a day. He was going ballistic with each passing hour, frustrated because he wasn’t allowed to set off after Lila. The trail of the Aris ship had vanished twelve hours after leaving the Formilian system, yet before it did, it had maintained a straight line course, one leading directly for the Kidis Frontier.

      Zee had been found there, near the planet Incus, so it was reasoned that was where the Aris would be found. Their original world had been destroyed three billion years before, yet it was possible they set up shop somewhere nearby. Even then, over such an incredible passage of time, stars tend to wander. It would be a miracle if anything was even remotely similar to how it was back then.

      It was the only clue Trimen had to work with—until he found Adam and learned what he knew.

      At the moment, it was believed Adam was aboard one of the three-mile long warships in the invader’s fleet, a force of over four hundred ships just floating in space, seemingly waiting for something to happen. The confidence the aliens exhibited in the face of an impending attack by over double their assets made the strategists nervous. The enemy knew the allies’ capabilities better than they knew those of the invaders. Still, the attack on Formil had to be answered. After the battle, the allies would have a better idea what they were up against. That was another reason the planners were nervous.

      “I have reserved a vessel for after the battle so we may go after Lila,” Trimen told Sherri over the comm link.

      “Assuming that ship survives.”

      “I have been assured this initial contact will be tentative at best, designed to probe the offensive and defensive capabilities of the invaders.”

      Trimen was more up on the attack plans than were Sherri and Riyad. It was as though the Juireans were keeping the Human contingent in the dark intentionally, just so they could claim credit for whatever victory could be pulled from the jaws of the humiliating defeat at Formil. A senior captain was in charge of the Humans. Sherri and Riyad were on his ship.

      “Any plans for the big muther, where Adam is…we assume,” Sherri asked

      “None at this time,” answered Captain Douglas Davy of the USF Lexington. “I’ve asked the Juireans repeatedly and they just say it depends on the flow of the battle. I get the impression rescuing Captain Cain is low on their list of priorities.”

      Adam had almost single-handily demolished the entire Juirean high command a year ago, so Sherri could understand their reluctance to go out of their way to recover him, if he was still alive. She had a feeling he was. The aliens were more intent on capturing members of different species than killing them, having something to do with these games they were planning. That gave her hope that Adam was also just one of the hundreds of prisoners.

      She smiled. That could prove to be a mistake on the alien’s part.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Your fleet approaches,” Daric said with glee. He had come to Adam’s new cell—this one larger and more secure. Realizing the futility of escape aboard the huge starship, Adam chose to bide his time until they reached the holding planet, as Daric called it. That would open up a whole new variety of escape possibilities.

      “Are you preparing to surrender?” Adam asked the Lead-Player.

      Daric smiled. “I will indeed miss you when you are gone, Adam Cain. You are a quick and intelligent being. I enjoy your humor, even as I know it is rooted in hatred for me.”

      “Bingo!”

      “I do not understand.”

      “It’s a game we play. You just won.”

      “As is appropriate and expected.”

      “Do I get invited to a front-row seat for the coming battle?”

      Daric frowned. “Why would you? No, you are to remain here. This coming challenge is of no concern to you.”

      “Not unless you lose it.”

      “That will not happen. There is a surprise waiting for your forces. The possibility of our defeat is beyond calculation.”

      “Still, wouldn’t you want to have me near so you can gloat about your victory?”

      “You are attempting to persuade me to remove you from your cell, ostensibly so you can affect some kind of escape. That will not happen, and your efforts are disappointingly transparent. If you wish to go against me, please make it more challenging. Otherwise I may downgrade your score, placing you within reach of many more challengers once the list is distributed.”

      “Sorry, dude. I’m still trying to learn the rules.”

      “They will be explained to you as needed. For now, be aware that the first team challenge is about to begin, and the Nuoreans are anxious to begin scoring points, at the expense of hundreds of your warships and their crews.”
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      Riyad and Sherri were on the bridge of the Lexington, a fast-attack battleship with carrier capacity for sixty fighters. Captain Douglas Davy invited them to watch the battle, although assigning them no duties. All the crew stations were already manned.

      The enemy fleet had almost begrudgingly moved when the allies approached, like it was more of an inconvenience than anything else. They formed a line of ships, four deep and separated by half a million miles between each row, then they charged their weapons.

      Instruments aboard the Lexington read the electronic signatures of the weapons as standard flash cannon. There were three hundred twenty-four large ships with eighteen batteries each, with the remainder of the four-hundred ship force made up of smaller vessels with only six batteries each. The three-mile long carrier vessels—three of them in the fleet—had three hundred weapons ports, plus several launch bays containing hundreds of small fighters.

      The allies had thirteen huge capital ships of their own, seven hundred cruisers and destroyer-class vessels, and two hundred smaller support vessels. There were over six hundred small fighters in the launch bays of the carriers.. The two-man strikecraft should protect the larger ships from harassing attacks by the enemy fighters, allowing them to concentrate fire on the invader ships of similar size and firepower. Unfortunately, there were no units to go head-to-head with the three monster craft. Maybe after enough enemy units had been neutralized, the allies would attempt a concentrated attack on the alien behemoths.

      Strategy would depend on how the battle progressed. A large part of the allied command wanted only a brief encounter, something quick in and quick out. That was the preliminary strategy. After that, a more long-term plan could be formulated.

      The fighters were released, filling the tac screens with bright blue dots signifying friendly forces. Moments later, swarms of answering contacts poured from the ass-end of the huge carriers, these painted red on the screens.

      At the same time, the destroyers and cruisers accelerated to attack speed and closed on the fringes of the fleet of waiting enemy ships. The invaders were greatly outnumbered, but they still turned toward the incoming ships and began saturating the space between forces with flares of brilliant blue-white plasma.

      At the last moment, the diffused screen of allies warcraft joined up to form a concentrated phalanx only twenty ships square, yet with row upon row behind them. Shields glowed white, yet they continued until breaking through the thin line of enemy warships.

      “Looks like standard diffusion screens, Captain,” a crewmember reported. “Nothing really high tech.”

      Captain Davy remained silent. His ship was still in the rear, held in reserve along with the large Juirean Class Fives and Sixes. It wouldn’t be wise to commit your big guns until you knew if the aliens had any secret weapons up their sleeves.

      The glowing thread of allied ships sliced through the enemy lines with relative ease and then looped back over, striking another part of the layer of invader craft like some sort of sea monster breaking the surface then diving back underwater at another point. Enemy losses began to pile up; however they were matched by allied losses.

      Calculating the numbers, the Juireans gave the order for the larger ships to attack. Over half of the response fleet would be lost at this rate, but the enemy would be completely destroyed. The Juireans were okay with that.

      The Lexington moved out, temporarily engaging a light-speed gravity-well before dropping out and proceeding on maneuvering wells only. At this distance, even the flash from the current battle would take minutes to reach them, so it appeared as though the ship was heading into clear space. Then the scene changed. They were in the mix, with flashes lighting the space around them in every direction. A hazy blue film covered the forward and side viewports as diffusion shields absorbed enemy flash bolts. Tiny fighters chased each other in and around the larger ships, even as cannon batteries aboard the Union battleship began to pick off invader ships with deadly accuracy. The enemy vessels could be destroyed—as could the allies. It was the uniformity of technology that gave hope to the forces from the Milky Way.

      “Incoming, Captain!” another of the bridge crew called out. “New targets, bearing oh-nine-five, up forty.”

      “Confirm new targets,” the captain ordered.

      “Confirmed, sir. These are new, not part of the original fleet.”

      “Give me a count.”

      A slight hesitation, then: “Nine hundred to a thousand, many still coming in range.”

      “Open a link with fleet comman—”

      “Fleet command on the box, sir!”

      “The retreat order is given,” said a calm Juirean voice over the bridge speakers. “Regroup at coordinates Contingency Green. I repeat, regroup at C-Green. Acknowledge.”

      Davy pressed the comm button on the arm of his command chair. “Acknowledged, C-Green…breaking off attack.” Then he spoke to the bridge crew. “Recover all strikecraft. Transmit departure vector six-eight-eight. Have all craft assume that heading. Report when all birds are in the nest.”

      He turned to Sherri and Riyad. “Looks like there are a lot more of those bastards around than we anticipated. No wonder they weren’t worried.”

      Sherri didn’t respond. All she was concerned about was Adam. Her earlier feeling that he was alive was gone, replaced by the terrifying proposition that she may never see him again.

      Sensing her discomfort, Riyad placed an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close.

      She whispered in his ear. “Let’s get the hell out of here. I don’t want any of these guys to see me cry.”
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        * * *

      

      Riyad and Sherri were alone in her stateroom. Neither had spoken for several minutes, each lost in their thoughts. A box squawked on the bulkhead.

      “Ms. Valentine, this is Captain Davy.”

      “I’m here. So is Riyad.”

      “There’s a ship approaching, transmitting an old Union transponder code. I ran it through the system and it came up classified. After further investigation the ship was identified as an experimental vessel designated the Mark IV. Wasn’t that your old ship, Mr. Tarazi?”

      Both Sherri and Riyad froze. It was Riyad who answered. “Where is it now?”

      “That’s the strange thing. It appeared for a moment, sent out a rendezvous request, and then disappeared. It just came back on the screens about half-a-light from us, paralleling our course.”

      “It’s made no threating moves?”

      “No, sir, why would it?”

      “Never mind. We’re on our way to the bridge.”
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        * * *

      

      When they reached the bridge, a concerned Captain Davy pulled them aside. “What’s going on here? You two look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “In a way we have. The Mark IV was the ship the mutant Panur converted into a trans-dimensional jump ship,” Riyad reported.

      “The one that took you to the Sol-Kor universe?”

      “One and the same.”

      “What happened to it?”

      “Lila—the same Lila that now rules the galaxy—took it and met back up with Panur. Then she returned, but not the ship. It’s assumed Panur kept it.”

      Now Captain Davy’s expression matched that of Sherri and Riyad. Like nearly everyone in the galaxy, he knew of Panur and his powers.

      “What should I do? You know him better than I do,” said the captain.

      “Can you open a link to the Najmah Fayd—that’s the name I gave the ship?”

      “We don’t have a line, but we can send a flash in his direction and see if he answers.”

      “Do it,” said Riyad. “I’d like to talk to him before you let him aboard your ship.”
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later the gray, almost featureless face of Panur was on a screen in the secure comm room—the SCIF—aboard the Lexington. Sherri and Riyad were visible to the alien, while Captain Davy leaned against a wall out of sight.

      “Greetings, my friends,” said the alien, his voice unemotional.

      “What the hell, Panur? Why are you here?” Sherri said, cutting right to the chase.

      Panur was taken aback by her abruptness. “Forgive me, but I have been monitoring events; I always have. Did you expect me to sit idle with Lila missing?”

      “I thought you didn’t care anymore.”

      “I may be a mutant, but I still have feelings,” Panur countered. “Lila is still the closest I have to an equal. I could never forget her.”

      “What about that monstrosity you created…J’nae?” asked Riyad. “The last thing I saw the two of you were all buddy-buddy.”

      “Please watch your tone, Mr. Tarazi. She is here with me.”

      Sherri’s jaw drop opened while Riyad gnashed his teeth. “You brought that thing into the Milky Way? I don’t know what to say,” Riyad growled.

      “Relax, friends, she is completely rehabilitated and now on our side.”

      “I didn’t know we had a side,” Sherri said when the shock subsided.

      “Indeed we do. We are here to help recover Lila, yet I must admit, I’m at a loss as to what happened to her. All I’ve been able to discern is that she was taken from her chambers. What—and who—could have done this is the mystery. It is obviously something of which even I am unaware.”

      When neither Sherri nor Riyad spoke, Panur leaned in closer, his dark eyes seeming to reach through the screen and into the room where they sat. “Are you going to allow me aboard your ship, or will I have to take matters into my own hands?”

      Riyad turned back to Captain Davy.

      Davy shrugged. “From what I’ve heard of him, he’s coming aboard whether we invite him or not.”

      Riyad looked back at Panur and nodded.

      “That’s better. Oh, and from the outcome of your recent skirmish, it looks like you could use my help.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Najmah Fayd was given permission to enter docking bay three, which was cleared of other vessels and locked down from the rest of the ship. Once the large hangar doors closed and the atmosphere returned, Sherri, Riyad and Captain Davy entered the huge chamber, dressed in thick coats to protect against the lingering cold of outer space.

      The hatch cracked and cycled open. Panur was there, all four-foot-six-inches of him. Behind the mutant stood another creature, over seven-feet-tall, with an oblong face, scaly light yellow skin and shoulder-length yellow hair. This was J’nae, an experimental creation of the mutant Panur and the former Queen of the ravenous, flesh-eating Sol-Kor. Her expression conveyed contempt for the Humans, making Sherri doubt Panur’s assertion that they were now all on the same team.

      The two mutants stepped from the infamous TD-starship.

      Sherri and Riyad had a lot of experience with Panur—not so much with J’nae. Every prior encounter with her was only heartbeats away from impending death—and always theirs. There had never been a time when they didn’t know her as an enemy.

      Panur stepped aside, clearing the space between the Humans and the Sol-Kor mutant. “J’nae, you remember Sherri Valentine and Riyad Tarazi.”

      “Of course; I remember everything.” The towering alien female spoke in English without need of a translation device, the same as Panur. The mutants were fluent in every language in the translation database of the Milky Way.

      The Humans didn’t respond, nor did they offer hands to shake. They stood staring suspiciously at the deadly mutant.

      “I understand your trepidation,” J’nae spoke to fill the awkward silence. “Be assured my creator has weaned from my being all evil tendencies, allowing me to see the truth about the Sol-Kor, and even myself. I now exist to assist the efforts of my creator. At the present, that is to be of service to your galaxy during this current crisis.”

      “Very good, J’nae!” Panur exclaimed. “Now can we all be friends? There is so much to do and so little time.”

      Riyad leaned over and stuck his face only inches from Panur’s. “That was all sweet and well-rehearsed, however, it doesn’t change anything. But you’re here now, what’s next?”

      “First, I need to know all that has happened over the past ten days, ever since Lila’s celebration was so rudely interrupted by her uninvited guests.”
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        * * *

      

      It didn’t take long to brief Panur on what they knew of the Nuor, Lila’s abduction and Adam’s captivity, after which the mutant insisted on a link with Trimen O’lac aboard the Formilian flagship.

      “Adam said this three-billion-year-old orb told him where the Aris have been in hibernation?” Panur questioned.

      On a screen in the wardroom, Trimen shook his handsome face. “Zee helped build the hibernation pods, so she knows the location. She told Adam, yet he did not relate this information to me during the brief time we had together before he left Formil.”

      Panur drummed his long fingers on the table. “And Adam is currently being held prisoner by the Nuor, these beings we assume are from Andromeda?”

      “As much as we can tell—which isn’t much, just a bunch of assumptions.” Sherri offered. “We assume he’s still alive, since we got the impression they don’t like to waste good player stock, at least not before meeting them in formal combat.”

      “Adam would be a prime player in their games,” Panur stated. “If they’ve been monitoring the galaxy, they would have heard of him.” He turned to Douglas Davy. “Captain, do you have a track on the Nuorean fleet? There must be a staging area somewhere in the Radis Spur.”

      “We sent probes after them. Their standard gravity drives aren’t much better than ours—if at all—so we’ve been able to keep up. They now have six of those big ships. They’re all part of a larger fleet. We’re getting reports of raids at other locations within the galaxy.”

      “They come from Andromeda, yet their gravity drives are standard. There must be a jump portal somewhere near the edge of the galaxy.”

      “What’s a jump portal?” Riyad asked. “Is that like a TD-portal?”

      “No.” Panur looked to the ceiling as if deep in thought. “They must have discovered how to elongate a singularity.” He looked to J’nae for confirmation.

      “Yes, that would allow them to focus the effects,” she replied.

      “What does that mean?” Captain Davy asked. “A focused gravity-well?”

      “Exactly,” Panur answered, conveying respect for the quick-thinking officer. “I can see the benefits. They could build a massive set of generators yet limit the effects on nearby space. By confining the effects to a narrow beam, they could draw in space from opposite ends and across incredible distances. It would be a variation on wormhole technology, yet much more refined and manageable. I give them credit for inventing such a device. The Nuoreans have been planning this invasion for quite some time. Captain Davy, I will need a small speeder.”

      “You’re not going after Adam without us!” Sherri protested. Riyad scooted closer to her, just in case there was any confusion as to who ‘us’ referred to.

      “Of course; the Nuoreans have undoubtedly heard of you as well. You will be the bait.”

      “I demand to go as well,” Trimen said. “Lila is Formilian—”

      “She is a hybrid, neither Formilian nor Human,” J’nae corrected.

      “That does not matter. To me she is Formilian—and family.”

      “You may come, my friend,” Panur said with a smile.

      Sherri shook her head. “We may be able to get close, but how do you think they’ll react to the two of you?” She was referring to the mutants.

      “You mean the Human pilot and co-pilot for the spacecraft?”

      The mutant’s response left Sherri blinking her eyes in confusion. “What—”

      Slowly Panur’s smooth gray features began to change. He appeared out of focus for a moment until his face morphed in that of a Human male, in his mid-twenties, with light brown hair and brown eyes.

      “This takes considerable energy to maintain such a cell manipulation for long periods,” the mutant explained. “The features fight to return to their normal state. I can sustain such altered appearance for about four hours—J’nae approximately an hour—before the need for an infusion of direct energy. At that point we would return to normal. That should be long enough to pass any cursory inspections.”

      Sherri met Riyad’s wide eyes. “What do you think?”

      “I’m excited. I figured at some point we’d go after Adam and Lila. I never thought we’d have two of the most-powerful mutants in the galaxy—hell, any galaxy—helping us. I say let’s do it,” Riyad replied.

      Sherri was still nervous about having Panur and J’nae this close, let alone part of the team, but she couldn’t argue with Riyad’s logic. She’d rather have the pair on her side than not. She nodded. “Okay then, let’s go get our boy.”
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      Adam didn’t complain when Daric kept coming to him with updates of both the recent battle, as well as their progress on reaching the holding planet he’d mentioned; it gave him operational intelligence he wouldn’t otherwise have. For some reason, the alien felt compelled to keep him informed. Of course, most of it was delivered in the form of boasting.

      He bragged on how thoroughly the Nuoreans had surprised the allied forces with the introduction of a force over three times their original estimates. He also gloated on how quickly the battle devolved into a rout, with enemy forces running for the hills as fast as they could. All this was according to plan, and a strategy worked out long ago through an understanding of game theory.

      He also told Adam they were nearing the holding planet. There he would be placed with the thousands of other species already collected so far, not only from the Formilian celebration, but also from hundreds of raids the bulk of his fleet had been making while Daric ran his first gambit at Formil.

      “So when does all this fighting start?” Adam asked just as Daric was leaving his cell.

      “The challenges?” The Nuorean turned back to him. “That is months away. First arenas must be constructed on the planet. However, I may allow some of the lesser players in your galaxy to be challenged, even on natural terrain. This will help maintain morale among my fellow beings, as they begin to acquire direct immunity points beyond those from space battles.” He laughed. “I fear your military forces may be reluctant to meet us head-on after their last encounter.”

      “Don’t count on that. Just like you, now we know what we’re up against.”

      “And that will give you more confidence to face us?”

      “No, but it will allow us to devise a strategy for your defeat.”

      Daric smiled. “At first I found your bravado entertaining. Now it is bordering on insanity. You must realize our strength is not only the vessels in this fleet. The entire Nuorean race has access to your galaxy. If you manage to destroy a portion of this force, there will be countless others to replace us. To defeat the Nuor you must destroy all of us, not just this exploratory contingent.”

      Daric left before Adam could come up with a witty retort. This was fortunate, because at the moment, he couldn’t think of one.
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      Adam stepped out of the landing craft and into a blast of heat and brilliant afternoon sunlight. He squinted and sniffed the air. It was both dusty and dank, with evident humidity. As he stepped away, he could sense the gravity was not as strong as Earth. Looking around at the inhabitants of the massive compound, he could see why.

      There were literally thousands of aliens of a greater variety in one place than he’d ever seen before. Generally, they were Primes, which would make them oxygen-breathing, carbon-based lifeforms who existed within a narrow gravity range for effective motion. The Nuoreans would have selected this world as a happy medium for the majority of the races, favoring the lighter gravity creatures over those accustomed to more. Species like Humans could function just fine in lighter gravity, while the opposite wasn’t true. At least Adam had that going for him.

      Armed Nuoreans prodded Adam and the rest of the prisoners from the shuttle and through a gate into a guarded and walled compound before releasing their shackles. Then they hustled back aboard the ship and departed, leaving the twenty-five new arrivals standing awkwardly near the wall of the compound, wondering what to do next.

      Adam was surprised to see that the boundary of the holding area extended from the arid, almost desert-like terrain he was on, all the way to a thin jungle at the far end, and beyond. The barrier wall disappeared into the growth, giving him the impression that the compound was huge. It would have to be. Daric had said recently that the Nuoreans had collected over two thousand species, many of which had multiple members, although not much more than five or six of any one kind, as Adam could tell. That would be well over ten thousand creatures within the compound.

      Looking out at the amazing variety of life before him, Adam was overwhelmed by the graphic enormity of the galaxy and all it had to offer. And this was only the beginning. The Nuoreans would continue to abduct races until they had all the advanced species in the galaxy under their control, or at least rated. The invaders were here for the long-haul, and unless something was done to stop them, indigenous intelligent life in the Milky Way would become nothing more than pawns in the largest series of gladiator games ever imagined, and lasting thousands of years. All advancement would end. All independence and aspirations by individual species would vanish. They would exist only to supply fodder for the Nuoreans, as a means for them to advance and acquire material wealth within their society

      Adam couldn’t let that happen.

      Another Human came running towards him. It was a man, about forty, with a torn shirt, dirty jeans and tennis shoes without socks.

      “Another Human! Damn, am I glad to see you!” The man spoke English with a slight French accent. He took Adam’s hand and shook it vigorously. “I’m Pierre, Pierre Savoy.”

      “Adam Cain.”

      The man’s mouth fell open and his eyes wide. “No shit! You’re Adam Cain?”

      Adam nodded.

      Then the animated look on Pierre’s face vanished. “Do they know who you are?”

      Adam nodded again.

      “They got you too. I guess now we’re really screwed.”

      “Where did they get you?”

      “We were hauling parts to Hyben from the Union when these bastards showed up. They fired a bolt of some kind at us and blew out the entire electrical system. Then they just sat out there for about nine hours. At first we thought they were waiting for us to die, but then they came aboard. I have to admit, we didn’t put up much of a fight. The air was getting low and it was freezing by then.”

      “There are more of you?”

      “Three total, the other two part of my crew. We got here five days ago; staked out a patch of dirt with one of the few shelters on it. We’ve had to fight off about a dozen aliens to keep it. Do you know what’s going on?”

      Adam looked around at the rest of the aliens from the shuttle. Most had wandered off, while some were met by others of their kind, just as Adam had. A few were standing back, watching Adam, looking to him for guidance, including the solitary Que’l. The huge-headed walking battering ram could come in handy.

      Adam nodded for him to follow.

      “Take me to the others,” he said to Pierre Savoy.

      Adam was aghast at the conditions in the compound. As Pierre had intimated there were very few of the thatched-roof shelters to protect the prisoners against the intense heat and light. What there were of them were being constantly fought over. During the ten minute walk to the Human’s encampment, he witnessed nine brutal hand-to-hand battles taking place, often between small clusters of aliens against other gangs. The solitary aliens without strength in numbers sat or were sprawled out on the ground in the blazing sun, some appearing dead, while others barely alive.

      There was a definite hierarchy already established. The two Juireans in Adam’s group were joined by four more. As they walked to their designated area, other species deferred to them. It was the same for Adam and Pierre. If the reputation of the Humans wasn’t known before entering the compound, Pierre and his cohorts must have schooled them on it—with often bloody consequences.

      Having the hulking Que’l walking behind them didn’t hurt either.

      Adam turned back to the square-headed alien. “I’m Adam Cain.”

      “Andic,” said the Que’l. “I was in the stadium when you and Riyad Tarazi took on our greatest Drunage player, Dravis Hurr. I was both impressed and upset.”

      Adam smiled. “Dravis and I became good friends after that.”

      “Yes, I heard of his exploits against the Sol-Kor.”

      “I’m glad to have you by my side,” Adam said. “It increases our chance of making it out of here alive.”

      “As I fully intend to happen.”

      The area claimed by the Humans was twenty feet round, consisting of a raised platform about two feet off the ground, protected from the sunshine by a thatched awning, at least during the hottest part of the day. The other two Humans sat on the edge of the wooden platform in the shade of the awning. They had stationed themselves on each side, backs to one another, on guard. An alien with purple skin and a long, spiked tail lay dead in the dirt about ten yards away.

      “Trouble?” Pierre asked as he joined his crew.

      “Always,” said one of the men. He was staring at Adam, his eyes wide. “Aren’t you Adam Cain?”

      “Yep.” He reached out his hand to shake. The man took it enthusiastically.

      “I’m Manny Brown, from San Francisco. Goddamn, they got you, too.”

      “I took a few of them with me beforehand,” said Adam with a grin.

      “I’m Billy Kring, Corpus Christi, Texas,” said the other man.

      Adam shook his hand as well before introducing Andic to the Humans. They accepted him into the shelter without question. If he was with Adam Cain, then he was okay.

      “Not exactly the Ritz, is it?” Adam commented, looking around the shelter—if you could call it that.

      “Back in the forest, some of the aliens have started to build better shelters,” Pierre explained. “Some of the stronger species wait until they’re done and then take over. It’s pretty cutthroat around here. The bastards with the guns have begun to string lines with what they term fresh water on a drip system, which just sets up another battlefield. Oh, and for toilet facilities, you just dig a hole and go. It’s going to get pretty rank around here real soon.”

      “Yeah, not much thought was put into this place,” Billy added. “A lot of the aliens can’t take the heat or they need a lot more water to survive than we’ve been given. Other groups go at each other like cats and dogs, probably instinct or something. Bottom line, they’re dropping like flies around here.”

      “What about food?”

      Manny snorted. “That’s the worst of it. They drop bundles of crap from drones and then everyone just dives in. The strongest get some, the others don’t. It’s a real shithole here, Mr. Cain. What the hell’s going on? Who are these guys and why have they brought us here?”

      “I’ll tell you what I know. It won’t be encouraging, but at least it will put things in context.”

      The three other Humans and one Que’l huddled in closer as Adam filled them in. When he was done, they leaned back, most with their mouths hanging slack, vacant looks in their eyes.

      “We are to compete with the—you called them Nuoreans?” asked Andic. “I would welcome that.”

      “It’s to the death, buddy,” Adam cautioned.

      “Is there another way? I would welcome the chance to kill as many of these creatures willing to face me.”

      “I’ve fought them,” Adam said. “They have skills, and a lot higher than basic. It won’t be easy, especially for the bulk of the species in the galaxy.”

      Three stocky-looking aliens with leather skin and three-inch-long claws on stubby hands approached the shelter, eyes unblinking and steady on the gathering of Humans and Que’l. Adam looked at Pierre. “You’ve gotta be kidding? Do they really intend to attack?”

      “Desperate people do desperate things.”

      Adam stood up and faced the leather-skinned aliens. “Don’t do it,” he called out. “We’re Humans, and this is a Que’l. You won’t win. What we have to do now is stick toget—”

      One of the aliens rushed forward, kicking up a small cloud of dust behind him. He was incredibly swift, probably the product of a heavy-gravity world. He landed on Adam before he could react, throwing him back onto the wooden platform. Sharp claws tore through Adam’s dark green uniform top, the one he still retained from his adventure aboard Daric’s ship. Adam cried out in pain as the claws dug into his chest.

      Strong Human hands were on the alien’s body a moment later, pulling him off. Pierre and Billy pummeled the beast, breaking arms and legs before tossing his limp body out into the compound. A second attacker was thrown out of the shelter by others, creating his own small dust eruption as he hit the ground. Creatures in the compound raced forward to remove the bodies, plus that of the purple being with the spiked tail.

      Andic swung his head from side to side and snorted, like an irritated bull, challenging any others test him. The third alien landed on Manny, slicing the skin of his bare left shoulder. Pierre and Billy rescued him, as well, and dispatched the third alien much as they had the other one.

      Adam sat up, blood soaking his ripped uniform. Pierre looked down at him, an almost insane look on his face.

      “You have to make an example out of the attackers. The word gets around and they leave you alone.”

      “That was leaving you alone?”

      “Some are just stupid.”

      A shadow passed over the shelter. Adam got to his feet and stepped out into the daylight. A large craft was hovering over the compound. All the creatures stopped what they were doing to gawk at the silent craft. It was about two hundred feet high and moved until it was right above the jungle tree line.

      “Attention players!” A loud voice boomed out from speakers on the hovering craft. “Attention players. I am Game-Master Daric (416) Kallen-Noc of the Nuor. I am the leader of the invasion force that has taken you captive. I have only now arrived on this world and will now provide an explanation of why you are here and what is expected of you.

      “First, I must apologize for the current conditions of your holding area. We do not normally treat our immunity players as such, preferring strong and healthy opponents for the games. Unfortunately, your sheer numbers, along with the surprisingly swift success of our retention program, has us behind schedule in providing adequate shelter, food or facilities for you. That will change with time. I ask for your patience and request that you do not kill each other in the meantime. It is our intention to help you stay alive, at least until the time comes for the games to begin.”

      Daric had their attention. The compound was deathly quiet, all eyes looking skyward.

      “As to why you are here…. You will be ranked and then made available for combat challenges by members of my race. This is how my species survives and prospers. It has been our way for thousands of years. As you can tell, there is no avenue for escape and rescue is not an option. As I speak, the Nuor are consolidating our presence in your galaxy. We cannot be defeated. This is a fact you must accept.

      “Now I will explain more concerning the ranking system for our challenge matches. As you can imagine, the more highly-ranked species will carry the most immunity points. These beings will be held in reserve until members of my race can work through several lower level combatants. We save the best for the relatively few challenges at the top.

      “Species will be ranked by combat skill and tactical expertise. I am the entity who will determine such rank, yet with our recent arrival in your galaxy, I have not had the opportunity to observe each race individually. Fortunately, having all of you in one area gives me and my staff this opportunity. Remember, only the strongest will be saved for the later challenges. All others will be made available for challenges much earlier, even before the formal combat arenas are complete.

      “I ask again for your patience as we upgrade the compound to better provide for our honored players. The Nuor have taken great measures to bring you together. We do not wish you to suffer during your containment.

      “That is all.”

      The Humans looked at each other. “Did he just do what I think he did?” Billy Kring said.

      Adam nodded. “He sure did. He just set every damn alien here against each other in the ultimate cage match. You thought it was bad before, hell you ain’t seen nothing yet.”
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later Andic excused himself to search the compound for others of his race. He told Adam he regretted leaving the Humans, but if species were to be evaluated individually, he owed it to others like himself to help them if he could.

      “Perhaps an alliance, if they agree?” Adam offered. “There could be strength in numbers. Right now survival seems to be the order of the day.”

      “I will discuss it with them, if they exist. If they do not, I will return and help the Humans. Adam Cain, you have saved us before. If anyone could again, it would be you.”

      Adam turned to the other three Humans. “What’s it like in the jungle? Are there more resources, more cover?”

      Pierre nodded. “There’s both, but also a lot more threats, as well as a lot of creatures better suited to living there. Some climb like monkeys, others are chameleons, able to blend into the foliage undetected. I’ve seen some things with six-inch long fangs that can run on all fours and jump twenty feet.”

      Grimacing, Adam scanned the area around the small covered platform. “Okay then, if we’re going to stay here, we need weapons and more cover than we currently have. We also need to establish a kill-zone around the shelter. Did you see any plants in the jungle with large fronds or any bamboo in the forest?”

      “Both,” said Billy Kring.

      “Good, let’s gather as much as we can before things get too bad,” Adam said, taking command. “We go out only in pairs. We’ll make weapons from the bamboo and cover the shelter with frond sides. We don’t want to remain out in the open. We need a defensible shelter. I’ll go with Pierre to the forest; I need to get a lay of the land, and he seems to know it pretty well. Manny and Billy, you guys stay here and guard the shelter.”

      The compound was rapidly devolving into a chaotic, deadly killing field. Aliens rolled on the ground, scratching at each other, while others ran past the two Humans with creatures on their backs, anchored by sharp claws impaled in bloody flesh. A few approached Adam and Pierre, before realizing who and what they were. The smarter ones backed away, content with seeking out weaker beings.

      A few well-placed fists and feet sent the not-so-smart creatures scurrying away, nursing injuries.

      The tree line was about three hundred yards from the shelter, and a lot of other creatures had the same idea as the Humans. They were gathering up every loose stick and rock they could find. Adam was relieved to find a type of bamboo plant in the jungle, yet like vegetation on most light-gravity worlds, it was of humongous proportion. Adam couldn’t use the two-foot thick sections for weapons, but he could the young growth at the base of the giant sprouts.

      The two Humans began tugging at the four-inch diameter stalks, but even with their extra strength, they wouldn’t break. Then Adam knelt down close to the ground and cupped his hands. Moments later, a sparkling light appeared in the space between them.

      “What the hell?” said Pierre, his face animated, lit by the dancing light. “What they’ve said about you is true. You do have powers.”

      “Not powers,” said Adam. “Just a little alien technology I can call upon when needed. Cover me. If the Nuoreans are watching, I don’t want them to see what I’m doing.”

      The static electricity balls Adam was able to conjure up with his ATD already carried a substantial amount of heat in them, but not enough to cut through stubborn foliage. Yet if he compressed the ball into a smaller space, the heat increased exponentially. In a few moments, the light was brighter and more-concentrated into a single point. Adam then commanded the tiny point of light to slice through the bamboo sprouts. Soon he had four sections of hard, segmented bamboo, each about six feet long.

      Turning next to the wide, green fronds from neighboring palms, the pair was soon ready to begin the trek back to the shelter. Pierre pulled several bunches of fronds behind him, while Adam carried the bamboo shafts, along with a few smaller branches he found.

      “Hold up,” he called out after a few minutes. “Watch these.” He set the bamboo on the ground and then raced off after a couple of nearby aliens.

      He reached them seconds later and grasped both by the collars of their shirts. They fell to the ground, dislodging the precious cargo they carried in makeshift pouches made of the curled up fronts of their garments. Four rocks rolled out, each with at least one sharp edge. Adam scooped up the stones.

      “Thanks,” he said to the startled aliens. “I need these.”

      The much smaller creatures didn’t protest. They could recognize a Human when they saw one.

      A few minutes later, Adam and Pierre returned to the shelter. Manny had a fresh cut on the side of his face, and two more aliens lay dead on the light-colored soil outside the shelter.

      “The bastards never learn,” he said, swabbing the blood with the sleeve of his shirt.

      “Take the frowns and drape them along the edge of the awning. They’ll form walls.”

      “Not very secure walls,” Billy commented.

      “Yeah, but the aliens won’t be able to see through. They won’t know what’s waiting for them on the other side. It’s more psychological than defensive. In the meantime, let’s start shaping these shafts into weapons.”

      Adam sat on the edge of the platform and took one of the bamboo sticks. With a sharp rock, he managed to split one of the ends into four segments. Next he placed two of the smaller sticks he’d collected in the splits, pulling them into the shaft, separating the four sections even more. Next, he took a few strips from the palm fronds and tied the branches into place so they wouldn’t slide out.

      He examined his quick handiwork. “Now we sharpen the four ends into needle-sharp points using the rocks.”

      The weapon was six feet long, with four deadly tips spread out over a radius of eight inches.

      “Make your own,” Adam said, grinning. “This one’s mine.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, half the shelter was lined with a wall of green fronds and the four Humans sat guard with their imposing shafts of bamboo. Dozens of aliens filtered past, eying them with evil intent, but none challenged.

      Adam cautioned Pierre and the others about mentioning his trick with the static electricity ball. It was about the only thing he could do with his ATD, yet it could be their ace-in-the-hole.

      When night fell, that’s when things got really intense.

      The nightvision of Humans isn’t very good, not compared to hundreds of other species in the galaxy. This soon became apparent as the compound filled with stalking beasts of nearly every shape and size, moving confidently in the gray gloom. Fortunately, the planet had two small moons, one nearly full and the other in a bright crescent. The night wasn’t completely dark, but it was still extremely dangerous.

      The Human slept in shifts, with only one resting his eyes while the other three covered the shelter. Adam still had his glowing watch, so they switched every hour. They were all so tired, hungry and thirsty that even an hour was enough to fall into a deep sleep, at least for a few minutes. It helped but wasn’t a routine to be sustained. Eventually bodies would give out, needing more time to recover.

      They made it through the first night with only a few harmless skirmishes. At this point in the game, there were plenty of more-defenseless species to prey upon other than Humans.

      As dawn brightened, Adam began to contemplate which of the species nearby would make the best meals. The Nuoreans would use the food drops as another means of grading species for their base instinctive impulses. Over the days and weeks, the drops would become bloody feeding frenzies of unbelievable carnage. Adam reasoned it might be better for the Humans to avoid the drops altogether and instead hunt from within the thousands of species in the compound for food.

      Adam knew Daric wasn’t interested in preserving any of the species he’d gathered here. They were for testing and grading was all. If eventually they killed themselves off, at least the Nuorean would have his list. Then the homeworlds of all these creatures would be raided to acquire the best players for their games. Everyone here was expendable, including the Humans.

      Adam moved out a few feet into the compound and placed a small stack of twigs and tinder into a small pile. Next he took a couple of sticks and began to rub them together. He wasn’t really trying to start a fire this way; rather, he hunched over to cover what he was actually doing and created another hot ball of electricity. The fire caught and he let the ball evaporate. He leaned back and surveyed his creation. A small fire was going, into which he placed more wood to grow flames.

      “I don’t see where we need that to keep us warm, Mr. Cain,” Billy Kring said as he knelt beside Adam. “Hopefully you’re getting ready to cook some breakfast.”

      Adam smiled at the square-jawed Texan. “Great minds think alike.”

      He looked out across the compound. “You know, all these creatures are members of either the Expansion or the Union, so they’re intelligent and with a certain level of technological knowledge. They ain’t dumb animals. We can kill them, but it may be a little disconcerting having them for dinner, like eating your family pet.”

      “We do what we must to survive, Adam.” Billy crossed his legs and sat down. “Which brings up a point: Why are we even bothering? The game’s been rigged in the Nuorean’s favor.”

      “It is here, that’s for sure. But I’ve seen the technology of the aliens. It’s not any better than ours. They may have the means of re-enforcing their fleet, but they’re still just one race. The Sol-Kor had over a trillion of their kind and technology that allowed them to conquer entire worlds. I doubt the Nuoreans are like that. A unified Milky Way should be able to kick their ass.”

      “I hope so.”

      “It’s still early in the game, Billy—no pun intended. Just wait until we get our footing, then look out.”

      “Any chance we might be around to see that happen?”

      Adam nodded. “I’ve spent some time with their leader Daric. I don’t think he’d let us get killed in the compound. He has bigger plans for Humans.”

      “Maybe for you, but he doesn’t know us from…Adam, now you can excuse the pun.”

      “We’re all Humans. I’m no different from anyone else.”

      “Not according to the movies I’ve seen.”

      “They’re just stories, propaganda really. You put anyone else into the situations I’ve been in and they’d do just as well.”

      “You missed your calling, Mr. Cain. You should have been a motivational speaker.”

      Adam stood up. “Good. Now let’s go motivate us up some grub. After all, we’re being observed. Let’s not disappoint. Besides, I’m starving.”
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        * * *

      

      The alien the Humans had for brunch didn’t have a lot of meat on him, but he was seven-feet-tall, so there was enough to go around. After the meal, Pierre and Manny took a sack made from the creature’s stomach and came back a few minutes later having filled it with warm water. It took a strong constitution to sip from the bag, but as Billy said earlier, you do what you have to do to survive.

      Later that afternoon, the Nuoreans swarmed into the compound with stacks of wood planks, and a large metal tank with a gravity-fed watering trough surrounding the base. Once the aliens retreated, it was overwhelmed by thirsty creatures. Most didn’t fight, consumed instead by their immediate need for hydration. Enemies moments before, now buried their heads next to each other in the life-giving liquid.

      Adam and Manny rushed to the wood pile and absconded with a dozen planks each, aided by the light gravity of this nameless world. They had no immediate plans for the wood, but it could come in handy, either for the shelter or the fire they were having trouble keeping supplied with fuel.

      Another night passed and the fire helped secure the Human’s settlement. They slept in two-man shifts this time, and for three hours at a time. By morning’s light, they were feeling better, stronger and more energized for the challenges of the new day.

      And that’s just what it brought—the first challenge.

      A hundred Nuoreans poured into the compound and laid out a crude arena about forty feet square. They lined it with a low barrier of plastic partitions three feet high, enough to define the area yet not enough to block the view.

      Next, a bare-chested Nuorean entered the arena, carrying the three-foot long sword Daric had told Adam was called a ressnel. He also had a net with an edge lined with needle-sharp stars of metal. Another Nuorean entered the field, wearing a solid black outfit with a single yellow stripe running diagonally down the chest.

      Moments later, a protesting alien was dragged into the arena by two other Nuoreans. Adam didn’t recognize the species. He was about six feet tall, with long slender arms and an oblong head sitting sideways on top of a thin neck. His eyes were mounted on each end of the head, and a small mouth screamed for mercy.

      He calmed down when a sword was placed in one hand and a net in the other. His body now conveyed resignation rather than confidence. This was an intelligent being and he knew what was coming next. His escorts left the arena, leaving only the two combatants and what Adam reasoned was an official of some sort, a monitor or referee.

      The alien in the black uniform spoke: “This first challenge is between Nasoc (516) Kallen-Noc and the species Bac’col. It is for immunity points and will continue until termination of the life-force of either player. All are welcome to observe.”

      The arena was about a hundred yards from the Human’s shelter and was soon surrounded by hundreds of curious aliens from the compound.

      “Go,” said Billy Kring to Adam and Pierre. “Manny and I will watch the shelter.”

      Most of the aliens in the compound were taller than the Humans, but the presence of the six-foot long spears in their hands helped clear a pathway for them to the edge of the arena. Adam was curious to see how these challenges worked, knowing full well that one—or more—awaited him in his foreseeable future.

      A horn sounded and the action began.

      The Nuorean—named Nasoc and obviously a veteran at such competitions—didn’t seem anxious to get it over with. Instead he circled his opponent, content to toy with him at first. The expression on the Nuorean was one of overwhelming glee. He also moved with precise foot-over-foot sideways steps, his body slightly crouched and well-balanced. Definitely a pro.

      The other creature was not so coordinated. He continued to face his opponent, yet in jerky movements, holding the blade out in front of him with great effort. The sword was too heavy for the thin-boned alien, and the net was a drag on his ability to twist at the waist.

      Nasoc then swept his sword and brought it down toward the head of the Bac’colean—or whatever they called themselves. To Adam, the movement by the Nuorean was extremely slow, almost deliberately so. It gave his overmatched opponent time to lift his blade to counter the strike. Metal met metal, and the Bac’colean fell to the ground, overcome by the weight of his sword combined with the force of the other. The net came sweeping in next, scraping against the thin skin and tearing open long swatches of bloody flesh.

      Nasoc slapped his sword against the Bac’colean’s backside as he scrambled to his feet. He was having fun.

      “Nasoc (516)…respect,” the referee cautioned.

      The Nuorean fighter nodded. “As you wish.”

      The next sweep of his sword was much quicker and better aimed. It sliced through the left arm of his opponent, sending the appendage falling to the ground with spurts of blood shooting from the point of separation. The woefully overmatched creature fell to his knees and dropped his sword. He was moments from toppling over.

      Nasoc stepped forward in a smooth series of cross-over steps, and in perfect timing with his feet, lashed out with the sword at the neck of the Bac’colean. The head appeared to rest on the thin extension of his body, before it separated, split and dropped to the ground, followed moments later by the rest of the dead alien’s body.

      The horn sounded again.

      “The challenge is awarded to Nasoc (516) Kallen-Noc,” the referee announced. “As the victor, Nasoc (516) is awarded nine immunity points. Let the contest be recorded…let all animosity cease.”

      The winning Nuorean bowed to the referee and then went to stand over his victim. With ceremony, he swept his sword over the corpse before striding proudly out of the arena.

      The other Nuoreans left the compound as well, leaving the arena barriers as an indicator of things to come. A dozen aliens or more rushed into arena and began to fight over the remains of the Bac’colean. Two more creatures died in the fight, their remains soon evoking even more competition for the fresh meat of the fallen.

      Adam and Pierre returned to the others. They had observed the brief fight from a distance, but not the details.

      “They’re definitely skilled with the sword and net,” Adam said.

      “It’s like the old gladiator fights,” Manny declared with disgust.

      “This was obviously a low-level Nuorean,” Adam pointed out. “Yet I could tell he had a lot more skill then he needed for this challenge. The senior aliens are going to be even deadlier.”

      “That’s just great,” Billy said, as he slumped down on the wooden platform of the shelter. “I’m not Spartacus, not even close.”

      Adam had already asked the others about their military experience. They had none. They were the pilot and crew of a small cargo hauler, nothing more. None of them had ever fought an alien before, not until reaching the compound. But they were Human, so somethings just came naturally. However, going up against the unarmed and mainly ill-equipped creatures in the compound was not the same as entering an arena against skilled gladiators. Even Adam didn’t have experience in formal swordplay. But he was creative.

      He offered to help the others counter combat techniques such as he’d witnessed in the arena. Pierre, Manny and Billy jumped at the opportunity to be trained by the legendary Adam Cain. For his part, Adam promised to teach them every dirty trick he knew and going up against the aliens in the manner they expected was not what Adam intended. The only way they were going to survive was by doing the unexpected.
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      The rescue team was given an MD-8c fast-attack vessel, designed for a crew of four. It was capable of achieving five-light and had banks of both energy and ballistic weapons.

      Riyad was the designated pilot. He’d flown MD’s before, but never in actual combat. Seeing that confronting the Nuorean fleet in a single vessel was not their objective, his lack of combat experience was perfectly fine. The tiny ship shot out the rear of the Lexington and entered a deep gravity-well moments later.

      The best estimates placed the enemy fleet four days away on full drive. Their beeline course would light up the space around them, making detection of the approaching ship easy for any passive monitors left in the fleet’s wake. That was fine, as well. The plan was for the ship to be captured, and thereby introduce into the alien force two of the most dangerous creatures alive, along with a couple of Humans and a Formilian, no slouches in their own right.  After that, all bets were off—on both sides.
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        * * *

      

      Sherri was in the galley, processing a cup of tea when she turned to find J’nae sitting on the couch, looking gigantic in the Human-size piece of furniture. At over seven-feet tall, she was an imposing figure. But it wasn’t her size that sent cold shivers through Sherri—it was her history.

      “You are Adam Cain’s mate,” the alien female stated without warning.

      “Ex-mate,” Sherri corrected. Lucky for her she hadn’t picked up the hot tea when she spotted J’nae. otherwise it would be all over the floor by now. “It’s complicated,” she concluded.

      “I nearly killed him several times. I could have, you know.”

      “He would have been only one of millions—perhaps billions—you’ve killed.” Sherri went to leave the galley but J’nae stopped her with more conversation.

      “You do not trust me.”

      Sherri whipped around with a look of stunned disbelief. “Like, duh, lady. Why in the hell would I trust you, just because Panur says you’re rehabilitated?” Sherri could only manage one air quote around rehabilitated. Her other hand held the cup of tea.

      “I am not as I was; situations have changed, hence my new attitude.”

      “What new attitude, you mean the one where you’re not going to send your ravenous hordes out to eat everyone they find? You’re evil, and you always will be.”

      “That is a matter of perspective.”

      “Wrong! Evil is evil no matter how you look at it.”

      “You do not understand. When Panur created me, he did it so I could be the future of the Sol-Kor, the being who would change how they…survive. Given time, the Sol-Kor would have become like most races in the galaxy, procreating conventionally and living in family units. They would no longer be the threat they are today.”

      “You mean the threat they were. Your race is getting its ass kicked back in your universe. From what I understand, none of your female offspring survived, so the Sol-Kor are slowly dying off, with a lot of help from the pissed off races your people had for lunch. Your universe—all universes—are better off without the Sol-Kor.”

      “I can understand your anger, yet I do not understand your insistence not to move beyond your hatred. I served a purpose at the time. Unfortunately, I was not allowed to complete Panur’s vision for the Sol-Kor, in great part due to the actions of Adam Cain and his Human followers.”

      Sherri bristled. “We’re not his followers. He’s not some messianic figure descended from the gods—not like they tried to make you out to be.”

      “There are some within your galaxy who would disagree with you regarding Adam Cain.”

      “That’s their problem. Adam’s just a Human, just like every other Human.” Then Sherri smiled. “Which should make a lot of aliens nervous, knowing there’s an entire planet of us out there.”

      “You haven’t learned, have you?”

      Sherri bristled even more. “Learned what…?” She left off the you bitch from the end of the sentence, knowing it’s not wise to poke the super-powerful, immortal, mutant bear in the room—at least not too much.

      “I refer to the lesson you should have learned from the Sol-Kor. Planets are susceptible to annihilation. Yet a race spread among many worlds has a better chance of survival. Your Earth can be destroyed, along with all the Adam Cain’s and Sherri Valentine’s upon its surface, and it wouldn’t take a race of super-beings to do so.”

      “Kind of like what happened to your world when the Hal’ic attacked?”

      “That was not my world; I do not have a world. I was created in the laboratories of Kor, yet that was all. I have no homeworld, and no race. Like my creator—and Lila Bol—we are unique.”

      “How does that make you feel?” Sherri asked, genuinely interested in the answer. “I couldn’t imagine being so alone.”

      J’nae took a heartbeat to formulate her answer, which was a lifetime for an intellect like hers. Sherri noticed the hesitation, believing she’d touched a nerve.

      “I know of no other existence, and that is how it will be for all eternity.”

      “You’re smart enough to imagine what it feels like to be part of a family, of a community, of a race of like beings all in pursuit of life’s little pleasures. You can, can’t you?”

      “Of course I can…imagine. Panur has the emotions you speak off, since he is the product of a mortal birth and then mutated to his present state. Even Lila has retained that part of her Human and Formilian birth, thanks to her assimilation into her planet’s culture and people. She, even more than Panur, has conventional feelings and emotions. Yet I was created a mutant—as you refer to it. I have no such lingering experiences to call upon. I understand them and can place myself in a state of mind where I react as I should. Yet this is more of an exercise rather than true feelings. Panur has attempted recently to instill these in me, yet the progress is slow. And even if he succeeds, I will know they are artificial, even as my very existence is artificial. Yet perhaps….”

      “Perhaps what?” Sherri felt awful, overwhelmed by the incredible sadness she detected in the mutant. J’nae said she was devoid of natural emotions, that she had to imagine how to feel.  In Sherri’s opinion, she was doing one hell of good job of imagining.

      “When we find the Aris.”

      “I don’t understand?”

      “Perhaps through them both Panur and I can learn.”

      “You’re looking forward to finding them?” Sherri couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “The Aris were able to take Lila—someone like you—and without batting an eye. Doesn’t that frighten you, the idea of what they’re capable of doing?”

      Again there was a slight hesitation before her reply. “It’s not fear I feel. It’s…excitement.”

      “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “To you it doesn’t, yet you must realize I do not fear…anything. Even though I can be overcome by extreme cold, I cannot die. I will outlast any of the prisons I may be placed within. A million years or more could pass and I would still survive. Yet the Aris are beings over three billions years old. Even I cannot imagine what they have become. Of course they were able to take Lila, as they can take me and Panur. That is what is so exciting; the prospect of encountering creatures even more powerful than us.”

      “Look, I’m in this to get Adam back. If we also free Lila, that’s a bonus—at least to me. Yet it sounds like you and Panur have come here to hunt the Aris? Do you have some kind of a death wish?”

      Sherri recoiled from the cold, steady reply. “Now you understand. To those who cannot die, death is the ultimate challenge.”
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        * * *

      

      Over the next two days, six more death matches were held in the small arena, all won by the Nuoreans. Only one of the Milky Way races even came close. He managed to nick one of the invaders, drawing blood. If he were a Nuorean, he would have won the match. But because this was an immunity challenge, the contest continued until he was sliced and diced into small pieces, much to the delight of the waiting crowd of carcass scavengers. It saved them the trouble.

      Adam was getting a better feel for how the Nuoreans fought. They were into ceremony and showmanship, choosing long, flowing swipes with their swords to short stabbing thrusts. Also, they fought better when moving to the side; however, they did have a fancy backflip move, but that left them vulnerable for a second as they landed and regained focus on the enemy. Their vision was always to the front, expecting the enemy to come rushing forward. This gave a swift opponent the chance to move laterally and approach from the side.

      They were also literal fighters, which meant they believed every grunt and groan coming from their opposition. An injury was believed to be an injury. They couldn’t imagine anyone faking a disability to gain an advantage. How would that even be possible, was their thinking.

      Adam had to temper his thinking, remembering this current crop of Nuorean fighters was the junior varsity team, if that. The varsity players would be wiser and less gullible.
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        * * *

      

      Adam was just finishing a meal of roasted Kacin when a commotion spread throughout the compound. He was sitting on the raised platform of the shelter, leaning against the center post supporting the thatched roof. Using the wood planks left a few days earlier, the Humans had built a four-foot high wall around most of the shelter, with the rest of the way to the awning covered in drying palm fronds. No one had challenged them over the past day and half. Part of the reason could have been that almost a third of the aliens were dead, having been killed off by the other two-thirds. Adam and his men hadn’t participated in the aforementioned slaughter for the sake of any grading system. They did their part simply for food.

      But even that was changing. More food was being brought in, along with more building supplies and additional water tanks. The remaining species had staked claim to small plots of land and built their own makeshift shelters, after which a precarious status quo developed. Except for the occasional battle for combat superiority, a pragmatic peace existed in the prison.

      That afternoon fifty or more Nuoreans moved into the compound through the main gate, massed around a central figure. As they drew closer, Adam recognized Daric as the dignitary, apparently making an impromptu inspection.

      The alien made his rounds to various mini-colonies of species, smiling and offering compliments for their ragged and ugly shelters, often not much more than a few pieces of wood leaned together like a tepee. None of the prisoners knew Daric by sight—only Adam. All they had heard was his voice as he pronounced the day’s challenges.

      Adam remained seated as the huge entourage approached the Humans’ small settlement. Billy and Manny stood in the shade at the back of the shelter, while Pierre sat on the outer edge of the platform, looking bored. None of the Humans reacted to the swarm of aliens around their encampment.

      The golden eyes of the Gamer-Master met Adam’s. He didn’t seem surprised to find the Humans in one of the best camps in the compound, or their relatively good health. They had been under surveillance since the moment they arrived.

      “I see you’ve made yourself comfortable, Adam Cain. Your stay with us doesn’t appear to be a burden.”

      “Yeah, we’re settling in quite well, thanks for noticing.”

      “I also see you have survived the first level of my little game, as I expected.”

      Adam smiled. “Pretty transparent, buddy, although some around here chose to play.”

      “Have you been studying the challenges? I would expect a warrior such as you to be quite interested in our playing techniques. I would if I were in your place.”

      Adam laughed. “You guys are pretty archaic, I mean using swords and shit. On Earth we like to go at each other with just fists and nothing else.”

      “You call it boxing; yes I know. I have been studying your planet for the past several days. I understand better now why you have been so effective at the game of war. You are more barbaric than most of your contemporaries in this galaxy. You also have the unique ability to move rapidly within your own heavy gravity, making you especially agile on worlds with standard gravity. Most other species from similar worlds as yours are more sluggish and less coordinated. Even in my own galaxy we had our share of creatures like you. We defeated them, as we did all others. You will be no different.”

      “So you say.”

      Daric went to turn away but then changed his mind. “I have an idea, one you and your fellow Humans may find amusing.”

      “What’s that?” Adam asked. He let loose with a fake yawn to emphasize his complete lack of interest in what the alien leader had to say.

      “Seeing that I have a gathering of Humans here—and you already have been assigned tentative challenge points—why don’t I arrange a match for one of your companions?”

      The alien had Adam’s attention, along with that of the other three Humans.

      “I thought you were saving us for last?” Adam fought to maintain his detached air, not wanting Daric to know how concerned he was.

      “I’m saving you, Adam Cain. Your friends are fair game at this time.”

      “Don’t waste good fighting stock on the undercard, Daric.”

      “I do not fully understand your comment, yet I question part of it. If you are such good players, then your Humans should exit victorious. You should have nothing to fear from a practice challenge.”

      “Practice, you mean other than to the death?”

      “Oh, no, Adam Cain, it will be to the death, just that it will be practice for your designated challenger. There’s always a first. Let us schedule it for tomorrow.”

      “Wait…we get to choose the person?”

      “Of course, so long as it is not you. I must admit, I’m saving you for myself.”

      Adam stepped toward the alien, only to be blocked by several serious-looking guards. “Then let’s get it over with, you sonofabitch!”

      “Patience, my worthy opponent, our time will come. Preparations are still underway. It must be a grand show, an inaugural challenge in our glorious new Grand Arena currently under construction. Now…ready your second for the challenge tomorrow. I will allow an anxious higher-level Nuorean an opportunity to earn accelerated immunity points with the challenge. Let us see if you are an anomaly, Adam Cain, or if all Humans are the caliber of player I suspect you to be. And you can be assured your player will find a worthy opponent in the Nuorean I have in mind. I would not want to make it too easy for him.”

      The mass of Nuoreans moved on, continuing to move slowly throughout the compound. None of the Humans spoke for several minutes, not until Billy Kring stepped forward.

      “I’ll do it,” he announced.

      “Like hell you will!” countered Manny Brown.

      “I’m the captain of the ship; I’ll do it,” said Pierre Savoy.

      “We’re not on your ship anymore, Pierre,” Billy shouted.

      The three men squared off at the center of the covered shelter.

      “Cool it you guys,” Adam said. “We have to look at this logically.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Manny snapped.

      “Who among you has the best shot at victory?”

      In unison they all shouted, “I do!”

      “I’ve had a chance to watch the three of you over the past week. Billy is the youngest and in the best shape.”

      “I’ve also done some rodeo in my day.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Pierre asked.

      “It means I can take a beating and keep coming back,” Billy answered.

      “There’s a sad fact we’re missing here,” Adam said. “Daric said someone has to go first. I’m afraid we’re all going to get our turn in the arena.”

      That sobered them up, afterwards it was agreed Billy Kring would face the Nuorean. With the others looking on, Adam began to reveal what he’d observed about the fighting techniques of the aliens. They listened intently, knowing his words could mean the difference between life and death. Later, the three non-combatants relieved Billy of guard duty that night, allowing him to get a full eight hours of rest. How much he actually slept, only Billy knew.
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        * * *

      

      There was a buzz in the air the next morning as word spread that a Human was going to be in the arena that day. A group of Nuoreans came in and constructed a small raised viewing platform with an awning for shade. Three chairs were placed atop it. Adam knew one was for Daric, the other two his senior staff.

      When Daric appeared at little later, Adam was surprised. Most of the prior matches had taken place in the afternoon, not late morning. Billy was brimming with excitement, stretching and loosing up.

      Daric stepped up to the shelter.

      “Greetings Adam Cain…and team.” The alien was absolutely ebullient. “I have a special treat for you.” He observed Billy standing nearby, over-following with nervous energy. “Is this your champion?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. I’m ready,” Billy answered for Adam.

      “What is your name, I will need it for the introduction?”

      “Billy Kring.”

      “Please relax, Billy Kring. As I mentioned, I have a treat for you, as well as all those within my fleet.” He turned to Adam. “Over the night I researched the meaning of the word undercard you mentioned yesterday. This is not something we practice, yet I found the concept fascinating as it relates to the occupants of the holding center. So I have scheduled an undercard challenge.”

      Daric beamed with enthusiasm, appearing proud of his ability to adjust to local customs, while Adam’s gut tightened into knots, anticipating another of the Humans was to be thrown into the arena.

      Daric continued. “I have noticed a strong dynamic in the Kac—your galaxy—between Humans and a race called Juirean.”

      He was going to pit one of his men against a Juirean! Good.

      “There appears to be an on-going competition between your two races for dominance. I was also interested to learn that the Juireans have long dominated, and that Humans are relative newcomers in this struggle. You have come far in a very short time. An amazing feat. So I have decided to study the abilities of the Juireans in the arena, by placing one against another player-race—the Que’l.”

      Dammit, hopefully not Andic.

      “This type of challenge is unprecedented and will—along with the contest with your Human—be broadcast to my fleet. We know so little of the playing strategy of your various species and the Nuor are anxious to learn from these public displays. It makes us more worthy opponents, something I’m sure you can appreciate. I must note, we normally do not place alien against alien. It is waste of good arena time and no points are awarded. Yet I have not seen either species in combat. Except for a brief skirmish here a few days ago involving the Que’l, neither of the races have been challenged in the holding center. This speaks of the respect—and fear—others have of these two races. Even you Humans have had challengers, all of which you have easily vanquished. Yet not these two. Now I am curious as to why? You are invited to witness the challenge from my platform if you wish.”

      Adam shook his head. “I’d rather stay with my guys.”

      “Understandable. The undercard challenge will begin very soon. After the clean-up, your player will be next. Move to the staging area. I have no way of gauging the duration of the preliminary challenge match.”

      The staging area was a roped off section of dirt outside the open section of the arena barrier that served as the entrance. The Humans were allowed access, along with groups of Juireans and Que’l.

      Andic approached Adam.

      “I am to represent the Que’l.” His round eyes were full of fire and excitement. The Que’l are a warrior race, substituting their savage and brutal Drunage games for bloody and costly wars. Millions of natives attend the contests, with the players enjoying celebrity status among the masses. Every young Que’l grows up playing Drunage in hopes of one day making it to the games as a professional.

      What made the species so deadly was their huge block heads. Rising up above the eyes by a good eighteen inches was an anvil-shaped mass of solid bone, covered by a thin layer of skin and devoid of any nerve endings. They felt no pain when ramming the heavy blocks into their opponents, propelled on thick, muscular legs. The Juireans were badasses in their own right, but Adam wasn’t about to place any money against the Que’l. He hated to admit it, but he was curious to see who would emerge victorious.

      The players were summoned to the center of the ring. Attending Nuoreans provided each with sword and net and then left the arena. There was no referee present.

      A towering Juirean Overlord stepped next to Adam at the arena barrier.

      “I know of you, Human. Who of my race doesn’t?”

      “This isn’t the time or the place,” Adam said. “Right now it’s us against them.”

      “I concur, yet if this is the traditional style of fighting in which the Nuoreans engage, we Juireans will have a natural advantage. We have trained with bladed weapons for thousands of years. This is not new to us. Victory will come to the Juireans.”

      Adam looked up at the blue-maned alien. “Don’t you get it? Even if you win in the arena against the Nuoreans, there’s no end to it. They’ll just keep scheduling more challenges until you’re all dead. There’s no winning on our side.”

      “That may be so, but we will take many Nuoreans with us.”

      “Not enough to make a difference. We have to confront the Nuoreans as a unified force, not as a bunch of squabbling individual races. Try looking at the big picture for once.”

      “I know not of this picture you refer to.”

      “No you wouldn’t, would you?”

      Daric began to speak, interrupting the conversation between Human and Juirean.

      “To all my fellow Nuoreans watching on this planet and the fleet in space, I present to you the opportunity to witness two exciting challenges for your pleasure and study. The first is an exclusive and unique contest between two of the prominent species in the Kac Galaxy. This match will be followed immediately by another challenge, one between Third-Player Linoc (611) Kallen-Noc and a member of the Human species with the individual title of Billy Kring. Humans have been tentatively placed at the top of the challenge-factor in the Kac, and as such, Linoc (611) shall gain bonus immunity points for this contest, which is to take place outside a formal challenge arena. Now enjoy the contests, knowing that soon your time will come as well.”

      He turned his attention to the arena before him, now surrounded by over a thousand aliens—nearly everyone left in the compound. “You may begin!”
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        * * *

      

      The Que’l have unnaturally short arms for their large bodies, and they’re not used to using weapons in combat. Their battering-ram head is the only weapon they need. So like a two-legged bull, Andic charged at the Juirean, his sword and net still gripped in his hands yet not part of the initial gambit.

      The Juirean was a green-haired Guard, one of the soldiers of the race. He watched the running alien with steely-eyed concentration, before moving quickly to his left at the last second, avoiding Andic’s massive head by inches. The Juirean spun like a matador, swinging the net and slicing sideways with the sword with precision and speed. The blade contacted the back of the Andic’s head as he sped past, separating the thin skin while rebounding off the hard bone, causing no damage.

      Andic skidded to stop in a cloud of brown dust, turning back to face his opponent. The Juirean calmly paced back and forth in front of him, using precise steps. His eyes never left Andic, even as his body shifted from one direction to the other.

      Adam saw his Que’l friend grip the sword tighter, swinging it back and forth to his right. He charged again.

      The Juirean remained in the line of attack until the last moment. Then he jumped. Andic had lowered his head and came in about four feet off the ground, allowing the Juirean to clear the rampaging Que’l with ease. Andic swung his sword through empty air at the flying alien, causing him to lose his balance. He wasn’t used to doing two things at once in a battle.

      In the meantime, the Juirean swept down with his sword and split open a portion of Andic’s back. Blood poured out of the wound, but it didn’t seem to faze the Hulk-like alien. He spun around and met the Juirean before the Guard was ready. Contact was finally made, sending the Juirean reeling backwards. He fell on his back as Andic charged forward once more.

      The Juirean rolled to his right, casting out the net he held in his left hand as Andic ran past. It twirled around the Que’l’s thick legs, tripping the huge alien and opening up numerous cuts from the spikes embedded at the far end of the net.

      Andic landed face first in a thick layer of powdery dirt. He rolled onto his back and began to fight to release the netting from his legs. The Juirean was on his feet now and moving toward the Que’l. Blood dripped from the Guard’s mouth from the savage hit he’d suffered when Andic delivered his blow; Adam wouldn’t be surprised if he also had internal injuries. But still he came, a fierce fire in his eyes and the sword held confidently in his right hand.

      Andic was unable to free his legs from the net. It was tangled on the spikes, forming a secure restraint—as it was meant to do. He lifted his sword in defense, but it wouldn’t be enough against his taller and longer-armed opponent.

      The Juirean swatted at Andic’s sword, forcing his short arm out to the right, exposing the Que’l soft front torso to the alien. With two lightning quick swipes, the Juirean split open Andic’s chest. But he wasn’t done. He stood up straighter and twirled the blade with his wrist before taking the hilt in both hands and driving the tip deep into the center of Andic’s chest. The Que’l’s eyes grew wide and air escaped through a gaping mouth. His eyes fluttered shut.

      The Juirean stepped back and swung his arm out at his fallen foe, in some form of ritualized gesture—Juirean…not Nuorean.

      A horn sounded.

      “Excellent contest!” Daric’s voice bellowed from speakers on the viewing platform. “Indeed, Juireans shall rate among the elite players of the Kac. Well-played. Your immunity points will be impressive. Now clear the arena for the next challenge.”

      The victorious Juirean walked proudly to the staging area. As he came closer, Adam could see the unfocused nature of his eyes and the queasiness with which he walked. He was injured, but not enough to save Andic.

      He was greeted by the Overlord and two other Guards as a conquering hero. They placed him on a wooden seat, strong hands helping to hold him upright. They didn’t want anyone to know the extent of his injuries.

      Adam turned to Billy Kring. “This is it, buddy. You ready?”

      “Damn right! Looking forward to bashing some Nuorean noggins.”

      “Remember what I told you. It’s going to get hairy out there. Just keep your head in the game and you’ll be okay.”

      “And now I present a level-one immunity challenge, the first of its kind in the Kac. Bring in the challenged.”

      No one moved, not until Nuorean eyes turned to the Humans. Billy was obviously the challenged, with the Nuorean being the challenger. It didn’t matter. Billy and Adam shook hands, after which the tall Texan bumped fists with Pierre and Manny.

      At the center of the arena he was given a sword and net, as had the others.

      A row of Nuoreans opened up between the arena and the main gate to the compound, through which a confident young alien strode, already armed with a sword and net of his own. His face was animated, golden eyes wider than any Adam had seen. He entered the arena and stopped before the viewing platform.

      “Master, I thank you for the glorious opportunity,” the young Nuorean announced.

      Daric nodded and smiled. “As way of background, I have met young Linoc (611) in the arena myself. I know his abilities. He is a skillful player who will demonstrate to all what a Third-Level Player is capable of. To Nuor everywhere, he is a player to admire. Take your place, Linoc (611).”

      The alien walked up to Billy, looking into his eyes with amusement and confidence. He turned until they both faced Daric. The referee moved between them and raised his arms to his side, pointing at the two combatants.

      “Begin!” said Daric. The arms came down and the match was underway.

      Linoc and Billy were about the same size, and just as stocky. They separated by about ten feet and then assumed defensive stances, both with swords held out in front of them and the nets dangling from their hands. However, Billy was left-handed. Adam watched Linoc’s eyes as he assessed this information. He could sense the tactical mind of the experienced warrior adjusting his game plan for this unexpected development.

      The pair began to circle one another, Billy shuffling his feet sideways and kicking up a small cloud of dust, while the alien moved with smooth, foot-over-foot steps. Then Linoc struck, lifting his sword high over his head and bringing it down at a steep angle toward Billy’s midsection. It was the fastest move Adam had seen any Nuorean make.

      Billy stumbled backwards, out of range of the blade, even as he stuck out his sword to make contact with the whizzing metal edge of the alien’s weapon. Linoc spun around, adding speed and power to the next strike as he uncoiled. Now Billy was in full-scale retreat, running away with his sword held out behind him.

      Linoc didn’t make chase. Instead he twirled his sword in his wrist and smiled, pacing back and forth, yet taking precise steps ever closer to where Billy stood, pressed against the outer barrier of the arena.

      Letting his animal anger take over, Billy opened his mouth and roared, pushing off the barrier and charging at the Nuorean, swinging his blade out in front while dragging the net in the dirt behind him.

      The unconcerned alien promptly stepped back and performed a perfect backflip as Billy—and Adam—had been expecting. When he landed and squared up for the attack coming from the front, he was surprised when his opponent wasn’t there. Instead, Billy had used his Human speed in the light gravity to shift direction. He was now on the alien’s right, coming at him with his sword moving in a blur.

      Linoc was good; he had to be in order to shift his sword in time to meet Billy’s. Still, the impact caused him to stagger back and fall to the ground. He rolled to his left just as Billy’s blade impaled the dirt next to his head. The Human lifted the sword again.

      Linoc’s vandish net flew out, the spiked end slapping against the back of Billy’s legs. He cried out and spun away, blood already soaking the back of his torn jeans.

      The alien popped to his feet. He was more cautious now, content to stay back and circle his adversary. Gone, too, was the confident smile.

      Billy was mad. He took his own vandish and twirled it high above his head, like a lasso. Then he lashed out at the alien several times, causing Linoc to back away. It was Billy’s turn to chase the alien around the arena.

      Linoc then swung his own vandish into the air, causing both nets to weave together. Billy pulled, sending the Nuorean flying through the air before landing in a puff of brown dust. Linoc released the net and regained his footing, just in time to parry three powerful swipes of Billy’s blade.

      The players separated. Linoc gnashed his teeth in his own show of anger and frustration. He regained his composure a moment later, standing straight and weighing the deadly sword in his hand. Billy had let go of his net, and now stood only with ressnel blade as a weapon. He backed away as Linoc stepped forward, using practiced moves to the left and right. The Human did his best to counter the swipes of the blade, but one got through, slicing open a wound on Billy’s left shoulder.

      And that’s when Billy shifted the sword to his other hand—his right hand. He tried a fancy wrist twirl himself and actually managed to pull it off. He smiled.

      The alien looked confused, but only for a moment. He charged again.

      Billy—a natural right-hander—now had an easier time countering the alien. But then Linoc fainted to the left and moved right, placing himself within Billy’s arm reach until the combatants were only inches apart. That’s when Billy planted a strong left cross to the side of the alien’s head.

      Linoc staggered backwards, swinging his sword out in front of him until the cobwebs cleared. The shocked look on his face suggested to Adam that Nuoreans weren’t used to using fisticuffs during their challenges. Without a referee in the arena, Adam figured anything was fair game.

      Billy countered another of the high strikes from the alien and stepped in closer. He used the fist gripping his sword to crush Linoc’s nose. The alien fell back again. This time Billy got too cocky. The tip of the Nuorean’s blade made a thin slice across the Human’s chest. It wasn’t deep, but it was bloody.

      Anger flared again and Billy charged. The alien managed to step to his side before losing his balance and tumbling to the ground. Billy’s feet became tangled in Linoc’s and he fell forward as well.

      Linoc was on his feet first, backing away with blood gushing from his nose and mouth. When Billy stood, he stumbled, grimaced and grabbed his right leg. He attempted to move forward, but stumbled again, going down on one knee. He met Linoc’s eyes with fear and concern.

      The alien stepped back and smiled. Although he was bloody and coated in dust and sweat, none of his injuries were debilitating. He wiped his blade on his pants, making it shine once more in the sunlight of the unknown world, in no hurry now to finish off his hobbled opponent.

      Billy continued to drag his useless leg behind him until he reached the edge of the arena. Linoc came forward, slowly, never losing his grin. When the pair were about ten feet apart the alien stopped.

      “With the immunity points I will acquire with your death, I will move up to First-Player status. You have redeemed my prospects. I thank you for your noble sacrifice.”

      The alien crouched down and assumed an offensive stance, sword out in front, his left arm held high and to the rear for balance. He stutter-stepped forward, closing the ten-foot gap in a heartbeat, lunging with his sword.

      But Billy wasn’t there. Having braced his feet against the barrier, he jumped to his left, landing on his right shoulder and rolling up to his feet. He rushed forward, no sign of injury, jabbing the tip of his sword deep into the alien’s unprotected side.

      Linoc staggered off as far as he could before Billy slashed again with the blade. This time a fresh seam opened across the alien’s chest. The cloth of his sleeveless combat shirt changed colors, from a light cream color to blood red, spreading before the eyes of the cheering crowd of alien prisoners.

      Linoc staggered back, waving his sword with weak movements to and fro.

      Billy stood to his full height of six-foot-two and threw out his chest. Next he gripped his sword with both hands and shoved it forward, coming in low at the alien. Linoc tried a feeble attempt to block the incoming blade of Nuorean metal, but he was weak and dizzy from loss of blood. He was too late. The tip of Billy’s sword entered the abdomen and exited out the back. And then with Human strength, Billy Kring lifted the limp body, holding it high above his head, even as alien blood rained down on his face.

      He let the blade—and the dead alien impaled on it—fall to the ground, then he placed a metal-tipped boot on the body and pulled the blade from the corpse. He glared at Daric, who sat in the shade of the viewing platform, a blank expression on his face. Billy tossed the bloody blade into the dirt and walked back to the staging area, defiant, victorious…and without the slightest hint of a limp.

      With the contest completed, the crowd surrounding the arena fell into a stunned silence, unsure what the Nuoreans would do after the death of one of their own. When no immediate response came, a few cheers began to rise up, soon joined by hundreds. The sound was deafening, and made up of cackles, whistles, hoots and hollers as each species expressed their excitement in their own particular voice.

      Eventually Daric tried to talk. It took a minute or so for the crowd to quiet down, enough so he could be heard.

      “As it is with first-level immunity challenges, the outcome is never guaranteed. The challenge is awarded to the Human Billy Kring. We honor the sacrifice Linoc (611) Kallen-Noc has made to further our traditions. Through this challenge, a more-detailed assessment of the Human race can be made, helping to finalize the immunity points assigned to the species. To the Nuoreans viewing, let it be known that only the most-qualified shall be allowed to challenge the Humans. This restriction shall also apply to the Juirean race. We came to the Kac to renew our supply of worthy immunity challenge opponents. From the contests we have witnessed today, we have succeeded in that goal. Prepare yourselves accordingly. Our adventure in the Kac is just beginning. The future is bright for our people and for the opportunity of more glorious immunity challenges to come. Resume your normal duties.”

      A squad of Nuoreans entered the staging area and escorted Adam and the Juirean Overlord to the viewing platform. Daric awaited them, his golden eyes narrow, expression unreadable.

      “That was indeed an entertaining—and quite unexpected—demonstration I just witnessed.” He stepped down to Adam’s level and glared into his eyes. “You think you have achieved something beneficial here today…both of you. You are wrong. All you have done is increased the waiting list of Nuoreans wishing to challenge your races. We do not run from a challenge. In fact, the greater the danger, the more we wish to participate. I will have to be judicial in my granting of challenges, lest both your races will be consumed in a relatively short time. That would be a shame. I wish to preserve your species for many hundreds of years of excellent matches. Unfortunately, I will not always have a say in the assignments. There is such a hunger among my people for advancement challenges shielded by immunity points that I’m afraid any effort to slow the pace of contests coming your way will not prevail. Regrettably, this means your respective species will be the first to go extinct within your Milky Way galaxy.”

      Adam and the Juirean were excused and set free to return to their camps.  A few moments later, the eight-foot-tall Overlord leaned over toward Adam and spoke.

      “I am Safnos fe Candoc, and I see now this figurative picture you referred to earlier. You are correct. We are not enemies, at least not any longer. The Nuoreans are the real threat. We must work together towards their eventual defeat. And the first task at hand will be to escape from this prison.”

      Adam placed a hand on the back of the alien. “That’s music to my ears, buddy.”

      “I hear no music,” said the Overlord. “Perhaps it is the wind.”

      “Yeah, that must be it.”
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      “They came out of the Radis Spur and then retreated back into it,” Admiral Alan Olsen pointed out to the rest of the assembled officers, politicians and think-tankers on the group comm link. “We also know they came from Andromeda, but not using their conventional drive. Therefore, they must have a way of jumping between galaxies, and I bet it’s located somewhere in the Spur.”

      “And your proposal is we close off the region, preventing the invaders from accessing the rest of the galaxy?” asked the Juirean Overlord Nadar fe Xanis. “They have already filtered throughout our space, absconding with thousands of individuals represented hundreds of species.”

      “Yet now they’re all back in Radis. This is our best chance to lock them down.”

      “I concur,” said the Formilian representative linked to the remote conference. His name was Rasx and he was commander of the native fleet—all three hundred eight ships. “If they are indeed a single race, and without any radical technological advantage to use against us, surely the combined forces of the galaxy can repel them.”

      “One would think so,” said Olsen. “They caught us flat-footed with that last encounter, but not again. We have a lot of resources available to us, if we combine our forces.”

      “And I ask again, who shall lead this combined force?” asked the Juirean.

      This again? The chain of command seemed to be the only thing on the alien’s mind. “It’s obvious both our races—the Humans and Juireans—have the most military assets in the galaxy,” the Admiral began. “And since command is of prime concern to most of us here, I propose joint leadership.”

      “How would that be organized?”

      “Earth and Juir would each appoint a senior military commander and the two of them would have equal authority.”

      “The Juirean fleet outnumbers the Humans three-to-one. Why would we agree to equal command authority with the Humans?”

      Olsen wanted to say: Because a year ago a small band of Humans kicked your ass in spite of your superior numbers. Instead, he replied: “Because it’s good for the galaxy. Besides, the individual fleets would still be under local command. Only the major strategies would be worked out between the top brass.”

      Olsen didn’t know if ‘top brass’ would translate properly, but he didn’t care. The Juireans were becoming the largest stumbling block to forming a unified response to the Nuoreans. Adam Cain really bloodied their nose a year ago, and they were still fighting to regain respect within the galaxy. Yet without them, there could be no effective counter to the invaders.

      “Juirean forces would be under Juirean command?” the Overlord asked.

      “Of course…after the overall battle plan has been formulated.”

      “That is how it must be,” Nadar declared. “Juireans will not take orders from Humans.”

      “And vice versa.”

      “Then it is agreed.”

      “And what of the rest of us?” asked the Formilian.

      “Representatives from all the contributing fleets will form an advisory council for the commanders. Your assets, capabilities and concerns will be weighed and integrated into any battle strategy. The war with the Nuoreans is everyone’s war. Granted, the bulk will be carried out by the major military powers, yet I know everyone in the galaxy wants to do their part. The opportunity will be provided. Your sacrifice will be needed before this is over.”

      “This is a complicated command structure, involving many layers of partisan authority,” said the Rigorian representative. “Yet action must be taken immediately to prevent further infestation by the invaders.”

      If any race looked deadly and imposing, it was the lizard-like Rigorians, with their alligator-like heads and unblinking yellow eyes. Yet their military was run more like an affiliation of criminal gangs, with hundreds of independent factions maneuvering for control. They were good fighters but trying to get them all on the same page could be a challenge. Members of their race had been taken by the Nuoreans as well and they wanted to fight—hell, they always wanted to fight—but what form their contribution would take was the question.

      “Very astute observation, Klackon Draysis.” Klackon was the Rigorian word for commander. “To cut off the entire spur from the galaxy will require at least five thousand ships, maybe more. The only force in the region large enough is that of the Juireans. A Human fleet is on the way, yet still several months away.”

      “So if the Nuoreans attack, it will be mainly Juirean lives that are lost,” stated the Overlord. “And for this we are offered only equal command?”

      “Your solitary stand at the barrier is only temporary,” replied Olsen. “But if we don’t act soon, the Nuorean threat could spread throughout the galaxy and be much harder to weed out at that point.”

      Nadar considered the proposal for a moment before responding. “We shall agree, with the condition that Juirean Military Command shall have veto power over any strategy developed by the joint operational commanders.”

      “Pardon me, Overlord Nadar,” said the Formilian Rasx, “but that would add another layer of bureaucracy to the chain of command. It would also place the Juireans essentially in overall command of the war effort.”

      “We risk most; we should have the most input.”

      The meeting had gone on like this for two hours, talking in circles over the same roadblock issue. Admiral Olsen was growing weary and frustrated. All this squabbling was costing the allied forces precious time. He let out a soft laugh at the word allied. Nothing at this point was allied against the common enemy. And then there was the larger issue….

      “Let me run your proposal by my people, Overlord Nadar. In the meantime, has any progress been made in locating the entry point for the Nuoreans? As we know, they didn’t make the two-point-five million light-year journey from Andromeda to here on conventional gravity drive. They must have a device that allows them to jump between galaxies. This has to be a major facility, located somewhere out along the Radis Spur. Until we shut that down, the Nuoreans will continue to send more units through. It’s just like the Sol-Kor and their trans-dimensional portals, except there’s probably only one such device in use by the invaders.”

      “Why do you assume that?” asked Eckcon, the Silean.

      “Because so far the main concentration of Nuoreans has been in the Spur…and we haven’t detected the contributions of any mutant genius helping them with some break-through technology. If they were popping up all over the place, then we’d have a bigger problem.”

      “This then should be our priority,” stated the Overlord, “even more so than closing off the Spur. If we can shut off their supply of reinforcements, then the rest will die a slow and natural death, as we strike at their remaining force.”

      Olsen nodded. “I agree, Overlord Nadar. Yet it should be one of our priorities, but not the only one. We have no idea where this device is located and what it would take to destroy it. Such a mission would also involve transiting the Spur to find it. I’m interested in saving lives now by isolating the cancer to a small region of the galaxy. After that we can launch expeditions to search for the entry point.”

      “It appears as if the Humans have already taken control,” Nadar stated coldly. “We have offered plans and the admiral then renders a decision. That is not what the Juireans will accept.”

      We’re back to this…again! “I am not trying to impose control,” Olsen argued. “I’m merely pointing out considerations.”

      “Then please let me make a proposal,” said Rasx. The Formilians were taking a more active role in the affairs of the galaxy ever since Lila Bol assumed control of the Expansion. This wasn’t sitting well with certain parties. Although the mutant was technically half-Formilian, most of the galaxy hadn’t yet accepted her race as the default leaders of the galaxy. Lila was a one-of-a-kind being and feared by all; her people, not so much. Still, this hadn’t stopped the Formilians from becoming more vocal.

      “I propose we do both. It would not be advantageous at this point to blindly invade the Radis Spur in search of something we have no idea what it looks like, or even if it is there. I suggest we blockade the Spur, using Juirean forces at first, then supplemented by others as these units become available. In conjunction, an exploratory mission is launched to find the Nuorean access point to our galaxy. It should be a small operation—possibly even a single ship—allowing it to move about the Spur without attracting the attention of the invaders. Then once we have more intelligence, we can better plan a mission to destroy…whatever the Nuoreans are using to reach us. As you see, we have no idea what this something is in order to even give it a name.”

      Olsen liked the idea, but still looked to the screen with the Juirean for his reaction. After a moment, Nadar’s huge head nodded, sending waves through his magnificent mane of blue hair. “I will recommend the action to blockade the Radis Spur. Yet I assign the task of sending the exploratory mission to the Humans. They appear to prefer operations involving subterfuge and sabotage to prideful confrontations between major forces.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Even with the overall strategy decided, it took another two hours banging out the details before the links were broken. Alan was exhausted. He’d never fought so hard in his life to get his point across. Yet now—hopefully—the danger will be isolated to the Radis Spur. He wasn’t even sure if they could contain the threat, but it was a start. The Nuoreans were so new on the scene that they could have a whole plethora of secret weapons they haven’t revealed to date.

      It was for that reason that Admiral Alan Olsen was a step ahead of the others on the links. A reconnaissance mission into Nuorean territory was already in the works, designed to assess enemy strength, capabilities and intentions. Discovering how the aliens were getting into the galaxy would also be a major part of the operation.

      As the highest ranking Human military commander in the Perseus Slice—the half of the galaxy on the opposite side from Earth—Alan Olsen had access to all the resources of Union Military Intelligence. This provided him with information classified far above Top Secret, or even Special Access. A few days ago he began researching current assets already operating in the Radis Spur. There was only one.

      The Spur was a backwater region of the galaxy, with its only claim to fame being that it was where the Juireans set up shop after their debacle against the Humans and the Kracori almost twenty years ago. They remained there for seven years before returning to Juir, and even a few years after that as they shut down their operations.

      In the vacuum created by their departure, a burgeoning criminal element took over, gaining strength over the past ten years. Recently, drugs and weapons traced back to the Spur were showing up in the Union, prompting a tentative foray into the area to gain more information as a prelude to a much larger deterrent operation.

      As Olsen scanned the data on his screen, he discovered the undercover asset was already well-established in Spur. This would give the allies a leg up. It was just a single person who had been in the area for a little over two years, apparently having requested the duty—for whatever reason, the Admiral couldn’t imagine.

      Olsen smirked as he read the file. The allies had agreed to a small operation, and one man was about as small as they came. Yes, he would do nicely. The Admiral opened a link with Earth to request the formal transfer of the asset to his command. While waiting for the connection, Olsen checked the name again, just to make he’d read it correctly. It was a strange one.

      Copernicus Smith.
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      The Nuorean fleet had continued on course for seven days before spreading out and occupying the space around a small uncharted stellar cluster. The aliens couldn’t have picked a more isolated section of the galaxy to make their foray into the Milky Way. It masked their operations and provided the allies with very few landmarks for reference.

      Riyad had been closing on the huge fleet for seven days—longer than had been anticipated. But now that the enemy ships had settled down it was his turn. He backed off on the gravity-well and steered the MD-8c on a course to skirt the cluster. He wanted to be noticed, but not labeled a threat. He was fishing, and the MD-8c was the bait.

      “Looks like we got a bite,” Sherri called out from the nav board. “A squad of five—no six—ships headed on an intercept course from the cluster.”

      Riyad cranked the well a little deeper and steered away from the approaching craft. “Don’t want it make it look too easy, not like we’re trying to get caught,” he said before the question was asked.

      “Just don’t get us blown up,” Sherri offered.

      Riyad caused a flare-out of the well, which was a brief dumping out into regular space. Flares occurred occasionally, especially when accelerating and decelerating in short intervals. By the time he reestablished the well, the Nuorean ships were upon them.

      The aliens didn’t try to establish a comm link with them. Instead, they simply launched one of their energy balls at the ship. Screens were raised. When the concentrated ball of electricity hit the diffusion shield and was absorbed, it was too much for the internal circuits to handle. The technology wasn’t revolutionary, just effective. With time, allied ships would install stronger breakers to protect their systems.

      But for now, the MD-8c was dead in the water, with the aliens hovering around without making a move to board. That came several hours later, after the occupants had begun to climb the walls out of boredom. Sure, the internal atmosphere was reaching the critical level, but they knew the alien’s game plan. They would be boarded in time to save their lives—or at least the lives of those aboard who could die.

      The aliens weren’t cruel or even rough with the crew. In fact, they were workmanlike in their routine. The only thing that seemed out of the ordinary was when they scanned the races aboard and found that there were four Humans aboard…along with one Formilian. Panur and J’nae had morphed into their Human personas by then, and the scanners only matched body features to the Nuorean’s growing database of Milky Way species. The aliens seemed pretty excited about this and one even made an impromptu call as the prisoners were shuttled over to a larger ship.

      The MD-8c was magnetically tethered to another ship for towing, while the ship carrying the prisoners shot off with extra urgency, leaving the others behind.

      The prisoners, consisting of Riyad, Sherri, Panur, J’nae and Trimen were placed in a back compartment that was filthy and smelled like animal excrement. There was even a thin coating of straw on the deck to help absorb some of the left over dung.

      “Is this how they transport advanced species?” Riyad asked, wrinkling his nose. He looked at Sherri. “I suppose you feel right at home.”

      “I love the smell of horse urine in the morning…it’s the smell of victory,” said the former veterinary student. “But doesn’t this remind you of the chicken coops and sheep stalls where you grew up?”

      Riyad was Lebanese by birth—but a city boy from Beirut.

      “Brings a homesick tear to my eye,” he said, carrying the joke way beyond its lifespan. “I wonder where we are?”

      “We have just entered a star system with twelve planets. The fourth one from the star is our destination. They call it Ankaa.”

      Riyad and Sherri looked at the thin-faced Human Panur had transformed into as if he’d just grown a second head. “How the hell do you know that?” Sherri asked.

      “I have accessed their navigation system.” He smiled. “Have you forgotten that I have powers?”

      “On the contrary,” Sherri began. “It’s those powers I’m counting on to save Adam.”

      Panur looked at the figure sitting next to him; also a Human male, this one with dark hair, a trace of stubble and brilliant blue eyes. J’nae had assumed the form of a male, knowing from the interrogation of Nuorean prisoners that only males were being kidnapped.

      “How are you doing?” Panur asked. His ability to morph into specific forms was more practiced and required less energy. For J’nae to maintain the cell transformation required was more draining. To Riyad, it only went to show that not all mutants were created alike.

      “I detect no security cameras nearby. I believe I will reform back, only for a moment. It is all I require to realign.”

      The six-foot-two-inch man melded into a seven-foot-tall alien female over the course of eight seconds. A look of relief came over the mutant’s face.

      “Panur, may I ask how you can access the alien electronic technology when my Gift—my brain interface—cannot?” Trimen asked.

      “Please call me George, George Washington,” the young man said. “If I am to look like a Human, I prefer to be called by the name of a great one, according to Human history. Now to answer your question: I am not really accessing it. Instead I mentally scan power sources until I can decipher the electronic signatures of the data they represent. I’m like a processor of data, not a reader.”

      The answer was detailed, but still left the non-mutants in the room completely baffled, including Trimen.

      “That seems much more complicated than simply pulling data from a memory drive.”

      “Not more complicated, just more difficult. Once I’ve had more time with Nuorean technology, I will be able to fully access their systems. Right now, I lack the motivation.”

      The ship lurched to one side then began to slow. Gravity drive switched to chemical and the internals were cut when planetary gravity became present. Three minutes later the ship was on the surface of Ankaa.

      J’nae transformed back into her Human shape.

      “Do you have a name you want to be called too?” Sherri asked.

      “I have not considered it. I am not as familiar with Human history as is my creator.”

      “I suppose Adolph Hitler would be appropriate.”

      “However, I am familiar enough with your history to know that name. I would not prefer to be called Adolph Hitler.”

      “Then Damien, Damien Jones.”

      “An obvious reference to your devil deity. I will accept that, for the time I have this form.”

      The prisoners were taken from the holding room and moved through the center of the ship to an outer hatch. They stepped into fading natural light and a hot breeze. Hundreds of artificial lights were snapping on, triggered by sensors. A very generous helping of Nuoreans walked a fair distance away from the landing zone, at a cluster of buildings that looked to be huge tents, all of the same design.

      The one structure that stood out the most was still under construction, but nearing completion. It was made of huge stone blocks, mixed with sheets of metal, some fifty-feet across. The building was rectangular, measuring five hundred feet across along its face. From where the prisoners stood, they couldn’t tell how deep it was.

      A six-wheel electric vehicle pulled up, with a partitioned section at the rear. Guards opened doors and the prisoners climbed in without protest. The sides of the back section were made of glass, allowing them to take in the lay of the land.

      The Nuorean settlement was large and growing larger. Vast swatches of land were already cleared, and the footings for more buildings like the nearly-completed structure were already in place. There could be a dozen such buildings when this part of the project was complete.

      The transport stopped in front of a tent like all the others. A Nuorean stepped through the open doorway, followed by three others. The prisoners were hustled from the back of the truck.

      “I am Daric (611) Kallen-Nac, the leader of this expedition.” The alien stepped up to Sherri and Riyad, his golden eyes wide, a thin grin on his lips. “Our facial recognition database is very limited at this time, yet we do have the images of many of the more prominent entities in your galaxy. So you must appreciate the surprise I felt when I learned we had Sherri Valentine and Riyad Tarazi in our custody. Did I pronounce your names correctly?”

      “Yeah, you did fine,” said Riyad with suspicion. “You know who we are?”

      “Of course. I also know of your affiliation with Adam Cain. You are undoubtedly here to rescue him.”

      “He’s here?” Sherri asked.

      “You did not know this? I find that hard to believe. Why else would have so recklessly entered this section of your galaxy without escort or more force.” He eyed Trimen and the Human incarnations of Panur and J’nae.

      “We took a chance,” Riyad added. “So…he is here?”

      “Yes, he is. Your gamble paid off. Yet I highly doubt the five of you will be able to rescue him.”

      “Is he all right?” Sherri inquired, her concern obvious.

      Daric studied her for several seconds. “We have not yet secured females for our challenges. They must be used to produce more players for the games.” He smiled and stepped back, taking in all the males. “Yet now I have three more Human males. This is exciting. Your species has proven to be the most-challenging in the Kac. There is already high demand for contests, more than can be supplied with the inventory I currently have. The conquest of your world is still far in the future. However, the Nuor are here to stay; there will be time. Yet now I have more players. I must tell you, as the Game-Master, I share in the immunity points of all contests. Having more Humans is quite welcome.”

      “That’s all riveting, douchbag, but can we get on with it? Where’s Adam.”

      Daric frowned at Sherri’s possibly-indecipherable language. “You are indeed a companion of Adam Cain. You both share…an attitude, you would call it.”

      “We’ve been accused of that before.”

      “Then I will personally escort you to Adam Cain. He will be delighted to see you…or perhaps not.” He turned to the Trimen. “You are a Formilian,” he stated with confidence. “I do not find your presence here surprising. We have four others of your kind in the compound. During your time here, I wish to learn more of the one you call Lila Bol. She, too, shows up prominently in the recent archives of your galaxy, although I tend to believe most of the stories of her are tales of exaggeration, even myth. Her present location appears to be a mystery, even to you. I will require further investigation to decide the fate of this creature.”

      Another vehicle pulled up, this one a large, open-air transport without the security cage on the back. Daric sat next to the driver, as the five prisoners were placed in the two rows of backseats. It was almost full night by now, except for the presence of artificial lights and two bright moons in the sky. The car moved off.

      Daric turned to his prisoners. “I hope you don’t plan on causing any trouble. I am constantly under surveillance and my guards are only seconds away. Besides, I am a First-Level Player. Even for Humans you may find me challenging. And as I speak of challenges, behold our nearly-complete Grand Arena.”

      They were passing along the base of the huge building they saw from the spaceport.

      “There are twenty challenge arenas inside, including the Grand Field. It should interest you that Adam Cain and I will meet there in two days, for the inaugural Level-One Immunity Challenge in the stadium. In time, there will be fourteen such Grand Arenas in this settlement alone. More settlements will come, until there are facilities across your galaxy for a million or more challenges every day, and not only with Humans, but all advanced species.”

      The alien was bursting with excitement as he related the plans the Nuoreans had for the Milky Way. As they neared a walled compound, a gate was opened and they drove through without slowing down.

      Daric was still going on. “This is a glorious time for the Nuoreans. We have planned five hundred cycles for this moment, and devoted considerable time and points to the endeavor. We are still many cycles from a time of stability for your galaxy, when all the routines are established and all are playing by the rules. But that time will come. We did the same in a galaxy twice the size of this one. We can do it here.”

      The car pulled up to an area defined by a round wooden platform sitting two feet off the ground and dominated by a thatched roof canopy over the twenty-foot-in-diameter shelter. Most of the sides were covered with a series of braced-in wooden planks and more thatching draped from the canopy. A pit outside the shelter contained a small, yet steady fire.

      Two men sat on the edge of the platform. They were dirty, with grisly beards and torn and bloody clothing. At first they paid no attention to the car, not until they noticed the passengers.

      Their expressions were not those of joy, but of sadness. They stood up, as one called into the shelter. “Hey, more contestants.”

      Two other men came out of the opening to the shelter. One was Adam Cain.

      Sherri screamed and jumped from the car. She ran into his arms, ignoring the pungent odor and coarse beard.

      Adam returned the hug, but not with enthusiasm.

      He pushed her away and looked in her eyes in the dim light. “Tell me you didn’t come here to rescue me, and that you showing up here is just a coincidence?”

      Sherri was taken aback by Adam’s cold reception. “We came looking for you. Unfortunately, we were caught.”

      Adam looked at the rest of the group as they exited the car and walked up to him. Adam gave a cursory shake of his hand to Riyad, eyed the two unknown men and then shook hands with Trimen.

      “I really wish you hadn’t done this. It was foolish, and now I feel like shit because you did this for me. FYI…there’s no getting out of here. These bastards are always one step ahead of us. They’re better at playing these games than we are.” He looked at the smiling face of Daric, still sitting in the car. “Did he tell you what’s going to happen day after tomorrow?”

      “You and he are going to fight…I assume,” Riyad said. Adam’s sour mood was contagious, and Riyad had caught it.

      “That’s right…and to the death.”

      “You can take him!” Sherri exclaimed. Her eyes were filled with tears.

      “Even if I do, they’ll just schedule another fight, and then another. The system’s rigged, and now you’re all part of it too.”

      “Forgive me Adam Cain,” Daric interrupted, “but I will be leaving now so your reunion can continue. The Formilian can stay here. He can find his own way to what’s left of his species’ encampment.”

      “Yeah, whatever,” Adam grunted. Everyone watched the car leave, before retreating into the shelter. They placed a door made of fronds and sticks across the opening. Two benches for seating had been fashioned from wood planks resting on rocks gathered from the compound, while strategically placed sticks separated the thatch roof to let in moon light, casting everyone in a pale, ghostly sheen.

      “What the hell, Adam?” Sherri whispered. “Did they break your spirit in here or is this just some kind of act you’re putting on.”

      “It’s not an act. Two days ago we tried to escape. Eighteen of us met up at the far end of the compound, under the cover of the jungle. Six of us made it over the wall before Daric sent his goons against us. They were waiting there and killed everyone except the Humans and Juireans, even those that hadn’t climbed the wall. It seems we were spared because of our precious immunity points.” He looked at Trimen. “They killed four of the six Formilians in the camp. We were under surveillance all along, expecting us to try something like that. These bastards can anticipate our moves, even before we think of them. It’s what they do. Everything is strategically and tactically planned.”

      The shelter was silent for several seconds as the newcomers digested the depressing news. Sherri glared at Adam in the dim light. “You say they can predict everything? Well prepare yourself.. This is something these rat-bastards couldn’t have predicted.” She stood up straight and looked at the two Humans Adam had never seen before. “I’d like to introduce you to George Washington and Damien Jones.”

      Adam’s face was cast in shadow from the light filtering in through the roof, so Sherri couldn’t see his expression when the two Humans morphed into their true selves. A moment later his eyes lit up, the whites reflecting the moonlit.

      Adam’s three ragged companions gasped, overcome by the impossible scene they’d just witnessed. Morphing aliens may be commonplace for Adam Cain, but not these three.

      “What the….” Billy Kring’s voice tailed off. Even in the dim light, he could make out a gray-skinned creature just under five-feet tall, sitting next to a seven-foot-tall alien female with pale yellow skin and blond hair.

      “I…I’m in shock,” Pierre stammered. “I have heard of some weird things in the galaxy but I’ve never seen anything I couldn’t explain. Until now.”

      “It’s not impossible,” Adam growled. His glowing eyes were focused on the taller creature. “Why the hell did you bring her here?”

      “Who is she?” Manny Brown asked.

      “She’s the insane mutant creation of an equally insane mutant. Manny, meet J’nae, the Queen of the Sol-Kor.”

      The three men jumped to their feet, stumbling over the makeshift seats to get as far from J’nae as they could in the small enclosure.

      “Former queen,” Panur corrected. “Trust me Adam Cain, she is not as she was before. I have had time to work with her. She is now on our side.”

      It was Adam’s turn to rise to his feet, yet he did so slowly, methodically, every muscle in his body taunt and ready to spring. “We don’t have a side, not with that thing.”

      Sherri placed a calming hand on Adam’s shoulder. “They’re here to help. Give them a chance.”

      “They’re not here to help us. They’re here for Lila.”

      “Lila is here?” Trimen spoke for the first time.

      “No, but they came looking for her, not me. And they could give a shit about the rest of you. Mutants stick together, don’t they?”

      Panur had worn a thin smile on his face until this point. Now his smooth features hardened. “Apparently not all mutants, Adam; Lila chose mortals over her own kind.”

      “All three of her kind?”

      “That matters not. She was among equals when she was with me…and J’nae. But she is…different. She is more of a hybrid than anything else. She has the powers of a mutant yet the sensibilities of a mortal.”

      “Well shame on her for actually having compassion and feelings.”

      “Please, Adam, we have come to help. You have information on where the Aris took Lila. In exchange for that information, we will help your galaxy against the Nuorean threat.”

      “How can you do that?” Pierre asked.

      “Well first of all, I can get us out of here and safely back into space.”

      “How?” Billy asked.

      The smile returned to the mutant’s face. “I have a plan.”
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      Two days later a contingent of Nuoreans came into the compound and removed all the Humans. Trimen had remained with them, and so he was taken as well, the aliens having orders to bring all in the shelter to the Grand Arena.

      There was an incredible number of Nuoreans on the streets of the growing settlement, consisting of occupants of the tent-city, along with crewmembers of the fleet not on duty and given leave to attend the inaugural matches beginning this day.

      The transport entered the huge structure and proceeded into a large underground parking area. To the left were a series of wide corridors, filled with aliens of several species being herded away by Nuorean guards. Adam and his crew were directed to a corridor on the right, apparently the VIP holding cells. And that’s what they found—cells, and a lot of them. They were segregated by thick iron bars with seating along the edges for the warriors awaiting their turn in the Arena.

      They passed the holding cell for the Juireans. Overlord Safnos was at the bars, watching them pass. “Good luck…my friend,” he said to Adam. It had to be hard for him to call a Human friend, but he had helped Adam plan their ill-fated escape attempt. Tragedy built bonds, even between mortal enemies.

      The Humans were placed in a cell larger than most and very close to the ramp leading to the playing field above. It even had a bank of video monitors on the wall, alive with scenes of the individual playing fields in the complex.

      Daric arrived a few minutes later.

      He studied Trimen for a moment. “The Formilian is with you? I have no match scheduled for his race this day.” He made an alien shrug. “Perhaps I will pair him with a lesser species. Two against one senior Nuorean would be entertaining, and a bonus to the player.”

      He shifted his attention to the Humans—including the two standing at the back named George Washington and Damien Jones.

      His golden eyes bore into Adam. “At one time I had considered facing you as a member of a team. Yet after observing you for several days, I have amended that thought. I will meet you in a single challenge. I have seen you fight as you defended your encampment and fought with my guards during your predictable escape attempt.” He looked at Billy. “I have also witnessed Humans in full combat mode, against a lesser opponent, yet still enough to know your capabilities. I am not concerned. You will be a worthy opponent, yet you will not prevail. Even now I see that your spirit is broken, your will for fighting, gone.”

      He moved to the open door of the cell and looked out at the filtering light from outside. “I should let you know another two thousand Nuorean warships entered your galaxy yesterday, the beginning of a constant stream of players to counter your pointless moves against us. All ships, old and new, are currently linked to the events soon to take place here, and recordings will be sent back to Nuor for the enjoyment of the masses. There will be eighty challenges today across the twenty fields we’ve created inside the Grand Arena—the first of many to be constructed.” He looked at the other Humans. “This will include contests with all your fellow Humans, except the female. I still have not decided what to do with her. She is too old for reliable procreation—and there will be many others for that chore. Yet I have found in the archives that she is considered an accomplished player in your society, so I may place her against a lower male of my species. I am in constant need of variety to keep the games interesting.”

      Sherri stepped forward. “How about you and I go at it right now? I assure you, that would interesting, as I rip your guts out with my teeth.”

      The smile stretched wider on Daric’s face. “Perhaps I should. I may sanction such a challenge, just to teach you a short-lived lesson. I will find much satisfaction in shoving a ressnel down your obstinate throat.”

      “Bring it on, asshole.”

      Adam stepped between the two. “Relax, Sherri. After I’m done with him, we’ll be short one alien asshole for you to fight.”

      Daric literally danced away, clapping his hands in a very Human-like show of emotion. “I am thoroughly impressed with Human’s sense of importance and invulnerability. In the past, species such as yours have fallen the hardest, when they realized just how weak and ineffectual they were against the Nuor. And your downward spiral towards enlightenment begins soon. I must leave now. I have to dress for the occasion. Traditionally, the most challenging matches are scheduled last. Yet since this is the inaugural day for the first Grand Arena in the Kac, Adam Cain and I will lead off the festivities.”

      He stepped up to Adam, the smile gone from his face. He whispered: “And I assure you this event has been staged as well as all the others. The outcome is not in doubt, only the spectacle we will put on for my Nuorean brothers.”
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        * * *

      

      Daric and his entourage left, leaving the Humans and Trimen to their silent contemplations.

      New clothing was brought for them all consisting of thick pants and armless shirts colored black. The color would provide contrast against the light brown soil of the arena floor, giving spectators—here and on Nuor—a better viewing experience. All the outfits were the same.

      Adam turned to George Washington. “Okay, you’re on.”

      Within seconds, the nondescript Human male had transformed again, this time into an exact duplicate of Adam Cain. He stepped forward, the mirror images facing each other.

      “I will keep them entertained as J’nae helps the rest of you escape to the landing field.” He smiled. “Be sure to wait for me, if you please.”

      “Don’t take too long. This is going to cause quite the scene.”

      “I will be along.”

      Adam—the real Adam—moved to the rear of the cell and sat down, shielded by the others standing in front of him.

      Adam/Panur waited at the front of the cell, ready to step out the moment he was summoned. Sherri moved next to him as guards opened the door.

      “Thanks,” she said softly.

      Panur turned to her and smiled, a moment before taking her in his arms and delivering a passionate kiss on the lips. The thought of Panur kissing her would haunt her for years to come, but for now, all she could do was flutter her eyes and catch her breath. Like everything else, the mutant sure knew how to kiss.

      But now he was gone and the door locked once again. The aliens in the corridor outside moved away with their prisoner and into the light from the arena above. Sherri turned to Damien Jones.

      “Now it’s your turn.”
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      Adam/Panur stumbled out into the vast arena, temporarily blinded by the harsh light of mid-morning on the planet Ankaa. When able, he scanned the scene around him. He was at the base of a huge stadium, where thousands of seats climbed a hundred high in all four directions of the rectangular field. The seats were packed with roaring hordes of aliens, with thousands of others standing in aisles and along wide concourses at the top of the viewing sections. The sound was deafening as the crowd reacted to his entry.

      Next he surveyed the playing field. It wasn’t open and empty like the small arena in the holding compound. Instead, there were blocks the size of buses, along with low walls and undulating ground with low hills. All the structures appeared embedded in the ground, which consisted of fine tan-colored dirt devoid of any rocks—which could be used as additional weapons. All he would have would be what the aliens provided him.

      And for that, an attendant approached. He handed Adam a ressnel sword and a light-weight circular shield. No vanish net was provided, not for this contest.

      Then the attendant left, leaving Adam alone in the sunlight, appearing tiny and inconspicuous before the cheering crowd, in addition to the millions of others watching on video monitors on the planet and in space above.

      Now the crowd went absolutely crazy. The sound was unbelievable as Daric entered the arena. He was dressed in a golden outfit, with various plates of armor attached to his limbs and already carrying his sword and shield. It seemed out of place that the Nuorean would be afforded armor, yet Adam wasn’t. That hardly seemed fair.

      But Adam didn’t protest. It wouldn’t matter.

      Daric stepped next to his opponent. “Is this not wondrous, Adam Cain? Take in the energy of the crowd, feel their excitement and anticipation. Most challenges do not carry such an atmosphere. We have staged this one thusly as a reminder to the Nuor of days long past, when there were real immunity challenges against worthy opponents. The Kac has resurrected such feelings within my species. Bask in the moment, Adam Cain. With your death you will live forever in the history of the Nuor.”

      “That’s an oxymoron—just like you, dickhead,” Adam screamed to be heard over the din.

      Daric laughed. “I so hope all the Humans from Earth are like you. I may have Humans wired so the crowd may listen in on your amusing quips. Yes, I will do that for future challenges.”

      “You better place the order before we begin. You won’t have the opportunity afterwards.”

      “Enough!” Daric stepped away and raised his sword. “Let us get this over with; the crowd is ready.”

      A voice boomed through speakers and the crowd quieted to a hush almost immediately. “The Games of the Kac are about to begin,” said the announcer. “In this magnificent Grand Arena we begin a new era in the lifecycle of the Nuor, in a new galaxy, with new challenges and new victories.

      “As we start this series of level-one immunity challenges, we are witness to a once-in-a-lifetime event. Game-Master Daric (611) Kallen-Noc will meet the alien Adam Cain, the premier player in all the Kac, in an immunity challenge of historic proportions. Never before has a single being rated at the top of an entire galaxy. Yes, each species has their champion, but never a galaxy. So it is appropriate that our leader face his greatest challenge in the first official immunity contest held in the Kac. It will not be easy for Game-Master Daric; he will be meeting the best the Kac can offer. Yet he is a Nuorean!” The crowd went wild. “Now the best of the Kac will face one of our greatest players. Let the players take their places.”

      A Nuorean referee now stood between the two players. He held his arms out to his side, pointing at Daric and Adam. He dropped his arms.

      “Begin!”
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        * * *

      

      The prisoners watched the grandiose introduction on the video monitor in the cell. When the referee dropped his arms, they knew every eye would be glued the contest taking place in the center of the building.

      J’nae reverted back to her true form, taking a deep breath of relief as she did, before stepping to the door of the cell. To the amazement of Pierre, Manny and Billy, she grasped the bars and pulled, breaking the locking mechanism with ridiculous ease. Without hesitation, the prisoners exited the cell and went left, away from the ramp leading to the playing field.

      They rushed past cells with terrified aliens pleading: “Help us…please!”

      “We are, in a way,” J’nae replied. But still she ran.

      “Adam Cain!”

      Adam stopped at the cell where his name had been called. It was the Juirean cell.

      “Wait,” he called after the rest. He placed his hands on the bars.

      “I see you on the monitor—yet here you stand. I do not understand,” said the Overlord Safnos.

      “It would take too long to explain.”

      “Take us with you, it will mean much to my people. And at this important juncture in your escape effort, you could use all the help you can get.”

      J’nae was at his side, staring down at the much-shorter Human with intense, yellow eyes. “We do not have time for this, Cain.”

      “He’s right. The Juireans can fight—”

      “It is not our intent to fight, only escape.”

      “You said you want to help us against the Nuor. Freeing the Juireans is part of that effort.”

      The tall mutant pursed her lips, then she gripped the bars on the door to the cell and pulled. Pieces of the broken lock clattered to the floor. She glared at the Juirean. “Come then, but do not interfere with the plan—more than you already have.”

      Four Juireans ran from the cell and took up the rear guard behind the six Humans, Trimen and J’nae. After a few more yards, they discovered not all the Nuoreans were distracted by the battle taking place outside. Three green-uniformed aliens appeared from a side corridor, energy weapons already aimed at the lead escapee.

      Adam saw J’nae hesitate for a moment, turning to face the alien squad with a thin smile. A plasma bolt struck her on the chest and spread out, moments before being absorbed into her skin. There was a flash of radiance from her body and an intake of air into her lungs.

      “Thank you,” she said to the stunned Nuoreans. “I needed that.”

      But then she was among them in the blink of an eye, tearing the hapless aliens apart with her bare hands, spraying blood on the surrounding walls and puddling at J’nae’s feet. Sherri and Riyad were the first to react. They rushed into bloody mess and recovered the weapons from the three dismembered Nuoreans.

      “Now look who’s holding us up?” Adam said. “Are you done playing around?”

      “Maintaining the transformation takes energy. I needed the boost.”

      “Good…now let’s go!”

      Adam took the extra flash weapon even as J’nae admonished them against using them. She would neutralize any future hostiles without the need for the attention-grabbing energy weapons.

      They entered the underground parking structure moments later and found it unoccupied. J’nae chose a covered vehicle large enough to carry all twelve of the escapees and pulled open the door. It wasn’t locked, and the force she applied separated the panel from the frame, leaving her holding it in awkward silence.

      They moved to a second vehicle with the same design. This time J’nae simply opened the door using the latch. “You control the transport,” she said to Adam. “I will maintain surveillance.”

      Everyone piled in. Although Adam appreciated the opportunity to drive—it was a guy thing—he had never driven a Nuorean car before. He scanned the controls. There was no steering wheel or control stick, just two peddles on the floor. When the car didn’t immediate surge forward, J’nae looked at him with disgust.

      “Did you not observe on the way from the holding compound? Acceleration slides are on the door panel, along with forward and reverse selectors. The pedals steer the transport.”

      Adam found the speed bar and pressed a nob forward. The car lurched forward. He began to work the pedals, bouncing off several vehicles before he got the feel. After that it was fairly simple—until their path was blocked by a huge armored truck with flash cannon sticking out from three side ports and aimed directly at them.

      Adam slid the speed control forward even more, while pressing hard on the left pedal. The car began to spin in place. A bright flash erupted from the truck, taking out the back right section of their vehicle. Fortunately, no one was hurt.

      As the car spun, the front passenger door flew open and J’nae jumped out, in perfect time to send her racing to the armor truck. She grabbed the handle to the driver’s side door and pulled, this time fully intending to rip it from the hinges. She did, and a heartbeat later was inside the heavy black vehicle.

      Adam pulled back on the speed controls and countered the spin with a press of the right side pedal. The car slowed, but was sent crashing into the left side of the exit portal

      More flashes erupted from the Nuorean truck but came from inside. A moment later the back door flew open and a lightly glowing J’nae stepped out. Her clothing was smoldering, peeling off mutant skin in small patches of ember that floated away in the light breeze. Soon she was naked, her skin a radiant white.

      Even from this distance, Adam felt the heat coming off her skin. “Was that the smartest thing to do?” he yelled at her for a safe distance. “Now no one will want to sit next to you on the way to the spaceport.”

      “Get in,” she commanded. “I will meet you there. You do know the way, do you not?”

      Adam smirked. “That I did pay attention to.”

      J’nae ran off, a white blur dodging between parked vehicles, heavy equipment and even a few startled Nuoreans, mouths agape at the ghostly apparition they thought they just saw.

      Adam hustled everyone into the open back of the armored truck. They had to stack dead Nuoreans against one side so they could all fit, not wanting to leave a pile of dead aliens at the entrance to the Grand Arena. Adam slipped into the driver’s seat, Sherri at his side.

      She smiled. “I wonder how Adam’s doing?”
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        * * *

      

      The players separated even more when the referee dropped his arms, each in combat stance. Daric wore a silly grin, while Adam looked nervous, unsure.

      The Nuorean struck first, making a swift move to his left, slapping at Adam’s shield. The crowd roared as the clap reached their ears. But Daric wasn’t done. He twirled in place, almost in a blur, and brought the blade in low and intentionally just out of range of Adam’s legs.

      Adam stepped back and caught his heel in the dirt. He stumbled, lost his balance, and fell on his ass. Daric lowered his sword and shield and shook his head.

      “I would expect more from you. Please, gain your composure. I know you to be more coordinated than this.”

      Embarrassed, Adam got to his feet, bushed himself off, and resumed the combat stance. This time when Daric attacked, the alien came in closer, sweeping his blade first left then right. Adam countered each strike with the ringing of metal on metal. The clamor of the crowd was incredible as the aliens got the sense the fight was finally underway.

      Adam circled the Nuorean, his sword held out in front of him for balance and to measure distance. Then the Human attacked, whipping his blade from right to left. Daric didn’t retreat. Instead he deftly blocked the sword with his shield and stabbed with his own. Adam slipped away, managing to avoid the razor-sharp edge by inches.

      Daric stepped forward again with three quick steps. Adam responded by backing up, until he lost his balance again, this time on the decline of a small valley in the arena. He rolled on his back, over his head and back to his feet.

      Although the valley was only four feet deep, Daric stood on the precipice looking down. Then he stepped back, braced his foot in the dirt and propelled himself over the small depression, performing a summersault while swiping at Adam’s head as he flew over.

      He landed on the other side in perfect balance and twirled his sword in his wrist with showman-like flair.

      Adam was up and out of the depression a moment later, sprinting for one of the half-walls embedded in the ground. He ran to the other side and stopped, facing the slowly approaching Nuorean warrior.

      “Yes, now you are getting into the challenge—and the show. Let us prolong this for the enjoyment of the crowd.”

      As Daric rounded the partition, Adam shifted to the other side. This went on three more times until Daric stopped and glared at his Human opponent.

      “Please stop playing games!”

      “I thought that’s what we’re supposed to do, play games.”

      Daric squared his jaw, the smile gone from his face. He leapt, landing on top of the six-inch thick wall, swinging across it with this deadly sword. The blade struck Adam’s shield at an angle, causing him to spin to his right. Then the alien’s sword was coming back around, having made a complete circle in the air above Adam’s head. Adam ducked, but the tip caught the flesh along the back of his neck. Daric saw the flesh slice open and cried out with a primal roar. He jumped off the wall, forcing Adam to retreat, rushing for the cover of one of the large square blocks decorating the grounds.

      As he ran, Adam looked over his shoulder at the Nuorean. Daric had stopped and was staring with a curious frown at the back of Adam’s neck. There was no blood from the wound. Indeed, there was no wound.

      Now it was Adam’s turn to show off his gymnastic abilities. In the light gravity, he jumped and reached the top of the ten-foot-high cube with his elbows hooked onto the edge. Then he rolled on top and stood, sword at the ready, shield to his side.

      Daric was below him. “Superb move, utilizing natural advantage within the local environment, knowing I am operating within my native gravity.” He stepped back. “Yet what you do not realize is the natural leaping ability of the Nuor.”

      A moment later, Daric had matched Adam jumped to the top of the block, only with more finesse. He reached the top on his feet and already in full stride to attack the Human while Adam was still in awe of the leap.

      Adam ran off, hopping from one block to another, each separated by twenty feet or more. In the light gravity, it wasn’t that difficult for the Human…or the Nuorean. Daric chased him until there were no more blocks in the chain forcing Adam to drop to the dusty ground below.

      Just as his feet met the surface, a heavy weight fell on his back. The glimmer of a shiny metal sword swinging around from his right made Adam spin to his left. The alien on his back managed to hold on, a strong arm around his neck and the razor-sharp edge of the blade now closer to his throat.

      Adam managed to position his own sword between his body and the threatening shaft of metal only inches away. The blades met. With all his strength, Adam fought to keep the edge from making contact.

      Then he felt hot breath on the side of his face.

      “Are you feeling it yet, Human?” Daric whispered in his ear. Adam shifted his head to the right with the eyes of the combatants only inches apart. “The grip of your sword, I added a special chemical to it. Very slow acting. But the edge of my ressnel was coated with a stronger version. Although I believe I have already broken your skin, I will now let the chemical course through your body as we continue this dance for the enjoyment of my people. As I said, all has been staged.”

      The alien fell off his back and stepped away. Both Adam and Daric were now without shields, having discarded them as they jumped from the cubes. But now the sword in Adam’s hand was becoming heavy, heavier than before. Daric swung his blade, slower this time, allowing Adam to counter the strike. Then came another and another, until Adam fell back against one of the huge, solid stone blocks. He countered two more swipes of Daric’s blade, each time his arm dropping lower from the impact. His energy was going; it wouldn’t be long now.

      Daric feinted with a sweep of this sword, but instead changed direction and jabbed the blade into Adam’s side. The Human jumped away, stumbling toward the half-wall partition. Daric struck again, this time lashing out at Adam’s back as he ran, cutting through the black fabric of his fighting uniform. Adam rolled along the wall, leaning over the top, using it to keep himself upright.

      Growing frustrated that his opponent hadn’t collapsed by now, Daric sent another straight jab across Adam’s side, opening yet another wide slice in the sleeveless uniform. The Nuorean was confused. The upper garment was now cut in several places, barely able to stay in place…yet there was no blood or open wounds.

      “I know I have cut you several times!” the alien growled.

      “Did you not read…Humans seldom bleed? Only when we want to.”

      Adam pushed away from the wall and stood up straight, facing the alien. Daric bared his teeth and came at the Human with his sword at full force and speed. Adam didn’t move from his spot. Instead he used effortless moves of his blade to efficiently counter each from the Nuorean.

      Switching position, Daric struck from a one-eighty-degree radius, moving with skill and agility. Adam simply shifted his footing and met each strike with an efficient matching of shiny metal. After this had gone on long enough, Adam swatted away the alien’s blade and stepped forward, chest-slamming Daric to the ground.

      He stood back, watching the panicky alien crawl backwards in the soft dirt. Then planting the tip of his sword in the ground, Adam stepped toward the fallen alien unarmed.

      Daric swung widely with his blade; Adam avoiding the sword with lightning quick moves to either his left or right, yet always just outside the reach of the tip. Growing bored of this, Adam turned from the alien and walked back to his own sword, still in the ground and wobbling from side to side.

      The Nuorean scrambled to his feet and looked around the field for any assistance. He spotted his shield lying twenty feet away. He raced for it. Adam didn’t stop him.

      Now with a full arsenal, Daric squared up against the Human once again. He was dirty, yet uninjured.

      Adam scanned the sky and the placement of the sun, as if measuring time. The challenge had gone on long enough. It was time to end this.

      It was faster than anyone could move, yet Adam was now standing before the alien, lashing out his sword before Daric could react. A deep gash opened in Daric’s sword arm, having sliced through the thin silver armor as if it wasn’t there. Next Adam’s blade contacted the alien’s metal shield, splitting it in half with a powerful downward stroke. Now without a shield, Daric grabbed at his bleeding arm with his free hand and backed away. He was not only injured, but in shock as to the sudden turn of events in the Grand Arena.

      “This should not be happening. You should have no control of your appendages by now.”

      “You mean like this?” Adam struck again, slicing through both armor and flesh of the alien’s muscular left forearm. With both arms bleeding and weakened, Daric staggered back.

      There was a hushed silence within the stadium.

      Next came a flash of metal in the morning sun of Ankaa, and a moment later a large ‘X’ appeared on Daric’s chest. Torrents of blood rapidly soaked the golden fabric of his best fighting uniform. He wobbled where he stood, a blank expression on his face and within his vacant eyes.

      Without realizing it, the Nuorean’s sword hand fell from his wrist, having been severed by a swing of Adam’s sword too fast to be seen with the naked eye. Daric sank to his knees as Adam knelt, wrapping his free arm around the alien to keep him from toppling over.

      Then Adam leaned in close until Daric’s golden eyes focused on him. Panur’s face reverted to its true self. The eyes of the alien grew wide and his mouth opened to form a question.

      “My friend, there are things in this galaxy you cannot comprehend,” the mutant whispered. “Your race will not survive what you have started here today.”

      When Panur stood, he was Adam Cain once more. He turned to the stunned crowd as a universal gasp hung in the air.

      “I am Adam Cain…Human! You have come to the Kac Galaxy seeking combat challenges to advance your civilization. Instead…you have found your downfall. You will all die, here and in your own galaxy, just as will this pitiful creature you profess to be your champion. He is nothing compared to Humans, and to so many other races within the Milky Way Galaxy! You have no idea what you have brought upon yourselves. Now I will show you.”

      Adam/Panur turned toward Daric. He was still on his knees, wobbling, about to keel over. With a blur of his ressnel sword, Adam separated Daric’s head from his shoulders. As the head toppled to the dirt, Adam finished up by bringing the blade straight down through the body, splitting it half and exposing the inner organs of the alien for all to see.

      In a final show of disrespect, Adam lifted Daric’s bloody head, looked once more into the vacant dead eyes, and then threw it over a hundred yards into the stands, evoking an eruption of gasps from the stunned audience.

      Over fifty Nuorean guards came rushing the field, flash weapons aimed at the rampaging alien. Still sporting the image of Adam Cain, Panur raced into the mass of aliens. Flash weapons erupted, but none of the bolts struck him. Instead, Adam’s ressnel sword—the preferred weapon of the Nuorean games—sliced through twenty or more of the aliens before they fell back.

      In a blur, Adam/Panur was at the sloping exit ramp from the arena, racing past where the real Adam Cain had been held. To his delight, the cell was empty.

      Morphing into his true form—only a taller version to better cope with the long pant legs of his uniform—Panur flew past cells with stunned occupants, who moments before had watched the horrific scene play out on video screens. Many recognized the uniform, but not the face of the alien that rushed past. Even then, some cheered him on.

      He came upon the spot where J’nae had killed the first three guards. A half dozen more were on the scene, cleaning up and investigating. Although they knew from the reaction of the audience that something unexpected had happened in the arena, they lacked detail. They watched Panur rush by, later to testify that the grey-skinned alien had a wide grin on his non-Human face.
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        * * *

      

      Adam drove the huge black truck onto the dirt of the landing field, dazed and confused. The spaceport was a lot larger than when he arrived only nine days before, with additional land cleared to accommodate the rapidly building Nuorean fleet. He had no idea where he was going, which was obvious to the guards at the gate and others on the field. They waved for him to stop or change direction. This continued until he raced past them and they could see into the driver’s compartment. An alien was in control and dressed in the uniform of a challenge combatant.

      More vehicles soon took up the chase through the spaceport, including two of the armored trucks like he was driving. He had no idea where J’nae was, or if she was even at the spaceport. He’d been expecting her to have already secured a starship…but which one? There were over a hundred scattered over the dusty field.

      To your right, the large vessel with the double set of viewports in the front. The voice echoed in his mind, undoubtedly through his ATD.

      Is that you, J’nae?

      Who else would it be? Hurry.

      If she could access his ATD, he wondered if she could also read his mind?

      I cannot read your mind.

      Adam steered the truck toward the indicated starship. If not, then how—

      A very educated guess as to what you were thinking. Now hurry, Panur will be here shortly.

      Adam pulled back on the speed dial, and with an extra push, the brakes locked up. The truck skidded to a halt next to the large spacecraft. J’nae was at the access hatch, still glowing white but not quite as much.

      The back door of the truck burst open and everyone ran out, turning toward the starship. J’nae stepped aside to let them enter, that was until everyone was screaming at her about the heat. Reluctantly, she stepped outside, giving them a wider berth.

      Sherri rushed past, as close as she could. “Jesus lady, put on some clothes.”

      “I cannot until I cool.”

      “Then morph into something without so much…detail.”

      A moment later, a seven-tall Sasquatch-looking thing stood at the side of the ship, still white-hot but now covered in matching glowing fur.

      Riyad was in the pilot’s seat, scanning the controls. It was one thing to escape on the fly; another having to pilot a craft whose controls you’ve never laid eyes on in your life.

      “Damn!” he called out, at a loss to decipher what he was looking at. Adam and Sherri joined him a moment later. This was different than the controls of the small surface lander Adam had stolen from Formil.

      It was a circular wheel—and that was it. No markings and no buttons or switches on a console. There was a monitor embedded in a panel in front of them, yet it was also devoid of side buttons or writing.

      “What do I do?”

      Trimen stuck his head over Sherri’s shoulder. She gasped when she noticed it was the Formilian.

      Adam noticed her reaction and grimaced. He had just survived nine days in the clutches of galactic invaders, then led the heroic effort to set them all free—and yet it was still the animal masculinity of the alien that turned her on. He wondered why he even bothered.

      “Take the wheel in your hands,” said the handsome alien. “I suspect you should feel finger holds underneath. These are the controls you seek. As to the function of each, I would have no idea except through experimentation.”

      “Why have the generators not activated?” J’nae’s voice boomed from the entrance to the bridge. The transformation into the huge hairy beast had dissipated much of her excess energy, bringing her body temperature back down to normal.

      “I don’t know how to fly this thing!” Riyad yelled back. “Do you know how?”

      The Juirean Overlord, who was also on the bridge, cleared a path for the huge mutant. She leaned over a console along the starboard side bulkhead and ran her hand over the blank top. A screen came to life at her touch. She fingered the panel and a data stream appeared on a screen above the console. The images and writing scrolled by in a blur.

      “I have to learn the Nuorean language first. It will only take a second—there. Now I will access the flight control instructions.” More data flew past. Without warning, she turned from the console and came to the pilot seat. “Move, I will do it.”

      With enthusiasm, Riyad obeyed, then he joined the others at the back of the bridge. The generators began to wind up with a soothing vibration. They were getting somewhere.

      “Someone’s coming!” Manny Brown yelled outside the bridge. “It looks like that gray thing. Manure, or something like that.”

      The three Humans on the bridge looked at each other…and burst out laughing. “I’ll have to use that,” Sherri said.

      Adam regained his composure. “J’nae, can we track the opposition outside. They’re not going to let us lift off without a fight.”

      “Before acquiring this vessel, I disabled the spaceport’s automatic defense system, which could also be used to fire upon a departing ship, as well as incoming threats.  Also, I have just now disconnected the remote access controls for the ship. All Nuorean craft are equipped with the means to be remotely controlled from a mothership.”

      “That’s how they cut the power to the ship I stole from Formil.”

      “That would have been possible. It will not work on this ship any longer. Look…Panur.” J’nae pointed at the screen and the oddly-shaped gray mutant shown racing across the field…with no less than six vehicles straining to keep up. He was still dressed in the battle uniform, which Adam noticed fit remarkably well, considering that Panur was normally only four-and-a-half feet tall.

      As they watched the screens, four armor trucks pulled up in front of the spaceship, having arrived from a different direction.

      “They’re attempting to block our departure,” said the Juirean Overlord.

      “True, except that we intend to depart upwards, not forward,” said a snarky Trimen O’lac.

      “They’ll undoubtedly have units waiting for us in space,” Adam noted. “Where’s weapons control?”

      J’nae pointed to her right. “The two banks along the right bulkhead. Swipe the consoles to activate the control panels. I will give guidance when the time comes.”

      The three Humans raced for the consoles and the two built-in chairs in front of them. Adam got there first, while Sherri and Riyad wrestled for the other chair. The limber female managed to wiggle her shapely behind into the seat before her competition. Riyad grunted and walked away, sulking. “I guess I’ll run the nav station.”

      “I have navigation under my control,” J’nae announced.

      “Okay…then communications?”

      “There will be little need for that,” the mutant pointed out.

      Riyad fell back against the rear bulkhead. “I guess that leaves me running the mess hall. Anyone hungry?”

      Panur rushed onto the bridge. “All secure, J’nae. Let’s go.” he said. He wasn’t winded, sweating or injured. He was just Panur, only a taller version of him. That changed when he morphed back to his normal size, leaving eight inches of pant legs bunched up on the deck at his feet. He bent down and tore at the excess fabric halfway up his legs, leaving enough to cover the gray, spindly appendages.

      The ship began to move, riding a cloud of white smoke above the landing field.

      “Make a sweep over the spaceport and the arena using a shallow gravity-well,” Panur ordered.

      J’nae moved her hands around the wheel, stopping momentarily to press hidden buttons on the underside of the controller. The ship was about a thousand feet off the ground and taking flash cannon bolts from the armored trucks below. No fire came from the more-powerful planetside defenses set up around the landing field, thanks to J’nae preliminary actions.

      When the mutant activated a gravity-well this close to the surface, weird things began to happen. The heavy trucks firing at them became airborne, only to fall away a moment later as J’nae changed course, taking a slow track over the field and toward the huge building visible in the distance. Some of the smaller ships in the field also lifted off the surface, only to fall back and explode upon impact. Larger vessels didn’t break contact with the surface, yet many did tip over or slide into neighboring ships, resulting in more damage.

      Their stolen vessel picked up speed and was soon above the recently-completely Grand Arena. J’nae took a leisurely loop of the complex, causing huge sections of the superstructure to peel off and swirl into the air like in a tornado. A moment later, the entire upper half of the building was gone, with the rest being rained on by huge chunks of stone and metal, along with thousands of alien bodies.

      Adam’s stomach turned, thinking about the prisoners who had been waiting in the cells below. There was a chance some would survive the bombardment, yet many wouldn’t. He gained some solace knowing that the destruction of the Grand Arena would delay further challenge matches until it could be rebuilt, affording those in the holding compound a few more weeks of life before the games began anew.

      To his surprise, J’nae steered the ship toward the compound, five miles away. She didn’t fly directly over, rather just along the periphery, demolishing the boundary wall and sending panicking guards scrambling for cover. On a close-in view screen, Adam could see hundreds of ant-like creatures swarming over the other individual dots as the gravity influence subsided, igniting a riot and rush for freedom far below.

      The Nuorean ship then turned tip-up and headed for the stars.

      Adam looked over at J’nae. She didn’t have to help the prisoners, but she did it out of concern for their welfare. Maybe—just maybe—she did have a little compassion hiding deep in that evil soul of hers.

      “You’re welcome,” the mutant said without turning.

      Damn! She can read my mind!
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      There were hundreds of ships in orbit around the planet. Most had been alerted to the escaping starship but they didn’t seem too concerned, even in spite of the damage caused on the surface. One of the three-mile-long motherships was maneuvering for an intercept. In moments the electrical kill-switch would be activated and the comparatively tiny craft would be dead in the water, ready for recovery.

      “Will the weapons hold their charges with the power off?” Adam asked the mutants unexpectedly. J’nae had read all the specs, so she knew every nuance of the ship.

      “There are capacitors to store accumulated energy,” she replied. “They will retain their charges for up to eight hours before degradation.”

      “Good, I have an idea.”

      Five minutes later the impulse came through that would shut off all electrical power in the stolen ship. J’nae had already deactivated the switch, but when the signal was detected, she shut all the systems down manually. Two smaller ships emerged from the mothership, setting a course for their helpless vessel. Magnetic grapples latched on, and the ship was towed to the aft end of the battle-carrier.

      Adam and Sherri sat ready at weapons control.

      No shields were raised on either the tow-vessels or the huge carrier since the captive ship was without power for any of its systems. The lead ships entered the huge hangar and released the grapples. Internal magnetic lines would place the recovered ship within the bay.

      With a brilliant flash, a barrage of powerful plasma bolts flared out from the smaller ship, aimed directly at the soft inner skin of the mothership. The bolts penetrated deep into the belly of the craft, igniting a series of massive explosions that rippled forward within the long hull. More bolts were released—a total of thirty in all—before J’nae fired up the Nuorean ship and sent it screaming from the landing bay, and just ahead of a massive wave of escaping gas and other debris blown out the back.

      As they watched the image of the huge ship on the bridge screens,  more breaks appeared in the shiny metal hull, spewing out brief flares of gas that were quickly extinguished in the vacuum of space. But the explosive force remained. The snake-like ripples reached the midpoint along the ship’s length, where a critical mass was reached. The behemoth split in two, with each half exploding almost in unison.

      Those aboard the commandeered Nuorean ship gasped when the mothership blew up, the results far better than anyone expected. They were just looking to disable the ship and cause a little havoc along the way. Now it was splash one three-mile-long Nuorean battle-carrier. There were five more carriers in the original fleet, plus an unknown number in the two thousand reinforcements the late Daric (611) had mentioned. Even with that, it was a good start….

      The huge explosion—along with the inability of the smaller Nuorean ship to respond to the kill order—gave J’nae the opportunity to enter a deep gravity-well and bolt out of the cluster. But she didn’t steer inward, toward the heart of the galaxy. Instead she sent the craft farther out along the Radis Spur.

      Adam was too wrapped up in the celebration taking place on the bridge to notice the course direction. They were free, and they’d made quite the exit before leaving. And it was all thanks to Sherri, Riyad and Trimen—as well as the two mutants.

      Panur made for a comical figure, dressed in a shredded and oversized wife-beater shirt and baggy cut-offs, both accentuating his slight build and light gray skin. Adam knew it was an illusion. Even without transforming into some powerful and deadly beast, the mutant was unstoppable, in spite of his diminutive build.

      So was J’nae. She had reverted to her true form and was sitting at the main controls naked as the day Panur created her, displaying all the features that made her a female. Sure, she was an alien, but it still made the Humans on the bridge uncomfortable.

      Sherri rummaged around the back compartments of the ship until she located a medical gown in the small sickbay that was blousy enough to cover most of the alien’s seven-foot stature. J’nae took the garment without too much grumbling, knowing it would keep her from having to maintain an energy-sapping transformation into a more modestly-covered creature.

      Adam began a short speech. All twelve passengers were on the bridge, a room designed to hold maybe six at tops. The smell was beyond tolerance, but he had something to say. “We—all of us—want to thank you for getting us out of that hellhole. I was at my wit’s end. We were going to die there, I was sure.” He looked at Panur and nodded. “There was a chance I could have taken Daric, but after that, who knows?”

      “It would not have been possible, my friend,” Panur said. “Your sword was poisoned, as was the Nuorean’s blade. You would have succumbed, appearing at first to grow weary from the Nuorean’s relentless attack, after which he would have struck you down with much fanfare and ceremony.  Adam Cain, you were destined to die this day in the arena.”

      Adam smiled. “Well screw destiny…and screw Daric. He couldn’t even face me man-to-…alien without rigging the game. Thanks again.”

      The Juireans and Adam’s three prisoner friends now offered their gratitude as well, before most of them sought better air in other parts of the ship. J’nae remained at the controls, as Panur pulled Adam aside, with Sherri, Riyad and Trimen tagging along uninvited.

      Adam knew what was coming.

      “Now my friend, you have already surmised my true intent. Although I’m glad you’re safe, tell me where Lila was taken.”

      Adam needed the mutants if he was to have any chance of saving his daughter. It would be impossible otherwise. Hell, even with them, it may be impossible. The Aris had taken Lila without so much as batting an eye—and she was the most-powerful being in the galaxy—when not counting the Aris, of course. He would cooperate, even if it meant losing her at the end to Panur and his contention that she needed to be with her own kind.

      “I don’t know exactly. All I can tell you is what Zee told me.”

      “That’s fine; I’ll extrapolate from there,” said Panur.

      “According to Zee, the Aris are long-term thinkers, and I mean really long-term, like in the billions of years. With their world about to be destroyed, they sought another place where they could pass the time. It couldn’t be on a planet, because the parent star would continue to wander throughout the galaxy, taking them into regions where other beings might discover them. Planets are also subject to natural forces, with even the possibility of collisions with other objects. So according to Zee, they built an artificial world, one that they could control to maintain a somewhat stationary position, even as the galaxy changed around them.”

      Panur frowned. “I don’t understand their reasoning. They could travel to any world at will, avoiding contact, if that’s what they wanted. And even then, as they evolved, contact with other species would have been a cause for study and experimentation, if not complete dismissal. Unless….”

      Adam nodded. “They didn’t continue to evolve.”

      J’nae came over to where the small group was huddled. “They have not evolved over these past three billion years?” She appeared almost in a panic.

      “Will you stop reading my mind,” Adam pleaded.

      “I cannot read your mind; I told you that. Yet I can anticipate your thoughts—and I have exceptional hearing. Explain more about the Aris.”

      “There’s not much more. Zee said they began a lot of experiments way back when and they wanted to see them come to fruition. They thought that if they continued to evolve, they would lose interest in the results, making their efforts a waste of time and energy. So they found a way to suspend their evolution, at least until a trigger was reached. According to Zee, Lila was the trigger.”

      “But they could have achieved so much more,” J’nae protested.

      “Perhaps not,” Panur countered. “Once a civilization has survived for a million years, boredom is sure to set in. Things that once seemed important are not so much any longer. J’nae, you and I have only just begun our journey and already we are desperate for new stimulation, new challenges. Imagine what we will be like in a million years? There wouldn’t be much more to do except evolve. And into what, more cerebral beings who do nothing but think? We are creatures of action, of touch, feel and stimulation. Imagine life without such things.”

      “I would like to.”

      “You are still young, with so much life ahead of you. Use your mind to imagine being detached from all things you can now experience. It would be like…death.”

      J’nae’s eyes turned emotionless as she stared at Panur, ignoring the penetrating glare from Sherri. Death was what J’nae was seeking, according to what Sherri had told Adam. Perhaps an eternity of evolution would allow a being to achieve a type of living death, another plane of existence detached from this world by billions of years. The Aris had that opportunity, yet they chose not to take it.

      “I know now why the Aris chose the path they did,” Panur said softly. “They didn’t want to die.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You refer to death as we define it,” J’nae continued to protest. “The Aris definition could be different. Why would this existence even matter if we evolve beyond it?”

      Panur considered his creation for a moment, studying her face and her words. “Because, J’nae, we have no choice but to live within this existence. For us, evolution is not an option.”

      Adam was surprised by the statement. “You mean for you and J’nae…and Lila?”

      “Yes, my friend, that is exactly who I refer to. Mortal beings continue to evolve through the ages. It’s a process that cannot be stopped, unless you possess the intellect of the Aris. This force of nature—of existence—is what has brought us to this point in time.”

      “I did not evolve; I was created,” said J’nae with defiance, even anger.

      “You were created…to be immortal. Consider what immortally is: It is the continuation of a system without change, while evolution creates immortally through change.”

      “Damn, that’s heavy?” Sherri said, intrigued by the discussion.

      Panur continued. “An immortal being has no need for evolution. The system will continue without the need for life-sustaining modification. Mortal creatures require evolution to create more durable, stronger and intelligent individuals to guarantee the system’s overall survival. Evolution is nature’s answer to immortality. It allows for the continuation of the system, while sacrificing the individual. What would an immortal creature be who continues to evolve? At that point, evolution becomes like a cancer, allowing the immortal to evolve into something else, possibly negating the immortality. J’nae, you and I do not need to evolve. As individuals, we have already achieved the objective of all life in the universe, a self-sustaining system for all eternity.”

      “So for all the advancement of the Aris, they are not immortal?” Trimen asked.

      “Exactly,” Panur said. “They’re still mortal beings who must evolve to ever-higher levels to assure survival of the system. It may appear as though they’ve achieved immortality, but that’s only an illusion. They could have developed incredibly long life-spans, long enough to where even evolution might play a part in their demise, but it would not be true immortality, not like we have achieved.” He turned sad eyes on J’nae.

      “So in a billion years—”

      “We will be exactly as we are today.”

      At that moment, Adam sincerely hoped J’nae couldn’t read his mind, because he just came to a startling revelation. A person who could live forever without changing— without ever moving on to bigger and better things—would eventually go insane, and maybe sooner rather than later.
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        * * *

      

      Panur smiled. “Let us move beyond all these philosophical musings and get on to the matter at hand. Where is this artificial world built by the Aris?”

      “Zee said it was in the same area of space as their homeworld—or where it had been three billion years ago.”

      “And where is that?”

      “He didn’t say.”

      There was a long moment of silence until broken by Trimen. “Then there is no hope of finding Lila,” the Formilian said. His tanned face was a shade or two darker, reflecting the anger and frustration he felt. “I thought we would learn and then begin a journey of rescue. What have we achieved for all our efforts and intellectual exercises?”

      “I’m sorry, Trimen. This is all I know. Remember, I want to find her as much as you do.”

      Adam caught notice of Panur’s intense, steady stare…at nothing.

      “What are you thinking about?” he asked the mutant.

      “The Aris home planet was destroyed three billions years ago,” Panur began. “In that time, the galaxy has continued to swirl and the stars migrate, yet we should be able to reverse time by following star tracks backwards and place them in their positions at the time the Aris star consumed the planet. Then we simply look for cosmic events that would destroy a system.”

      “Where do we begin looking?” Riyad asked. “I’m sure you and J’nae can backtrack the stars—probably in your heads—and then we’d have the galaxy as it looked three billion years ago. But I can imagine there would be a lot of supernovas occurring at any given time. Which one would be the Aris star?”

      “But the Aris star didn’t die as a supernova,” Panur countered. “For the Aris to evolve to the point where a civilization could exist for a million years, their planet had to be located in very a stable system, and not within one containing a massive star whose life would be measuring in millions of years, not billions. Contrary to your statement, Riyad, such supernova events are rare in the galaxy. The Aris star would have died in a much smaller event.”

      “And more common,” Sherri pointed out, “which would make the search even harder.”

      “Wait!” Adam exclaimed, catching everyone’s attention. “I have it.” It was so simple. He glanced at the anxious faces and smiled.

      “Any time, Adam, we’re waiting,” Sherri said.

      “Zee!”

      “What about her?”

      “We know where she was found—”

      “That’s correct,” interrupted Panur. “We simply project back using fragments of the Aris home planet in which the orb was found, eventually reaching the point of origin. From there we search the region for an artificial structure.” Panur said, stealing some—all—of Adam’s thunder.

      “That’s right,” Adam grumbled.

      “Using even a minimal movement track of the fragments we can extrapolate from there.” Panur placed a hand on Adam’s shoulder. “Very good, my friend, there’s hope for you after all.”

      “So where was the object found?” J’nae asked.

      “I don’t really know,” Adam admitted, “but the Incus do! They’re the ones who found it—her.”

      “Please set course for Incus, J’nae,” Panur ordered.

      “Difficult,” J’nae replied. “I have no navigational charts for the galaxy aboard this vessel.”

      “It’s in the Kidis Frontier, near where we—I had my palace.”

      “Recall, Panur, this is my first venture into this galaxy.”

      “I will guide you.”

      “Aren’t you forgetting about something…like the damn Nuoreans?” Riyad pointed out. “We have to let the galaxy know about them, where they’re located and that more ships have arrived. Besides, do you think it’s wise to go up against the Aris with just us, even if we do have our two mutant friends with us? Having superpowers didn’t help Lila.”

      “He’s right,” said Adam. “Also, with more ships we can search the area faster. And it wouldn’t hurt to have more firepower should the Aris not give up Lila voluntarily.”

      “We don’t have time,” Panur stated. “We’re going straight there.”

      “Now look who has the death wish,” Sherri said.

      “Why the rush?” Adam asked. He wanted to save Lila just as much as the next guy, but there was something Panur wasn’t telling them.

      All eyes were on Panur, all except J’nae’s. She was already at the control station.

      Begrudgingly, Panur continued. “Have you wondered why the Aris were so anxious to take Lila—why she was the trigger for their awakening?”

      Adam shrugged.

      “Consider our prior conversation. The Aris are seeking to avoid evolution—yet still live forever. The only way they can do that is to become truly immortal—like Lila.”

      “They want to…use her, learn from her—or what?” Adam asked.

      “I don’t know,” said the mutant. “But whatever they do, it will involve some violation of Lila. I find that prospect difficult to accept.”

      “Me too,” said Adam.

      “As do I,” Trimen added.

      Sherri cleared her throat for effect. “We still have the little problem of the Nuoreans. You promised to help.”

      Panur leaned back in his chair. “Yes, I did, and I have. Adam is free.”

      “But now we’re rushing off in a stolen enemy warship to the other side of the galaxy,” Riyad countered, “on a trip that will take us a couple of months just to get there. In the meantime, the invaders are bringing in more units to the Milky Way with every intention of eventually making all of us pieces in their games of life or death. I hate to say this, but Lila is just one person. And what if the Aris do find the Fountain of Youth in her? Would that be such a bad thing? And you have to admit, we don’t have any idea if we could stop them even if we find her.” He paused to look into the faces of Adam and Trimen. “We have to have priorities, at least in the short-term. Let’s deal with the Nuoreans first, then we go after Lila.”

      Now all eyes turned to Panur again. Adam had a pretty good idea J’nae didn’t give a damn anymore, now that she knew the Aris weren’t three billion years more advanced than before. Only Panur needed convincing.

      “I will give you thirty days, after which I go and J’nae with me. You will then have to face the Nuoreans alone.”

      “That’s what we’d be doing if you went after her now,” Sherri said. “So thanks. It’s better than nothing.”

      “Now that a consensus has been reached…what do we do?” asked Trimen. He—like Adam—was torn between his personal priorities and duty to his race and galaxy. But Riyad made sense.

      Panur stared off into space for a moment before answering. “As with any flood—be it water or invaders—it’s always best to shut off the supply first, after which the cleanup can begin. Seeing that we are currently heading farther into the Radis Spur, let us see if we can find that source, if only to inform your forces for further action. Will that satisfy your priorities?”

      “It does mine,” Riyad said. He turned to J’nae. “Can this ship establish comm links with the Expansion or the Union…or anyone on our side?”

      “The Nuoreans are interconnected among all their units, with communications monitored by a central command. If we attempt contact, they will know. Our location will be revealed and the information we relay become known.”

      “This ship seems to be the problem,” Adam concluded. “We need to find another one, and something built in this galaxy.”

      “If we could locate such a vessel, I could modify it for limited trans-dimensional hops. That would quicken our journey to Incus,” Panur offered.

      “You can’t modify this one?” Trimen asked.

      “Not without a supply of compatible native parts from other Nuorean vessels,” J’nae answered.

      “So we need to find a nearby shipyard with a good supply of Milky Way parts and pieces.” Riyad concluded. “What’s around here? I thought this place was sparsely populated, with just a bunch of low-life drug dealers and gun runners killing each other for sport.”

      “I do not have access to any local information,” J’nae said, “not in this vessel.”

      “Another reason to find a replacement,” Adam said. “Do you have any navigational information at all?”

      “Very little. What there is has been fed from the central command.”

      “This is weird, flying blind in our own galaxy. Okay, let’s start making sweeps of some of the more promising nearby star systems. There has to be life around here somewhere, and someone with a map we can borrow.”
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      He’d come to the Radis Spur for his health, not to stick his neck out just to have it sliced in two by some alien’s ceremonial sword. This new race of invaders—the Nuoreans—were proving they didn’t give a damn what species you belonged to or whether or not you’d aligned with any of the galactic empires. They’d take anyone captive to play in their silly alien games.

      Copernicus Smith was having a hard enough time dealing with the locals. These guys were badass hombres—gun runners and drug pushers—and he’d spent over a year getting them to trust him. Along the way he’d broken about a dozen major laws proving his cred—and now the Union big wigs want him to throw it all away and go out looking for these aliens from Andromeda.

      But as they say, his job wasn’t to reason why, just do and die. It was that last part he was having a problem with.

      The entire region was abuzz with news of the Nuoreans. Although the Spur was the badlands of the galaxy, it still had CW communications, so they knew of the alien raid on Formil and the missing head-mutant, Lila. They’d also heard of the ill-fated battle between Milky Way and Andromeda forces and rumors of how the aliens were grabbing people to play in their life-or-death games. And now his crews and clients were reporting that there was an almost-continuous train of new alien ships chugging in from the outer regions of the Spur.

      Dutifully, he’d passed along these reports to his handlers. But now they wanted him to go out and take a look for himself. And if that wasn’t enough, they also wanted him find out how they’re getting in…and shut it down. That’s all. Just a walk in the galactic park.

      It had been two years since Copernicus left the Kidis Frontier, content to set up shop about as far from Earth as he could, with the intention of never running into the vengeful Adam Cain or Riyad Tarazi ever again. The super-secret intel service he worked for had supplied him with the resources and a decent legend to do just that. His new base-of-operations wasn’t as pretty or tropical as his last one—in fact he was right in the shit with all the other bad boys—on the planet Crisen-Por and the city of Grack. Hell, the planet wasn’t even on the standard navigation charts. But the criminal elements knew the place, and now they came to him for starship repair services and spare parts, accepting him into their fold out of necessity. A good mechanic was always welcomed, even if he was a Human.

      Copernicus did most of the repairs himself these days, while sending his crews out to scour the Spur for derelict starships. Parts were hard to come by this far out, so they had to make do with what they could find floating in space. Since arriving, Radis Repair Services had filled a needed niche in the local economy, making Copernicus Smith a local favorite among the eclectic mix of personalities in Grack and other establishments in the Spur.

      But now everyone was running scared. The bad guys didn’t have a place to go to avoid the invaders—they were wanted beings in the Galaxy proper. Most just cut back on their operations, staying close to the settled star systems and their host planets. Even Copernicus recalled his crews. It was too dangerous for them to go bolting through space these days, not until the crisis cooled down.

      Although the main alien transit route was only twenty light-years from Crisen-Por, none of the enemy ships had blessed them with a visit. In fact, none of the local worlds in the Radis had been hit. The aliens appeared to have other locales in their sights, those farther into the galaxy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Copernicus was out in his shipyard, bundled against the cold and taking a quick mental inventory of what he had available for his mission of clandestine discovery. He had a working cruiser—a Belsonian D-4. It was about five hundred feet long with dual generators capable of reaching seven-light. Not bad, but it also left a pretty bright grav sig in its wake. It also required a crew of three to run it.

      He also had a Vessin Fracker, a small survey vessel about fifty-feet long. It had a single generator—that wasn’t good—but it was stealthy and could be crewed by one.

      Then there was the Castorian G-8. That would probably be it; one-person operation, dual gens, but could only operate at four-light. That was fine. The slow speed reduced the sig, and it was more important for him to stay out of trouble than to run from it.

      Of course, he would add a couple of extra flash cannon and upgrade the circuit breakers—as command had recommended. The primary weapon of the Nuoreans appeared to be a bolt of condensed electricity that overloaded normal breakers. All allied ships were in the process of having the heavy-duty breakers installed.

      The local sun was setting and there would be snow overnight. Copernicus pulled his coat a little tighter around his shivering torso. In the morning, he’d have his crews install the extra flash weapons and stock the ship with food and ammo. He’d leave right after that.

      A strong whip of wind assailed the skin on his face not covered by his thick, black beard. God I missed the planet Liave-3.
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        * * *

      

      “Boss, you better get in here. There’s a ship entering the system and everyone’s freaking out.”

      Copernicus heard the voice in his ear as he walked back to the repair shack. He didn’t respond until he’d entered and shut the door, preserving the radiant heat from the small generator in the corner.

      He removed his coat and stepped over to his second-lead—a Simminon named Lopis Drun—seated at a hodgepodge of comm equipment placed on a board with boxes for legs.

      “What’s the big deal?”

      “It’s a Nuorean ship.”

      Copernicus tensed. This was the moment they’d been expecting. Copernicus shrugged. Maybe it was a good time to get out of town.

      “You said a ship. There’s only one?” He leaned over to study the screen detailing the path of the starship. The locals maintained a pretty extensive early-warning system, insurance in case the Expansion ever decided to crack down on their operations. All the affiliated groups shared the information.

      There was just a single blip moving into the system, approaching Crisen-Por.

      “Any communications?”

      “No…not even sure if they could link to us if they wanted. I haven’t heard of that happening.”

      Copernicus noticed the modest intensity of the grav signature. “Hell, it’s not even one of the big ones. Pretty bold coming in here alone.”

      “Who’s going to fire on them? That might draw more attention to us.”

      Copernicus placed a hand on the shoulder of the thick, double-horned creature, looking more like a blue-tinted devil than the gentle giant he was. “There’s a lot of firepower in the system to deal with the threat—if it is a threat. We better lay low and see what happens.”

      “Roger that.”

      It had taken Copernicus nearly a year to train Lopis to speak with more Human-like slang. He was coming along nicely. It made Copernicus less homesick when he did.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Copernicus was just finishing his second cup of decaf and sitting with Lopis when the Nuorean ship made orbit and circled the planet a couple of times without attempting landfall. Then it hovered above the city, finding something on the surface that piqued its interest.

      “Here it comes,” Lopis announced. “Heading for the city.”

      About fifty ships owned and crewed by the criminal element of the region had left the planet an hour earlier, taking up residence just outside the orbit of Crisen-Por’s only moon, watching and waiting. None were in an offensive posture. They were getting ready to run, not fight.

      Copernicus wasn’t worried. He was just one person out of a population of over two-hundred thousand in Grack. If the aliens wanted players for their games, there were plenty of other diverse species available for the picking other than the planet’s solitary Human.

      But then the ship changed course. Copernicus and Lopis leaned in closer to the screen. The alien ship was heading toward the north side of the city. Radis Repair Service was located on the north side.

      A minute later, Copernicus leaned back in the chair and grimaced. That’s what I get for running a starship repair service.

      The alien craft set down in the service field next to the shipyard, stirring up a thick cloud of landing exhaust under the glow of floodlights and the shimmering moon above.

      The bastards need my help, Copernicus thought. Maybe that would keep him from being taken captive, out of gratitude—and in lieu of payment. He had no illusions the invaders were going to pay for his services.

      “Stay here,” he said to Lopis. “But be ready. If things get dicey I’ll need backup.”

      He put his coat on and pulled the fur-lined hood tight over his head. Next he placed an MK-17 bolt launcher in the large right hand pocket and donned his gloves. It was nearly ten below outside, but that was no guarantee things couldn’t heat up in a hurry.

      He stepped outside, ignoring the frigid blast of cold on his minimally exposed face. The modest-size starship was cooling rapidly in the atmosphere, popping and creaking with the best of them. Copernicus neared the main exit hatch and waited for the occupants to appear, resigned to the simple fact that he had no idea what was going to happen next.
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        * * *

      

      “There appears to be quite a few potential vessels in the field,” J’nae said, studying the video monitor. “A being is waiting at the outer hatch.”

      “You know we have no money to pay for a starship,” Sherri pointed out to those on the bridge. Adam wasn’t worried. He still had one of the flash weapons from the Nuoreans they’d killed back at the Grand Arena. They’d also found an armory within the ship, with a variety of other devices, some of unknown use or utility.

      “Then let’s not spend too much time negotiating,” he said. “The place looks pretty run down, but this area is a hotbed of crooks and miscreants. I’m sure they’ll fight if they have to. We’ll take over the shipyard and then pick the best vehicle we can as fast as we can.”

      “I will lead the way, if you wish,” said Panur. “I could use a good flash charge if things go awry.”

      “That’s fine, just don’t go out of your way to get shot. You know how you guys heat up when pumped full of all that juicy plasma.”

      “Just one bolt? Otherwise I’ll have to tap into the generators for a recharge.”

      Adam smiled at the little gray mutant. They had quite the history together, with much of the alien’s Human-like personality having been drawn from Adam’s mannerisms. He was still the deadliest creature in existence, but he did have his moments.

      Panur had fashioned a simple one-piece tunic out of a Nuorean uniform he’d found aboard. He didn’t need anything extra to protect him from the outside cold. The hatch cracked open and Panur presented himself to the being waiting patiently outside, huddling close to the hull for warmth.

      “Greetings,” said Panur. “We wish to discuss the purchase of a new starship. Are you the proprietor?”
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        * * *

      

      Copernicus studied the short, gray alien. So this is a Nuorean? I thought they’d be taller.

      “Yes, I am the proprietor,” he answered. “You said you want to purchase a starship?”

      Another figure, dressed in a thick coat and carrying an energy weapon of alien design, pushed past the gray creature and pressed the barrel of the pistol into Copernicus’s ribs.

      Coop’s hands were still in his pockets, his right gripping the MK-17 hidden inside.

      “Yeah, maybe purchase wasn’t the right word,” said the creature, humor in his voice. “More like we’re here to take one of your starships.”

      “Like hell you are!”

      Copernicus pulled the MK from his pocket and brought it to the alien’s head. The creature was just as quick, placing his own weapon against Coop’s forehead for effect. A tense standoff ensued, until the two combatants shifted their attention from the barrels of the weapons to their faces only inches apart.

      “Smith!”

      “Cain!”
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        * * *

      

      Adam shoved the traitorous starship mechanic away, sending him tumbling to the ground. Both their weapons remained aimed at the other person.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” the two men spoke in unison.

      Riyad joined Adam outside, the barrel of his weapon also pointing at the figure on the ground. “At least there won’t be any remorse about stealing one of his starships. The way I see it, this dung-eater owes us…big time.”

      Panur hopped to the ground, ignoring the cold. “I take it you’ve met? Isn’t this a small galaxy?”

      “Too small,” Adam growled. “So Smith…what are you going to do with that MK? Think carefully before you answer.”

      Copernicus let go of the pistol, letting it dangle on his trigger finger. “If I shot you it would probably just piss you off.”

      “It always has in the past.”

      “Before you kill me, let me explain.”

      “Explain what?” Riyad asked.

      Copernicus smiled. “Who I really am.”
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      “That’s a bunch of bullshit!” Adam yelled. “You expect us to believe you’re some kind of galactic James Bond, and that everything you did to us was under orders?”

      “Who is James Bond?” Lopis asked. The alien was sitting across the room under the watchful eye of four huge Juireans. Copernicus was on a torn leather couch, still wearing his coat, with Adam and Riyad standing over him.

      “Look, he’s sweating,” Sherri pointed out. She’d only met Copernicus once before, at a restaurant on Worak-nin a little over two years ago.

      “That’s because it’s hot in here. Let me take off the coat.”

      “Go ahead. Just don’t try anything,” Adam said.

      “Like what? There are twelve of you against the two of us.”

      “I’m not with him,” Lopis called out from across the room.

      “Okay, then just me. It’s the truth, Cain. I was under orders to use you and Riyad to help find the Klin. And it worked. They came to me offering to buy the two of you. Then we used a tracker I planted on you to find the Klin Colony Ship.”

      “Our own government ordered you to use us as bait?”

      “Well, not exactly. They left the details up to me. I had to improvise along the way…that’s what field agents do.”

      “And we spent ten days being tortured by the Klin, not for information or anything like that, but just for their own sadistic pleasure,” Adam said.

      “Sorry...it wasn’t supposed to take that long to rescue you. But with the Juireans swarming all over the place, it took more time to get you out. And then the damn aliens blew up the Colony Ship. We were supposed to gain information from it to lead us to the rest of them. But we did manage to eliminate twenty thousand of the silver-skinned bastards. Overall, the mission was a success.”

      “A success!”

      “That’s right. Besides, everything worked out in the end. The two of you survived long enough to launch a scorched earth campaign all the way to Juir.” Copernicus looked at the Juirean Overlord and frowned. “Too soon?”

      The blue-haired alien glared at him.

      “So what are you doing here?” Sherri asked.

      Copernicus shrugged. “Since I still had a job to do, I sought out a place about as far away from Adam and Riyad I could find. I didn’t want them to track me down.” He looked around the room and snorted. “How was I to know today was going to happen?”

      “Are you buying any of this?” Adam asked the room.

      “I detect no signs of mistruths in the Human’s countenance,” J’nae answered. “He is telling the truth.”

      Adam paced the room, still holding the alien energy weapon. “Now what the hell am I supposed to do?”

      “How about not kill me?”

      Adam stopped and growled, “That’s one option…a slim one.”

      “Let’s think of the bigger problem,” Trimen began. “We need a new starship and Mr. Smith has several. He also knows the Spur better than we do, and he has been tasked with the same mission as have we. It only makes sense that we combine our forces and missions.”

      Adam stared at the Formilian, his mouth hanging limp. He sighed, not believing it was coming down to him and Copernicus Smith partnering up for the good of the galaxy.

      For the good of the galaxy. That was the only reason he didn’t turn the spy’s head into mush with a bolt from his launcher.

      “Fine,” he said. “But keep an eye on this slimy bastard. We thought he was one of the good guys before.”

      “And I was…really.”

      “That’s a matter of interpretation, dickhead.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day Adam, Riyad and the Juirean Overlord surveyed the inventory of ships in the yard. The Juireans had announced their intention to accompany the Humans and mutants on their mission to learn how the Nuoreans were entering the galaxy, yet they’d only tag along if they could have their own starship.

      Adam chose the larger Belsonian D-4. It was faster, had more firepower, and it could also carry the small Fracker in its hold. The Juireans took the Castorian G-8. It would be cramped aboard with four huge Juireans packed into a ship designed for two normal-size beings. But Adam got the feeling the Juireans had had enough contact with the Humans for a while. He didn’t blame them. He would be glad to see them go as well.

      Copernicus had six employees, including Lopis Drun. They set about beefing up the circuit breakers on all three vessels, along with a few extra flash cannon for the G-8. None of Coop’s crew would be coming along. They made that very clear. Most criminals—even those along the fringes—were pragmatists first, heroes a distant second. They didn’t see how deliberately looking for the Nuoreans was a very sensible thing to do.

      The fleet of pirates, gunner runners and drug dealers had returned to the planet once the Nuorean ship landed in the shipyard and they realized there was no danger—at least no immediate danger. Later that day, a caravan of rusty cars and trucks pulled up to the security gate at Radis Repair Service and demanded to see Copernicus. They were armed to the teeth, so it was either let them in or they would come in on their own.

      Adam, Overlord Safnos and J’nae joined the mechanic at the gate. Panur and the others were working on a quick modification of the D-8 to install a limited TD-drive, culled together from spare parts in the yard.

      “Bacs, what’s going on?” Copernicus asked a muscle-bound alien with four limbs for locomotion and four more as arms. His head was block-shaped, and with heavy plates of bone on each side. He had the sharp teeth of a meat-eater.

      “Are these the creatures coming forth in the Nuorean ship?” Bacs growled—literally. It was how he talked.

      “Yes, this is Adam Cain and—”

      “We are not for identities,” the criminal boss interrupted. “Concerned is the presence of alien starship here, a vessel traced to Crisen-Por can be. Avoided have we the invaders, but now trail you have provided an excuse to attack the planet. Our stake is considerable for maintaining operations here. Now prepare we for immediate departure, should appear more alien craft.”

      “We’ll be leaving soon, as early as tomorrow.”

      “Not allowed.”

      Copernicus shook his head. “I thought you want us gone?”

      “Yes…for now—” a dozen high-powered flash weapons were suddenly turned on the Adam and the others, “—Nuoreans turn over you, and stolen vessel.”

      Copernicus took a step toward the four-legged creature, his face hard as stone. “What have you done, Bacs?”

      “To Nuoreans, under truce sent ship, reveal here your presence. Not honor do aliens flag. Still, Nuoreans react on way here. Help prevent from leaving you show  willingness for immunity.”

      “The Nuoreans don’t give a damn about what you do or don’t do,” Adam said. “We’re all just players for their games, every last one of us. They can’t be bargained with. They’ll take us and everyone else on your planet. All you’ve done is show them the way.”

      “Aliens will—”

      J’nae now stepped forward, still dressed in the blousy medical robe, but looking imposing with her seven-foot tall stature. “—Kill you,” she announced in a voice Adam figured had been modified to come out even more forceful and bombastic. Flash weapons shifted to the yellow-skinned mutant. She scanned the faces of the gunmen—aliens—with a gleam in her eye.

      Adam wouldn’t let them fire; that’s all he would need is a radiant mutant who would take hours to cool down. He located the Formilian manufactured firing controls for each of the flash weapons aimed at them and severed the circuits with his ATD. Now if they did attack, he’d let J’nae tear them apart by hand. He had no problem with that.

      “How long until they get here?”

      Bacs turned to another savage-looking beast next to him. “Two hours, maybe,” said the other alien.

      “Dammit,” Adam said to his group. “That won’t give Panur enough time to complete his modifications.” He turned back to the crime boss. “You and your people need to clear out. Get as many as you can up and away.”

      “No! Will we keep until Nuoreans here. Gratitude.”

      “C’mon,” Adam said to his people. “Let’s tell Panur.”

      “Stop!” Adam ignored the order and turned away. “To fire!”

      Copernicus had seen Adam’s ATD work before, so he just smiled at the savage beast as confusion and frustration spread through his force when their weapons failed to fire. “There are forces operating here more powerful than you could ever imagine,” he said to Bacs. “Now I’d take Cain’s advice and get the hell off the planet as soon as you can. That’s what we’re going to do.”

      A few of the aliens rushed into the compound after Coop and the others, but they stopped in their tracks when J’nae turned to them, growing to over ten feet tall in a matter of seconds. A variety of eye types became enlarged as the inclination to fight suddenly vanished. Bacs yelled at them, and a moment later, the caravan was kicking up a huge dust cloud on its way back to town.
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        * * *

      

      Panur kept working as Adam gave him the news. He was tightening down a square module on a series of tubes in the engine room of the D-4.

      “I haven’t completed the conversion, but I can create a wave disturbance in our wake.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means we can cover our tracks without difficulty. However, the ship’s standard engines are in mid-modification. We can only achieve about half our normal speed.”

      “A D-4 can reach seven-light,” Copernicus reported. “Three-point-five to four will put it comparable to the G-8. Will your gravity wave thingamajig cover the Juireans as well?”

      “If they lead the way.”

      “We accept,” said Safnos. Adam knew Juireans would be the first ones into a roiling cauldron of fire if it meant beating out a Human for the honor.

      “Can you take along the parts to complete the conversion?” Adam asked the mutant.

      “Yes, but I’ll need downtime with the engines of thirteen additional hours to finish.”

      “We’ll deal with that when the time comes.” Adam turned to Copernicus. “Are the ships stocked?”

      “Good enough. Hopefully we won’t be out there too long.”

      “Okay, let’s get everyone aboard who’s going; the more distance we can put between us and the Nuoreans the better. They have ships capable of speeds a lot higher than four-light. We’re going to need the head start.”

      None of Coop’s crew had changed their minds about going along. Most were already long gone in fact, having hitched a ride back into town with the caravan of criminals. Lopis stepped up to his boss and shook his hand.

      “Good luck. And by the way…I never liked you,” the alien said. “I only tolerated you for the credits.”

      Copernicus raised an eyebrow. When Lopis went to pull away after the handshake, he found Coop holding on with increasing pressure. The alien began to grimace as the pain increased. Then he was released.

      “A word of advice, Lopis,” Coop began. “Never say something like that face-to-face to a Human. We have very nasty dispositions.”

      Not heeding the advice just given, Lopis blurted, “Yes, I have noticed, quite nasty.” Then he scurried away at a full sprint.

      Adam looked at the mechanic. “Your friend’s a good judge of character.”

      “Hey, I’m not the one known as the alien with an attitude. That would be you, Mister Cain.”

      “That’s Captain Cain to you.”

      Adam smiled. So did Copernicus.
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        * * *

      

      “How much of a lead do we have on the Nuoreans?” Adam asked. Coop was piloting the Belsonian D-4, having left the Crisen-Por system two hours before.

      “Hard to tell, that depends how long it takes them to recover from the Easter Eggs I left scattered around the shipyard for them.”

      “Bombs?” Sherri asked, listening in on the conversation.

      “Yeah, including several in the ship you brought. I figure after this mission I won’t be returning to my shipyard anyway. Won’t be much left when the eggs start going off.”

      “That will only harden their resolve to find us,” Trimen said from the other side of the bridge.

      Adam laughed. “You’re forgetting that Panur has already killed their precious leader. I don’t think they need any more incentive than that.”

      Earlier, Panur had spent a few minutes under the navigation console making modifications. When he climbed out from underneath, he announced a doubling of the scanning range.

      “We’ll now be able to see the Nuoreans long before they see us,” he announced. “Yet we’ll still have to update the Juireans.”  He left the bridge to work on other projects.

      The huge aliens were a light-year ahead in the G-8, their gravity-well cranked up to the max just to force the Humans to struggle to keep up. Adam didn’t know what they’d do if they broke contact and lost the cloaking effect of the wave disturbance. That would leave them on their own against the invaders.

      It would also serve them right, playing their childish games, Adam thought. In a way, the Juireans were a lot like the Nuoreans, just that the Juireans weren’t as self-aware as the creatures from Andromeda. The Nuoreans understood their natural tendencies, and rather than resist, they embraced them, developing an entire civilization built around competition and the domination of others.

      Adam smirked. He could substitute Human for Juirean and come to the same conclusion. He would call it Human nature, when in reality it was just nature.

      “That’s the Nuorean’s main route through the Radis,” Riyad announced, studying the new contacts on the threat board, thanks to Panur’s expanded view.

      “The Spur continues for another five hundred light-years before it thins out,” Coop said. “Another five days or so without breaks and we’re in intergalactic space.”

      Coop looked around the small pilothouse, checking for any mutants. Both Panur and J’nae were in the engine room, doing what they could with the TD conversion while the ship was in full drive.

      “So that’s the Queen of the Sol-Kor?” he said to Adam in a whisper.

      “Former Queen,” Adam said. “And she was only queen for a few months. The original one, the one that had lived for five thousand years and helped create Panur, was a really hideous thing the size of a short bus. She was one of a kind.”

      “Hopefully so is this one.”

      “Who knows? Panur made J’nae; he could probably make another if he wanted.”

      “And he’s the one who made the whole Sol-Kor war possible with his inter-dimensional star drive?”

      “Don’t underestimate him. He turned my old starship into a universe-hopping supership in my garage. There’s no telling what he’s capable of.”

      “I have no intention of underestimating him. But you guys seem to be friends.”

      Adam snorted. “Well…at least he never sold me to the Klin.”

      Copernicus smiled. “I made a boatload of credits from that. Of course, I had to give it all to the government, but it was a lot.”

      “I don’t want to know.”

      “I’ve got an admiral on the line, Adam,” Sherri announced from the comm station. The Belsonian craft used standard continuous-wormhole communications, so they were able to link with the allied forces without fear of being traced.

      Riyad took over piloting duties as Adam and Coop moved over next to Sherri. Adam noticed a lingering of eyes between her and Coop, or was it just his imagination? Knowing Sherri, there was a good chance it wasn’t. She was attracted to bad boys.

      “He’s Admiral Alan Olsen,” Sherri said.

      “He’s my boss…as of a week ago. Head of the Perseus Affiliation, all the area on the Juirean side of the galaxy. Until recently we didn’t have very many units in the Expansion, so his job was mainly to oversee our intelligence operations in the area.”

      Adam nodded and flicked the comm switch. And image of a balding man about sixty came on the screen, wearing the look of an artificial tan courtesy of shipboard tanning machines. “Admiral Olsen, this is Adam Cain.”

      “I recognize you, Captain. Ms. Valentine says you’ve met up with one of my agents, Copernicus Smith.”

      Coop shifted over until he was visible in the shot as well. “Admiral.”

      “I see you’re not so covert any longer.”

      “Sir, Captain Cain and I go back a ways.”

      “I’ve heard.”

      Those two words spoke volumes.

      “Admiral, from what Captain Cain has told me, I can give you the location of the main Nuorean concentration in the Spur. It’s in the Glisena star cluster on a planet called Ankaa. I’ve had some dealings in the area. It’s a navigational nightmare getting in and out. And they just brought in another two thousand ships. Cain and his people managed to take out the Nuorean leader and one of the three-mile-long carriers while making their escape, but that barely scratches the surface.”

      “I appreciate the information, Mr. Smith, but we’re a little beyond that.” The gray look on the Admiral’s face worried Adam. “We convinced the Juireans to blockade the Spur with a combined force of five thousand ships, for what good it did. The Nuoreans blasted right through two days ago, and since then have sent over seven thousand ships into the main part of the galaxy. Besides the two thousand you mentioned, additional reinforcements have continued unabated. We’ve managed to capture more prisoners from the various engagements we’ve had and the rank-and-file crewmembers don’t seem to have any reservations about spilling their guts. They’re pretty blatant about what they have planned for the Milky Way.”

      “Sir, we’re monitoring a stream of invaders at least eight hundred strong moving your way. In fact, it looks like rush hour on the 405 in L.A.” Adam reported.

      “Captain, if you do nothing else while you’re on site you have to find their point of entry. Until we shut off the tap, they’ll just keep pushing us farther away. I’d send everything we’ve got at the location, if we had a target. Without them bringing in more reinforcements, we might have a chance. As it is, within a month we could lose Formil and Juir.”

      “That’s what we’re looking for, Admiral. The Spur peters out in about five hundred light-years, and this traffic jam is going in only one direction. All we have to do is follow the flow the other direction. It can’t be more that another four or five days.”

      “That’s cutting it close. A month from now I don’t think we’d have enough units to reach it, not having to fight a six thousand light-year-long gauntlet from Formil to the end of the Spur.”

      “We’ll see what we can do from this end. And I don’t know if Sherri told you, but we do have an ace up our sleeve—Panur.”

      “Excuse me, Captain, but did you say Panur?”

      “Yessir.”

      “The mutant who helped the Sol-Kor?”

      “He’s on our side now.”

      The Admiral stared at the three people on his screen. “Has it occurred to you that he may be helping the Nuoreans this time around? After all, how did they get here from Andromeda? Sounds like something right up his alley.”

      “It’s not like that, Admiral,” Sherri assured him. “He’s the one who killed the Nuorean leader and helped rescue Adam. And if anyone can figure a way of keeping the invaders out of the Milky Way, it would be him.”

      “Fleet Command is going to go ballistic when they hear about this.”

      “Sir, tell them we wouldn’t be this far along without him.”

      “Is he fishing for some kind of governmental pardon for all the other crap he’s pulled?”

      Adam laughed—a little. “I don’t think he needs one, sir, with all due respect.”

      Olsen shook his head. “You’re on site, Captain—along with Mr. Smith; you call the shots. Just find that entry point. We have to turn the tide…somehow.”

      “Yessir,” Adam and Coop said in unison.
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        * * *

      

      “Adam, your Juirean friends have pulled farther ahead,” said Panur four days later. “J’nae and I are at the end of what we can do while under drive, and the engines are being stressed beyond necessity. Please have them slow down. The farther they get from the wave disturbance, the easier it will be for them to be noticed.”

      “I’ll talk to them.” Most of the crew was in the landing bay of the D-4—including Manny, Pierre and Billy—working on the new flash weapons being welded onto the hull of the Fracker. It was a fast little ship, and if anything happened, it could be their lifeboat—a lifeboat with a punch, with the cannon installed.

      It turns out Pierre’s cargo ship had been a D-4, so he and his men were a real help in keeping the junkyard ship running.

      Sherri and Coop were inside the Fracker, having spent a lot of time together over the last few days. Adam could see the writing on the wall, and although he and Coop were getting along better, it was the fact that both men were alpha males to the nth-degree that had Adam spending more time thinking about the relationship than he had a right to. Besides…it was Copernicus Smith—the bastard.

      “A situation has developed,” Trimen announced over the shipboard comm system. He was at the controls as the others worked on the Fracker. As the acknowledged master of understatement, the Formilian’s pronouncement could range from him developing a hangnail…to half the galaxy just exploded. The crew was in a mad rush to the bridge a heartbeat later.

      It was the friggin Juireans. As predicted, they’d pulled too far ahead to be shielded by the wave disturbance from the D-4. A squad of Nuoreans was now locked onto the ship and in pursuit. The G-8 was fast, but the alien ships were just as fast, if not faster.

      Another survey of the expanded scan area ahead showed they were coming up on a long cluster of Nuorean ships. This was different from the other formations they’d seen, which were all heading inward, toward the main part of the galaxy. These were on station.

      Coop took over the controls and slowed the D-4. They were still shielded by the wave, but it wasn’t looking good for the Juireans. They’d steered the G-8 in a relative-up position, attempting to climb over the wall of alien craft. There were fewer Nuorean ships on the other side of the line, but they still had the five-ship squadron in pursuit. The G-8 cleared the main line and entered an area of empty space.

      That’s when another squad of Nuoreans came in from the other direction, crossing the void on full power. The Juireans steered right, heading toward the outer edge of the Radis Spur.

      “We’ve got to help them,” Sherri said.

      “Why?” Panur asked. “They’re Juireans, your mortal enemy.”

      “We have no enemies, except the Nuoreans.”

      “A very noble yet naïve statement.”

      Flash bolts shot out from the Nuorean ships, including their electrical-override balls. The G-8 was hit but kept going. The aliens hesitated only a second before unleashing another round of plasma bolts, with word having circulated back that the allies had discovered how to protect against their overload bombs.

      The ship was hit again, enough to knock out the shields and the engines. Another bolt would do it.

      Then in a blaze of deep gravity-wells, the Nuoreans retreated, and not just ceasing their attack, but turning and bolting away on full drive.

      “Safnos to Adam Cain,” a voice said over the comm.

      Adam opened the link with the Overlord; his image appeared on the forward screen. There was lingering smoke in the pilothouse, but he could see all four of the Juireans in the shot. They appeared to be okay.

      “What’s your status?”

      “Engines are out, only chemical maneuvering. Life-support is functional at this time, yet we have lost atmosphere through several hull breaches. We are in the pilothouse, with limited air.”

      “I can take the Fracker over and get them,” Coop offered. “It’s a lot faster than the Nuorean ships—and we do have some firepower.”

      “That will let the Nuoreans know there are other units in the area,” Trimen said.

      “They already suspect that,” Riyad said. He was looking at the area scan. It looked as if they’d disturbed a nest of fire ants.

      “If you think you can get in and out.”

      “The Nuoreans left them,” Coop said. “That seems to be their modus operandi. Let them suffocate rather than waste flash bolts making the kill.”

      “All right, go.”

      “I’ll go with him,” Sherri announced. “The Juireans may need medical care, and I’m the only one aboard with any training.”

      “Both Panur and I are much more proficient than are you,” J’nae countered.

      “I meant among normal people.”

      “I don’t know, Sherri….” Adam said.

      “I’ll be fine. We’re not going out to fight, just rescue.”

      “I’ve heard that before. Be careful.”

      She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, and then she and Coop rushed from the bridge. Riyad took over the controls of the D-4.

      “She’ll be fine,” Riyad said.

      Adam nodded.
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        * * *

      

      Three minutes later the Fracker burst from the landing bay and raced away from the D-4. It steered in the opposite direction from the Juireans to set a deceptive track before looping back over and bolting into the vast void between the lines of alien ships.

      Adam thought it strange that no Nuoreans took up pursuit as they zipped over their positions. The Fracker now had a clear shot at the G-8.

      Panur was huddled over the threat board, watching for any approaching craft. There were dozens of Nuoreans scurrying about the area. But then he noticed something. He sent the image to the main screen.

      “Do you notice anything odd about this image?”

      Everyone studied the screen.

      “All their units are outside that void area, including all the ones looking for us,” Trimen offered.

      “Yes and look what happens when I project out even more.”

      The image changed to a four-times zoom out. Now the pattern became obvious. It was a long funnel of open space, boarded by hundreds of Nuorean craft.

      “Why are they avoiding that area?” Riyad asked.

      “Because…that is their entry point into the galaxy,” J’nae stated without emotion.

      Adam dove for the comm station. “Sherri, get the hell out of there! Reverse course!”

      “No one’s following us—”

      “You’re in the middle of the entry point. That’s why no one’s chasing you.”

      “And I would make haste,” Panur said. “The other Nuoreans left in a hurry. They must be preparing for an event.”

      “Got it; we’re on our way back.”

      Adam breathed a sigh of relief when saw the small ship loop around and bolt for the edge of the void. Then an odd thing happened. All the Nuorean ships along the line fired up their gravity drives. But they weren’t pointed into the void, but away from it.

      The D-4 was hit by an invisible wave of energy. It wasn’t electrical, but gravitational. The entire sector was experiencing erratic gravity tides and eddies, but nowhere was it more prominent than within the void area. The G-8 was moving, but not by its own power. It was gaining velocity, heading away from the galaxy. Sherri and Coop had their powerful little ship also in a full gravity-well. They were making progress reaching the outer rim of the void but slowing at the same time.

      “They’re losing the well,” Riyad yelled. “Compensators are overloading.”

      He had also fired up the generators in the D-4, turning the ship away from the void. They were far enough away that the effects were noticeable but not overpowering. That wasn’t the case for the Fracker.

      “Sherri, get out of there!” Adam screamed into the comm.

      “We’re trying! Losing the battle. The well just evap—”

      The gravity signature of the Fracker disappeared; a moment later the tiny ship was drawn farther into the void.

      It was as if all of space suddenly opened up, and what remained was a gigantic hole, half a light-year across where nothing was visible within or beyond the dark orb. The Juirean ship stretched out through the center of the hole, followed a moment later by the Fracker, leaving the void empty, yet surrounded by lines of alien craft, all on full gravity drive, yet going nowhere.

      The effect only lasted ten seconds—maybe less. Then the Nuoreans shut down their drives.

      Riyad did so as well, as the D-4 began to surge away from the void. He spun the ship around and began to close on the line of alien ships.

      “They’re gone, Riyad,” Panur said. “Yet you should prepare for—”

      There was a flash, not overpowering but covering a vast area all the way to the far side of the void. When the scene cleared, a fleet of Nuorean ships were moving in the void, hundreds of them and all on chemical drive, bunched too close together for gravity-wells. The ships began to spread out, creating space between the units. Once they were adequately spaced, the lead units engaged their wells and bolted away, in the direction of the Milky Way.

      “We appear to have seen the entry point in action. Fascinating,” Panur said.
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      “We have to go after them.” Adam paced the bridge, squeezing his fists together in fits of anger and frustration. He let her go, and right into the jaws of the beast.

      Riyad had stationed the D-4 about a light-year from the void—it was a void again with nothing moving within—with the ship on minimal energy output to mask their location. The situation had to be analyzed before a plan could be formulated. Fortunately, they had two of the greatest geniuses in existence aboard to help.

      “Following them would be ill-advised,” J’nae said.

      “Are they still alive?” Riyad asked. Adam had refused to bring voice to that particular fear.

      “Surely,” the mutant answered. “This is a two-way transit tube. The Nuorean units appeared at this end, just as the Juireans and the others arrived at the other.”

      “In the Andromeda galaxy, two-and-a-half million light-years away? An amazing feat,” Trimen said. He sounded in awe.

      “Dammit, Trimen, we’re talking about Sherri!”

      “Forgive me, Adam. I’m sorry.”

      “Can’t they just pop back over again?” Riyad asked.

      “Possibly, during the next opening,” J’nae said.

      “So it’s not open all the time?”

      “No. A gravity-well that large would require several days for the generators to recharge after a linking. As posited before, it must be elongated.” She looked to Panur for confirmation.

      “That’s the only way they could control it.”

      “What are you talking about?” Adam asked, frustrated by all the talk and no action.

      Panur was sitting at a console. He began to type on the keypad and a graphic image appeared on the main viewscreen. He placed a large dot at the center, with moving lines pointing in, toward the ball. “A standard black hole draws in space from all directions equally, yet with our standard drives we create a stretching effect by moving the singularity. This allows for the focusing effect of the well to forward and reverse directions. The generator—which is connected to the starship—is drawn toward a central point before the well dissolves and another is created farther along this line. Yet that is only one of the effects of the gravity drive.”

      “We all know how they work, Panur,” Adam said, again displaying his frustration.

      “Bear with me, my friend. As I was saying, the added effect is the compression and then subsequent release of space as each singularity is created and then destroyed. This is where the true movement is generated, as space is first drawn in and then springs back to normal.

      “The Nuoreans have found a way to elongate a series of stationery black holes, creating the same compression and release yet without movement of the generators. This has allowed them to focus the gravity beams. And because the effect is limited to only two directions, the generators and containment facilities can be of enormous size and in close proximity to the singularity, allowing for truly large effects to be created. It is quite amazing—and a major feat of engineering.”

      “So they’ve built a gravity generator capable of drawing in space over a distance of two-point-five million light-years?” Riyad’s mouth hung slack.

      “More-or-less, whatever was required for them to link galaxies.”

      “And when they link up again, Sherri and Coop can come back through?” Adam asked.

      “Theoretically, assuming they are allowed to remain at the focal point during the recharge period,” Panur answered.

      “But that is highly unlikely,” J’nae said, spoiling the moment. “The Nuoreans are staging vast fleets for each jump at the other end. Two small ships arriving unannounced would be immediate sequestered, if not destroyed.”

      “Now J’nae, what have I told you about the sensibilities of Humans?”

      “That I must take them into consideration before stating facts.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Forgive me,” the mutant said to Adam.

      But the damage was already done. Adam stopped his pacing and sat down. Sherri was…gone. Blood rushed to his face. “We have to destroy the generators,” he whispered,  “and stop these bastards from sending any more ships through.”

      “That would be nearly impossible,” Panur stated.

      Adam looked up and glared at the little gray mutant. “Impossible…even for you? I didn’t think anything was impossible for Panur the Great!”

      “Not for me, but for you. For me there would be a good chance of success, but then such an undertaking would be a one way trip.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Panur referred back to his drawing on the screen. He created two spiral galaxies, with the ball he’d drawn earlier in the center between the two objects. He made the ball stretch, creating the elongated singularity.

      “To build a generator complex capable of linking the galaxies it would have be located midway between the two locations. If we round the distance to three million light-years that would place the generators one-and-a-half million light-years from Andromeda.” The mutant shook his head. “Even I could not construct a modified gravity drive capable of covering that distance in less than two years. By standard gravity drive, it would take approximately twenty-five years. So the only way the Nuoreans could have reached that far into space would have been through steps.” He placed another elongated black hole halfway between the main generator and Andromeda, then another halfway from that point to the galaxy. “They would go out and construct a generator. This would allow them to double that distance and build another. Then so forth until they reached the midpoint where the galaxies could be linked.”

      Riyad pointed his finger at the graphic and drew an imaginary series of lines in the air, pointing at the screen. “So to reach the generator, we would have to go through the main one all the way to Andromeda, then hook up with the one that takes us halfway out to the big boy.”

      “And if the main generator is destroyed, the only avenue for escape would be back through the second link...but to Andromeda, not our galaxy,” Trimen concluded. “With the destruction of the midpoint generator there would be no returning. Whoever made the journey would remain in Andromeda for the rest of their lives—if they survive the mission.”

      “And the Nuoreans could rebuild the main generator, and any other subsequent generators that are destroyed,” Panur pointed out. “But that would take many years.”

      All the energy and willpower Adam once had was gone. He sat dejected in the seat, devoid of ideas. “So they can’t be stopped, not really,” he said. “Even if a team managed to get all the way to the main generator and set charges, the bombs would have to stay hidden for who knows how long, until the team could make it all the way back here before blowing up the generator. That would be the only way.”

      “As I mentioned, it would be a one-way mission, certainly for a Human. For J’nae and me, we would survive, yet where we would end up is the question.”

      “If we were even willing to take on such a mission,” J’nae added. Adam expected nothing less from the Sol-Kor mutant; selfish to the end.

      “Of course…” Panur began. “There could be a way of plugging the link rather than breaking it completely.”

      Adam’s chin was in his chest; now he raised it and stared at the mutant.

      “How?”

      “That I’m still working on.”

      “Dammit, Panur!”

      “Please Adam, even I take time to work through problems. Yet if the link can’t be broken in a workable fashion, then it must be blocked. Since there are two ends—and we know where this one lies—it’s only logical that it can be plugged…or contaminated.”

      “Explain!”

      “We saw how the compression link is two-way. Anything on this end is automatically sent to the other side when it’s opened. What if we make it so that the Nuoreans themselves will close down the link to prevent whatever we place at this end from making it through to theirs?”

      “Bombs—nukes?” Riyad offered.

      “That is a possibility, yet they could match us, clearing the space on this side with nuclear fire of their own. And they still control the timing of the links. There is some warning, but not much.”

      “And this end is guarded by the Nuoreans,” Trimen pointed out.

      Adam waved his hand. “I’m not worried about that. If we come up with a plan—and slow the arrival of reinforcements—we could place ten thousand allied ships around this area.”

      “Panur, have you considered a realignment?” J’nae asked.

      “What does that mean,” Riyad asked.

      Panur looked around the room. “It means that with a slight shift of the main generator, the Nuoreans could change the entry point in the Milky Way.”

      There was a long silence in the room, as it appeared they were once again at square one. Even the mutants weren’t offering a solution. Sure, it was possible they could mess up the works—for a while. But then the aliens would just move the entry point to another region and start flooding it with warships again.

      “The main generator has to be knocked out,” Adam concluded. “I’ll go. If I have to sacrifice my life, it might as well be saving the galaxy.”

      “I’ve heard you say that before,” Riyad said. “And if you go, I go.”

      “Please my friends, don’t be in such a hurry to throw your lives away.” Panur had a thin smile on his smooth, gray face. “We can still block this entry point. That will give us time to develop a more long-term plan.”

      “You have something in mind?” Adam asked.

      “I always do.”
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      It happened in a flash, and when it faded they detected the G-8 about two million miles away, and the only contact for half a light-year in any direction. But what made Sherri’s blood freeze was the fact that there was almost a solid wall of contacts beyond the border of the void—and many more than had been there before.

      “I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore,” she whispered.

      Copernicus was busy at the pilot’s station. “We have well-integrity back,” he announced. “I think I know what happened. I’m heading back through.”

      He cranked the generators up to full and bolted into space away from the glowing mass of stars to the rear. He also promptly forgot about the Juireans. They would have to fend for themselves.

      It was clear sailing ahead, without a single ship for as far as they could detect in front of them. There were also no accompanying flash or weird gravity effects. They were simply racing through space, empty space.

      It didn’t take an alien mutant genius to figure out what had happened. Sherri placed a wide angle view to the rear of ship on the main screen. It’s hard to discern the shape of a galaxy this close to one, but the incredible blaze of stars on the screen was much more than that of the Milky Way.

      It was the Andromeda Galaxy in their rear view mirror, and it wasn’t getting any smaller. They had made a two-and-a-half million light-year jump in a flash—literally—and were now bolting through the open channel between galaxies. At their current speed—and without the assistance of the gravity link created by the Nuoreans—the Milky Way was only about sixty years away.

      Even as this reality hit, Copernicus didn’t cut the engines. There was still a massive fleet of enemy ships to the rear. Their only hope of survival was to get as far away as they could before doubling back. After that, the only way to return home would be hitch a ride with a surge of Nuorean ships heading for the Milky Way. That or find a quiet, out of the way world to settle down on and live out the rest of their lives as Andromedaeans, or whatever they call themselves here.

      “Looks like our reprieve didn’t last long,” Sherri declared from her nav board. “They’re coming, and right up the pike after us.”

      “It must take time to recharge the generators required to open the wormhole. They know it’s safe to enter the channel.”

      “But like before, when they run, we need to run too. I think that if we’re not at the launch point, it could be very dangerous sitting in the line of fire.”

      “How many are coming?”

      “It looks like all of them,” Sherri answered. “The signal’s too strong to make out individual units. I’ve never been this popular since I got drunk after that high school football game.”

      Coop turned to her and snickered. “That was you?”

      “Funny. What now?”

      “I say our first priority is not to get killed.”

      “Damn, Coop, you’re a genius. I hadn’t thought of that.” Then she turned serious. “We have to get sucked back into the Milky Way. For that to happen we have to be in the right place at the right time.”

      “That’s never been my strong suit,” Copernicus pouted.

      “Have faith, sweetheart. We just need to shake the pursuit and then come up with that miracle plan heroes are known to pull out of their asses.”

      “You’ve been hanging out with Cain too long. Sometimes things are just a shitty as they seem.”

      Sherri checked the screen again. Luckily, all the pursuit was behind them. She placed a hand on Coop’s shoulder. “If there is one thing I’ve learned from Adam Cain, it’s that surrender is not always the last resort. In some cases it can be an advantage.”

      Copernicus nodded. She had a point—maybe. But it sure beat getting blown to atoms two-and-a-half million light-years from home. He cut the engines.
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      “I have to get back to friendly forces,” Panur stated.

      “What do you have in mind?” Adam demanded. “We don’t have much time.”

      “That’s why we need to get back. I can’t do what I want to do without resources. And you only have nineteen days left before I leave to search for Lila.”

      “You’re still holding to the thirty-day deadline?”

      “Of course. Although I would hate to see your galaxy taken over by the Nuoreans, my true interest is in Lila. You knew this all along.”

      “You are one cold-hearted sonofabitch.”

      “Yes…and I feel really bad about that. But that’s reality, Adam. Now, Mister Tarazi, how fast can you get us back to your lines?”

      “That depends? Do you finish your engine modifications first, or do we go on conventional drive?”

      Panur smiled. “I am quite impressed. You have brought up a very good point. Since we are cloaked effectively, J’nae and I can complete the work in twelve hours, fifty-six minutes…approximately. Once completed, the increased capabilities of the drive will easily compensate for the delay in leaving. Very good.”

      “I’m glad you’re impressed,” Adam barked. “What’s so important that we leave the area without doing—anything?”

      “Do you recall how we first met?”

      “Yeah, you were the head genius for the fucking—excuse me J’nae—Sol-Kor.”

      “And how were the Sol-Kor so successful against your forces?”

      “The suppressor beam!” Riyad called out.

      “Precisely. I propose to build two platform projectors—the kind we used against planets—and position them across the entry point. When a fleet arrives, we simply negate the crews and then have your ships destroy the enemy vessels. It might even be impressive to let the massive debris field be sent back to the Nuoreans a few days later. At that point they may reconsider their plans to invade the Milky Way.”

      “Will the beams work on the Nuoreans?” Adam asked.

      “It’s designed to work on any being with upper intelligence, as witnessed by the variety of planets we were able to harvest. It will work on the Nuoreans.”

      Adam was silent, staring at the tiny mutant. He had to admit, it was a great idea. Nearly all Union and Expansion warships still carried the counter-suppressors, so they wouldn’t be affected by the reintroduction of the technology to the galaxy. But to the Nuoreans, it would be a whole other ballgame. He liked the idea, but it would take time to implement.

      “How long would it take to build the platforms, as well as give some of our ships projection capabilities so we can place them?”

      “That would depend on the sincerity of the effort, but assuming an all-out campaign, three months at the most.”

      “Will you stick around to see the completion?”

      “No…but I will provide the plans.”

      “Hate to rain on your parade,” Riyad began, “but the Nuoreans have only been in the galaxy for about a month and look what they’ve already done. What will it be like in another three if they’re allowed to come in unabated until the platforms are built and deployed? From what that admiral said, Formil and Juir could fall by then, along with all the manufacturing worlds from here to Sandis IV. Who’s going to build the platforms when half the galaxy is under Nuorean control? And one last thing: Just as we learned to make counters to the suppressor beam, so will the Nuoreans. You can count on it. So this will only be a temporary fix, even if we do manage to finish the job before we’re overrun. The bottom line…the midpoint generators still have to be destroyed at some point.”

      “You are a fountain of intellect and deductive reasoning this day, my friend Riyad,” said Panur, beaming.

      “Knock it off!” Adam commanded. “He’s right, unfortunately about everything. So something has to be done now to at least temporarily slow them down. Now think, all you geniuses—Riyad included. You’re not getting paid to sit around looking pretty.”

      Panur turned to J’nae and smiled. “Well…looks like our friend Adam has just defined our current mission. Yessir, Captain Cain, sir. We will now commence to…think.”
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        * * *

      

      While ‘thinking’ the two mutants went to work completing the modifications to the D-4’s gravity drive; apparently they could do more than one thing at a time. When the job was done, Panur announced he had a plan.

      “I will need access to one of the Nuorean ships in the line.”

      “What do you mean access?” Adam asked.

      “I mean someone will have to place a small device I will construct aboard the vessel, in a specific place and manner and linked to their command circuits.”

      “Why, what are you planning to do?”

      Panur assumed his best professorial persona—absent the reading glasses he would be looking over. “We wish to prevent the Nuoreans from entering the galaxy, while also giving them pause before resuming their activities. The easiest and quickest way to make an impression would be to send a cluster of powerful bombs through the link. It would have to be powerful enough to affect the area we’re talking about. Yet we have no explosives, and I cannot manufacture anything large enough with what I have aboard the ship.” He smiled, readying the punchline. “So I propose we use the border ships as our weapon.”

      “How exactly are we going to do that?” Riyad asked.

      “Through a device I will build, I will be able to temporarily override the local control of their gravity drives, or at least all the ships within range before the Nuoreans resume control. It won’t be long, but it should be long enough.”

      “Long enough for what?” It was Trimen’s turn to ask a question.

      “To send a hundred or more Nuorean ships crashing into the fleet as it appears at the gate, causing a spectacular chain reaction among the tightly packed starships within seconds of their arrival in the galaxy.”

      “You can do that?”

      “Like I said, I will only have control for a few seconds. Their engines will already be engaged, having just fired up to avoid being sucked back to Andromeda. When the gravity affects are reversed and the fleet arrives, I will activate back-wells for every ship I can link with in the brief time I have. Not all of the incoming fleet will be destroyed, but a majority. It will disrupt their operations and make them more cautious when entering in the future.”

      “Won’t they simply shift locations?” Riyad asked.

      “That is a possibility. Yet if your technicians can build the beam platforms, then they will be ready for deployment the moment a new entry point is identified. With the initial success of suppressor technology on unsuspecting forces, your ships should be able to reach the point without too much resistance and deploy the weapon.”

      “But this device you’re going to build needs to be placed aboard one of the Nuorean ships bordering the void?” Adam didn’t like the sound of the words coming from his mouth. They sounded too much like a mission impossible. He also knew who was often called upon for such missions.

      “We can drift in close in dark status, then you simply jet over in spacesuits.”

      Adam nodded and pursed his lips. “Yeah…a piece of cake. We do it all the time.”

      Riyad spoke up. “I assume you and J’nae will have other things to do at the time, leaving the job up to me and Adam?”

      “You could send your Humans friends from Ankaa, but I assume you prefer to save the truly heroic missions for you and Adam,” said Panur. The other three men were on the bridge as well, but none seemed anxious to volunteer. Now Panur stretched out a wide grin. “It will be fun…and you get to fly around like your Buck Rogers.”

      Riyad shook his head. “Even Buck Rogers didn’t fly around like Buck Rogers. That was all done with wires. This is the real thing.”
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      The problem with trying to conquer a distant galaxy was that information only came through every few days and in condensed packets of data that required translation and assimilation in real time.

      As a result, the Nuoreans pursuing the Fracker had no idea who or what they had when Copernicus surrendered. The top brass knew, but only after a lot of research.

      “You have been identified as Humans,” said the light brown-skinned alien officer. Sherri actually envied his perpetual tan. It was just the right shade to accent her blond hair. “Humans have been placed at the top of the challenge ladder by Game-Master Daric. As testimony to this, we have reports from two links ago indicating that the Game-Master lost an immunity challenge to a Human, and in a most spectacular fashion. Are you a player or a tech?” he asked Coop.

      “That depends,” the Human said. “I suppose I’d be player, unless I’m a tech which would make me not a player, unless I’m player-tech…or a tech-player. But now I’m just being technical.”

      His statement had the desired effect. The two Nuoreans in the holding cell with him and Sherri looked at each other, confused. “I am not aware of such classifications. Are you speaking of Kac designations or Nuorean?”

      “Yes.”

      This really threw them for a loop. Finally, the leader shook his head. “It matters not. Your ship was present at the time of the link. How many more of your forces are at the other side? No data came through at that time regarding any such contamination of the entry point. Another jump is coming in fourteen hours. We need to know what to expect.”

      “I can help,” Sherri volunteered. The aliens leaned a little closer. “Expect…the unexpected.”

      The Nuorean officer began to gnash his teeth and breathe heavily through his nose. “You Humans are a confusing species. You do not communicate properly, speaking in gibberish.”

      “It’s our native language.”

      “As observed!” the lead alien said, turning to his associate.

      The other alien spoke. “We recovered the occupants of the disabled vessel. There was evidence of battle damage to the ship. Did our forces inflict such damage? Those aboard are refusing to speak.”

      Copernicus cocked his head. “I wish I could help you—no, wait…I don’t. Never mind.”

      “Enough!” roared the leader. “I will have you sent before the Qualifying-Masters for disposition. With your current ranking within the Kac, they may decide to arrange challenges for you on Nuor rather than seek information. Your being here is an anomaly, that is all. I refuse to concern myself with you any longer.” The pair turned to leave the cell.

      “You better be careful,” Sherri said. The aliens stopped to look at her, questions on their faces. “Look what happened the last time a Nuorean fought a Human. It wasn’t pretty.”

      Once alone, Copernicus and Sherri burst out with laughter. It was almost too easy. They laughed, not only from the humor of the interaction, but from relief. The plan to surrender had worked, at least for the moment. They were alive and to be sent before something called a Qualifying-Master. It gave them time to work on a longer-term plan.

      And the Juireans were alive too. Perhaps they would be reunited, making it six beings from the Milky Way against all of the Andromeda Galaxy. Hell, it hardly seemed fair.

      After the moment passed, they sobered up quickly. They had watched from the Fracker as they were taken aboard one of the three-mile long battle-carriers. If the huge vessel was part of the fleet assembling for the jump to the Milky Way, then they would be moved to another ship before being transported to the planet Nuor. After all, they were VIP’s—Very Important Players—in the eyes of the Nuoreans. The aliens liked a good challenge, even in light of what Panur/Adam had done to their leader in the other galaxy. If it came down to Copernicus—and possibly Sherri—being challenged, it was a fair bet the aliens would come better prepared this time.

      But Daric had fought an immortal mutant alien, not a Human being. That could prove problematic for Copernicus. The Nuoreans would be expecting a lot more from him than they would get.

      What the pair needed was to get aboard—or stay aboard—one of the ships heading back into the Milky Way. Another caravan was leaving in fourteen hours; how long an hour was to the Nuoreans was anyone’s guess. But no matter what, if they wanted to make this train, they had to think of something soon.
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        * * *

      

      As expected, the prisoners were soon taken from their cell and escorted to one of the massive landing bays of the battle-carrier. A small spacecraft was being readied, and apparently in a hurry. Nuoreans scurried about doing whatever it took to make the ship space-ready.

      The lead officer from before met them at the ship, along with another Nuorean wearing a light-colored green uniform and carrying a datapad.

      “The larger creatures from the Kac are already aboard,” the officer announced. He turned to the other alien. “Be especially careful of these two, pilot. They are extremely dangerous.”

      The pilot nodded to the four-person guard detail and the two Humans were moved aboard. Sherri glanced back and heard the officer speaking to the pilot. “Depart soon. We must return to the jump point immediately. You will receive resupply at Banocan.”

      Moments later the pilot entered the ship and buttoned it up. The interior was cramped, with the Overlord Safnos and his three Juirean Guards pressed back in a corner, with two Nuoreans holding flash weapons on them. Sherri and Copernicus were being watched by four of the aliens, while the pilot/captain checked his datapad.

      Another Nuorean came down a narrow corridor. The captain turned to him. “Our departure is hasty but make secure accommodations as best you can. We have fuel enough to reach the Boundary, where we will restock. We launch in two minutes.”

      The second-in-command turned to the crowded room. He looked exasperated. “Place the prisoners in the right side crew quarters. We will make accommodation for ourselves out here.”

      “We will not be quartered with the filthy Humans!” the Juirean Overlord Safnos roared, causing the guards to tighten their grips on their weapons. He continued. “Place us in the cold of space before we will sleep with these beasts.”

      Copernicus was the closest to the huge Juirean, so it was he who caught the full brunt of Safnos’s fist. Caught off guard and shocked, Coop fell against a bulkhead and grasped his jaw, angrier than hurt. But then he caught the glimmer in Sherri’s eye…and a moment later collapsed to the deck unconscious.

      The captain reappeared, looking frustrated and frazzled at the disturbance. “There will be no more such outbursts! Place the green creatures in the berthing quarters, the female Human in food storage.”

      “What of this other one?” asked his second-in-command.

      “Is he dead?”

      The alien bent down and felt his chest. “No.”

      “Then place him in medical holding until he recovers. Place a guard with him.”

      The pilot rushed down the corridor and a few seconds later the generators were heard cycling up, even as magnetic lines lifted the small craft and flung it out the back of the battle-carrier. Two minutes later Sherri sensed the ship move as it entered a gravity-well for the return to Andromeda.
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      Copernicus opened a slit in one of his eyes. He was on a table with a thin pad under him and a pillow supporting his head. The room was bright and lined with glass cabinets containing medical supplies. Earlier he’d felt hot breath on his face, and then convinced that his charge would be unconscious a while longer, the alien guard slipped out of the room, ostensibly for only a moment. Now the room was empty.

      Coop hurried off the table before opening draws and cabinets looking for any kind of weapon he could find, a scalpel or even a metal bedpan he could whack the guard with. He found an electronic sensor about eight inches long and made of heavy metal. It was something.

      He climbed back on the table.

      The door opened and the guard re-entered. Coop heard him place something on a counter before coming to check on his patient. With his face on inches away, Copernicus opened his eyes wide, startling the alien. Before he could draw away, the sensor smashed into his head, delivered by Coop’s right hand. The Nuorean knelt to his knees, down, but not out.

      The Human jumped from the table and grabbed the alien around the neck from behind. An application of pressure, accompanied by a quick twist to the left, and the Nuorean’s neck snapped.

      The guard had a flash weapon, which Copernicus promptly confiscated. He went to the door of the small sickbay. If he was right, there were six guards and two crew aboard; make that five guards now.  The Juireans were locked in the berthing quarters, presumably without guards in the room. That put seven deadly Nuoreans wandering the ship, with the majority armed against the prisoners. If he was to have any chance of taking them out, he would need help.

      The starship was about ninety feet long with all critical systems on one level and along a central corridor. As he was being carried to sickbay, he’d watched the Juireans being herded aft. The last thing he saw they were being placed in a room on the right about twenty feet away.

      Like most doors in spaceships, they were pocket doors and operated electronically, making them very difficult to open only a crack. It was either all or nothing. He readied himself…and triggered the door release.

      Empty. The corridor was empty. He breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Are you recovered?” asked a voice to his right. He leaned out into the passageway, holding the flash weapon behind his back.

      Four of the guards sat in a small alcove, initially hidden from view from the sickbay door.

      Coop smiled and wobbled his head. “I believe so, although still shaky. It was not fair to be hit without notice by the ugly green beast.”

      The Nuoreans laughed. “Yes, that is a violation of fighting protocol.” The aliens had their weapons in their holsters and appeared relaxed. They had no idea how dangerous a cargo they were carrying.

      Coop turned his head left and right, scanning the corridor.

      “Where is Lacdis (819)?”

      “Oh, him?” Copernicus looked back into the sickbay. “He’s dead.”

      Golden eyes blinked at the unexpected reply; however, understanding came when Coop stepped into the corridor and blasted all four of the aliens with the flash weapon. Now Copernicus blinked, temporarily blinded by the incredible light filling the small room.

      He ducked back in the sickbay and waited for his vision to clear, while listening for any reaction. When nothing came, he rushed from the room and grabbed two of the weapons from the dead Nuoreans. He hurried to where the Juireans were being held. He tried the controls to the door but nothing happened. It was locked.

      He stepped back and placed a bolt into the control panel. It flared and sparked, but still the door stayed closed.

      It always works in the movies, Coop thought with frustration.

      He began to press against the panel, trying to shove it aside.

      “Copernicus?” said a voice from the other side.

      “Yeah, give me a hand.”

      With effort from both sides, the door moved, not a lot, but enough for strong fingers to grasp the edge and pull. The Juireans squeezed out. Copernicus handed two of the flash weapons to them.

      “I hope I did not hurt you,” said Safnos with a thin grin. Juireans seldom smile, and never displaying their teeth—unless they mean it.

      “Five of the six guards are down. I don’t know where the sixth is. The crew’s probably in the pilothouse. I fired four shots in the corridor, and no alarms went off, so the door must be closed. Where’s Sherri?”

      Safnos shook his head. “We were taken away before her.”

      “All right, I’m going to the bridge. The rest of you find Sherri and the other guard.”

      On the way forward, Coop took another weapon from the dead guards and stuck it in his waistband. He couldn’t read alien power meters so he had no idea how many more shots he had with the first one.

      At the pressure door to the pilothouse, he checked the outer wall for the controls. The panel was on the right. Crossing his fingers that it wasn’t locked, Coop pressed the button.

      The door slid open.

      Copernicus didn’t have any experience fighting Nuoreans, just shooting them. He was about to get a lesson.

      The pilot was at the controls when the door opened, engaged in his duties. His second-in-command, however, was standing near another console, a datapad in his hand. With reactions seldom seen outside those of a Human or Juirean, the alien heaved the pad at him and rushed forward without a moment’s hesitation. Coop triggered the flash weapon, but the alien was too fast. He missed, and now a strong hand was on the weapon and twisting. He released the handgun before his wrist broke, just as he caught a powerful elbow to his chin. Coop dropped to his knees, but fortunately still in the pilothouse. The pressure door slid shut.

      Through blurry vision, he saw a knee coming for his face. He raised both arms in time to block it, although the force sent him slamming into the hard metal bulkhead at his back. A quick mental analysis—the best he could conjure up at the time—had him trapped in a room with two expert fighters and with his backup locked outside. He was also dazed and hurt.

      He rolled to his right to escape another incoming blow, twisting his left wrist on something when he landed on all fours. The object moved under his hand, and a moment later Coop realized it was the fallen flash weapon.

      The alien dropped a sharp elbow into his back, sending Coop falling flat on the cold metal deck. Then a fist bunched up the cloth of this shirt and flipped him over. The expression on the face of the Nuorean was one of euphoria, and now he had his right arm lifted high and about to deliver the knock-out blow to his beaten opponent.

      That was until he noticed the flash weapon pressed against his belly.

      At this range, a perfectly round hole was burned all the way through the Nuorean, with the energetic bolt exiting the body with enough residual charge to strike the ceiling of the pilothouse and ricochet toward the pilot. He was on his feet by now, having reacted to the fight taking place to his right. He jumped out of the path of the flash bolt, landing about three feet from Copernicus. The pilot was unarmed, but when he noticed the weapon in Coop’s hand, he showed no fear. Instead, he bared his teeth in a savage show of defiance and jumped forward.

      Coop fingered the trigger—and nothing happened. He’d drained the weapon’s power pack.

      The Nuorean was on top of him, hitting and kicking with insane ferocity. Coop had another flash weapon on him somewhere, but he forgot where. All he was concerned with at the moment was protecting himself from the onslaught to his head and body.

      Seeing an opportunity open—yet not knowing Nuorean anatomy—Coop still took the shot, delivering a knee to the alien’s exposed groin. He was rewarded with a squeal and burgeoning golden eyes from his opponent, along with a momentary cessation of hostilities. As with most mammals—be they from the Milky Way or Andromeda—when your balls are crushed, a change of heart quickly follows.

      Feeling sympathetic for his fellow male, Copernicus laid a swift fist to the alien’s projecting chin, sending bone fragments into the brain and ending the poor creature’s suffering. He shoved the body to the side and sat up, looking at his victim. “You’re welcome,” he panted. If the roles had been reversed, Coop would have prayed for death as well.

      After a brief recovery, he climbed to his feet and unlocked the pilothouse door. Sherri was waiting on the other side, the sixth and final guard nowhere to be found.

      A Juirean guard went to the controls. This was one of the smaller vessels with the pad of keys for control, rather than the wheel with buttons underneath. Either way, no one aboard knew how to fly the ship. It was still in a gravity-well, heading for the blaze of star ahead that was the Andromeda Galaxy.

      “We have to get to the jump point,” Sherri said, vocalizing the thoughts running through the minds of all the former prisoners.

      The Guard in the pilot seat looked up at the Human female. “I will gladly surrender control to one more-experienced.” When Sherri remained silent, the alien grunted and turned back to the key panel. Soon, it became discovery by committee, as everyone was offering their input, with some reaching out and pressing buttons even as others were tried.

      Fortunately, the ship was alone in space otherwise its erratic movements would have surely attracted the attention of even the casual observer. Ten minutes later, everyone aboard—and not just the Juirean sitting in the pilot seat—had a working knowledge of the controls.

      Now they turned their attention to nav screens and monitors. Sherri let out a sigh of relief when it became obvious they were still in the vicinity of the transit channel between galaxies, in fact not too far from the staging area. That was indicated by the incredible mass of energy sigs, now moving slowly closer together, to form an even more intense signature.  The fleet was preparing for a jump.

      The Juirean pilot increased the well depth and raced toward the jump point. Moments later they were closing on the back side of the mass of ships, and merging with hundreds of smaller ships, many like theirs. The larger signatures were in the front of the formation.

      They eased back as the cluster became denser. Starships usually didn’t move this close to each other, but the Nuoreans only had so much room in the gravity beam. They had to get all the bang for their buck they could.

      “It has to be happening soon,” she said to the room. “Otherwise we’ll start running into each other.”

      As if on cue, she felt a strange sensation come over her, like waves of nausea. She was dizzy and her ears began to ring. This may have been what she’d experienced before, but now she was more aware.

      And then came the flash.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            61

          

        

      

    

    
      Close to the mutant Panur meant bringing the D-4 within forty-two miles of the alien craft before sending Adam and Riyad out to fly through space like Buck Rogers. In case anything went wrong, the mutant was so kind as to send them out with additional oxygen tanks which they would leave at the halfway point with a magnetic beacon attached. Otherwise they’d be sucking fumes on the way back if they had to abort.

      They chose a Nuorean ship like the one they’d stolen from Ankaa simply for its familiarity to Adam and Riyad. The next nearest ship was four hundred miles away—just the blink of an eye in space distance. After a brief explanation of where and how to install the small device he’d built, the mutant cast them out the airlock and sent them on their way.

      Adam had never made a forty-two mile space walk before; he doubted anyone ever had, at least intentionally. Now he and Riyad were flying through the vast emptiness of space on gas jets, awed by the absolute size of the nothingness around them. The stars seemed much brighter from here, their brilliance separated from their eyes by only an eighth-inch-thick piece of glass.

      At one point they dropped the extra oxygen packs and continued on their way.

      They approached the ship at an angle, rather than straight on. Most starships had a passive laser defense system to protect against micrometeorites and other objects on a collision course with the vessel. They were traveling fast enough at this point to be considered a hazard. As it was, the radar would record them as a non-threat and let them go.

      As they neared the craft, they reversed the thrust on their jets and matched speeds with the spaceship. Approaching at a crawl wouldn’t set off any alarms.

      They still had a mile to go, but that passed quickly. They contacted the hull and grabbed onto attached lifelines. They were under the influence of the ship’s gravity internals by now and were able to walk on the surface. At the airlock door at the rear of the ship, Riyad looked at Adam, both their faces lit by helmet lights.

      “Okay. It was you’re brilliant idea,” said Riyad, having already raised the question back at the D-4. “Go ahead, knock.”

      The question had been how to gain access to the ship? Adam’s solution was simple. He took out a metal wrench from his tool pouch and began to tap on the airlock hatch, non-rhythmically, as if something was loose and banging against the hull. The sound would transfer throughout the ship, attracting the attention of the crew. If they were like everyone else, they would want to know what’s happening outside. It could be dangerous.

      They would be right in this case, but only when they opened the hatch would they find out how much.

      That came four minutes later, after the source of the knocking had been isolated. The hatch cycled open.

      Adam and Riyad slipped out of view. A space-suited figure swung the rectangular door open and looked outside. He stayed in the airlock while looking up and down along the hull. Then he checked the outer side of the door. Still nothing. He ducked back inside.

      Adam crawled along the hull until he was just above the closing hatch and wedged the wrench into the gap between the door and the opening. When the pressure door failed to close, the frustrated Nuorean pushed it open again and looked up at the obstruction.  That’s when Riyad swung in from underneath, using one of the lower lifelines for leverage.

      He crashed into the unsuspecting alien, knocking them both to the deck of the airlock. Adam followed a moment later.

      He dogged the hatch and the chamber began to pressurize automatically. In the meantime, Riyad had smashed every antenna and electrical contact with the alien’s helmet and his suit, hoping to break communications with the other crew members. Adam knew a ship this size had a crew of four. After Riyad smashed the faceplate of the alien’s helmet with a tool of his own, embedding it the soft tissue of a golden eye, only three were left.

      Adam opened the inner door quickly, allowing the two invaders to enter the main part of the ship. They couldn’t risk tripping any alarms and having pressure doors locked down around them.

      Now the real mission began. The problem, as Panur outlined, was that the control ship—the one with the radio link—had to stay active until the last second for the plan to work. First, the gravity drive had to be activated to prevent the ship from being pulled into the nearly three-million-light-year-long blackhole. Afterwards, they had to cut the drive as commands were sent to all the ships around it to engage back-wells for the headlong crash into the arriving fleet. The bottom line: The crew had to be eliminated and Adam and Riyad take control. Luckily, this particular ship didn’t need to be one of those crashing into the fleet. After the commands were sent to the other ships, it could be flown back to the D-4.

      Normally, killing four aliens was something Adam did before breakfast, but these were scattered throughout the Nuorean ship and he had no idea where. The pair of pirates kept their suits on, yet they now had flash weapons at the ready. They split up, Adam heading forward while Riyad checked the engine room and landing bay.

      Since these particular aliens were assigned sentry duty, Adam figured they weren’t the sharpest tools in the shed. He was hoping to find them napping, with feet resting on control consoles, and therefore easy targets. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case.

      The first alien came out of a side room, wearing a modified combat outfit and covered in sweat. He was placing a ressnel sword into a soft, velvet sheath, appearing to be finishing up a training workout. The moment of hesitation upon seeing the surprise guest aboard was measured in milliseconds. The Nuorean had the ressnel out again and was crouched for action. Proving the old adage that you don’t bring a knife to a gunfight,  the flash bolt that burned a hole in the alien’s chest eliminated the threat, but it also lit up the interior of the small starship, with its distinctive crack echoing off the bare metal walls.

      The security door to the pilothouse began to slide shut. With Nuorean gravity being similar to Juirean standard, Adam had some extra muscle power to use as he kicked off the deck and jumped for the closing door. Bridge portals were a little wider than normal openings on Nuorean ships, allowing more bodies to gain ingress or egress to the most important room on the ship, and Adam nearly made it through before the door closed on him.

      Fortunately, it closed on the heavy metal of his boot. It didn’t hurt his foot, but he was caught, lying on the deck, looking into the pilothouse, unable to break free.

      There was one crewmember in the room. He sat at the pilot’s station working controls. When he heard the door controls whine, fighting against the blockage to close, he turned to see what was happening—and took a level-two flash bolt to the face.

      Adam pulled but still couldn’t free his leg.

      “Riyad, splash three. How are you doing?”

      “Got a sneaky little one back here. He was in the engine room, but now he’s somewhere in the landing—” There was a grunt and then the sound of heavy breathing.

      Adam gave him a few seconds. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, but lucky I don’t have to wear this suit back to the D-4. Damn mother-of-a-goat nearly impaled me with a length of welding metal.”

      “Get up to the bridge. I need a little help.”
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        * * *

      

      “Let me get a picture of this first,” Riyad said before reaching through the gap in the door and releasing the safety controls. But before he did, he actually did snap a digital picture using the suit’s built-in helmet cam.

      “Better not post that on Facebook.”

      “I would, if Facebook still existed. But there’s always YouTube.”

      Adam climbed to his feet. “Check and see if any alerts went out while I install Panur’s magic box. We have no idea how long we’re going to be here before the next link. Let’s make sure we can stay incognito for all that time.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later Adam contacted Panur through the suit’s comm system. He’d lifted the visor and was breathing fresh Nuorean air. “All right, the gizmo’s installed and we have control of the ship.”

      “Excellent. Any problems?”

      “Nothing to speak of. You know, the Nuoreans must have some kind of check-in routine for their sentry ships. How long do you think we’ll be here before the galaxies link up again?”

      “J’nae and I have been calculating that. Considering the size of the singularities that must be created, plus the stretching effect, along with the size and number of the generators required and their distance to the—”

      “How long?”

      “It should be anytime now.”

      True to his word, the Nuorean ship began to vibrate. Riyad was in the back; now he raced to the bridge.

      “Ready the drive!” Adam yelled.

      The roiling motion continued, not only in the ship but in their bodies as well. They hadn’t been this close to the event the first time; now they were getting the full effect.

      “Are you set to go on your end?” Adam yelled into his helmet comm.

      “Yes. The device will send out a blast signal that identifies the control codes for each of the ships in the area. J’nae and I will then manually access each ship and issue the order to activate the drive.”

      “Manually? You have to contact over three hundred ships manually?”

      “It will take us eight-point-six seconds for the task. We work fast around here.”

      “Not bad.”

      “Well, we don’t get paid to sit around looking pretty.”

      “Touché. Wholly crap, there goes the big suck!”

      The Nuoreans had placed a small flotilla of ships at the apex of the void this time; shift rotations and data carriers undoubtedly. Now the ships elongated and disappeared into the huge black disk a light-year away. From their close-in vantage point, the disk was huge, filling the entire sky. Without the countering gravity-well, Adam and Riyad would be on their way to Andromeda—just as Sherri and Copernicus had done.

      The effect died down and the other ships around them cut their drives. Any second now and the Nuorean fleet would appear out of the blackness.

      The ship jerked violently just as the generators cycled. The back-well was firing up.

      “Panur!” Adam yelled through his comm.

      “I know…sorry. We had to isolate your code first.”

      The well dissolved, but not before the Nuorean ship was already hurdling toward the mass of warships that had just appeared in the void. Riyad activated the forward well and their momentum stopped, but not soon enough to avoid an exploding starship on the port side. Internal inertia compensators were overloaded, allowing Adam and Riyad to be sent slamming into the left side bulkhead. They fell to the deck and were pressed into place by the rapid acceleration. The ship was blown away from the blast, with sections of the hull torn off in sheets. Alarms sounded and lights flashed.

      A strong countering force came next, the result of another nearby explosion to starboard. This time the emergency pressure door to the bridge slid shut and locked down, preserving the atmosphere in the small room, even as the rest the ship suffered near-catastrophic failure.

      The two Humans fought to climb into chairs and fasten safety harnesses across their bodies. With the damage to the ship, the compensators weren’t only overloaded, they were inoperable. The ship tumbled and rolled, the only thing saving their lives being the wide leather straps that cut into raw skin even through the spacesuits.

      More buffeting occurred until the turmoil outside began to subside. Fortunately, the forward viewport was still intact, and through it Adam and Riyad witnessed a terrible, yet wondrous site. There were flashes of light popping up all around as chain reactions of collisions and explosions rippled throughout the Nuorean fleet. As was the habit of the invaders, their behemoths were at the head of the fleet, designed to create a grand entrance, if even for the waiting sentry ships. These vessels took the brunt of the nearly two hundred smaller ships that plowed into them on full back-wells.

      Panur’s plan had worked…almost too well.
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        * * *

      

      By the time their screens cleared from the transit flash, half the fleet was in ruins. Some of the vessels on the edge of the cluster managed to bolt away at oblique angles. Some survived, some didn’t. Yet it was the smaller ships toward the rear of the formation that suffered the least. At least that was the case for some of them.

      There were fallen stanchions strewn across the deck and hanging from the overhead. Electrical lines popped and cracked, sending hot sparks to the deck. A moment later internal gravity was lost.

      Sherri welcomed the surge in her stomach and throat, which was not unlike the sensation of mounting the summit of a roller coaster and heading down the other side. After the brief period of nausea, she found some relief for the pain she felt in her left leg. Through a red haze of blood entering her eyes, she searched the shattered room for Copernicus. Only a few emergency lights survived, along with the occasional spark from electrical wires and flashes coming through the forward viewport—which by some miracle was still airtight.

      “Coop!” she cried out. Silence. “Copernicus!”

      “Yeah…I’m over here.”

      “I’m stuck, and I think my leg is broken. You’ll have to come to me, if you can.”

      “Give me a minute. There’s a lot of live wires all over the place.”

      He floated next to her, taking hold of her hand while wiping the blood from her face. “Is it just your leg, or more?”

      “I think just the leg.”

      Copernicus studied the fallen beam and how it was braced between the ceiling and the deck. Securing himself, he pushed against the ten-foot-long bulkhead brace. The zero gravity allowed it to move, and with a free arm, he pulled Sherri into the air.

      Her leg was bleeding and the pant leg torn, but he didn’t see any odd angles or penetrating bone. Those were good signs. He took off his shirt and wrapped it around her leg. She cried out in pain.

      After taking several deep breaths, Sherri relaxed. “What happened?”

      “Hell if I know. It felt like something hit us, an explosion or another ship.”

      They were in the pilothouse of the small supply ship, and when they turned their attention to the exterior viewport, they were shocked to find the space outside filled with tiny flashes for as far as they could see. The frequency of the explosions was tapering off, but it was obvious something big had just happened.

      “Are we back?”

      “I think so,” Copernicus replied.

      He floated to the pressure door of the pilothouse and looked through the tiny viewport. The entire back end of the ship was open to space. Safnos and the rest of the Juireans had been back there. Next, he looked over the flight control panels. They were in ruin.

      “I saw the fleet in front of us stretch out and disappear…and then the flash. I’m pretty sure we’re back in the Milky Way.” he said.

      “If we’re back, then that means—Adam!”

      “Yeah, looks like something he would do, with the help of his mutant sidekick.”

      “They couldn’t have known we were with them. We have to let them know. How can we send a signal?”

      “I don’t know. We’re pretty broken up.”

      “You’re the mechanic—fix it.”

      “Spoken like most of the women I’ve known.”

      “Well….”

      “I’ll call Triple-A for a tow.”

      Sherri grimaced when she tried to smile, discovering a deep cut on her lips. “Well…if we have to die, at least we’ll do it in our galaxy.”
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        * * *

      

      “That damn mutant!” Adam yelled once the ship stabilized.

      “The comm’s still open,” came Panur’s voice within his helmet.

      “Then I repeat: That damn mutant!”

      “I take it you had a little trouble?”

      “Who activated the damn drive?”

      “That was me,” said J’nae. “I’m not as proficient as Panur and realized too late your command code had been triggered. It was only for a second or two.”

      “When it comes to gravity drives, that was long enough.”

      “What’s your status?” Panur asked.

      “Unknown at this point. We just came out of a spin and the systems are erratic. We still have gravity and some of the screens are active. Give us a minute to do an assessment.”
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        * * *

      

      Riyad and Adam unfastened their safety harnesses, discovering that even through their spacesuits, they had suffered bruises and burns from the severe buffeting they’d taken. Helmets had protected their heads when they slammed into the portside bulkhead, and other than a few other cuts and strains, they appeared to be okay.

      The ship turned out to be halfway functional. Only one generator was working, and at sixty-percent capacity. They’d lost atmosphere to most of the ship, but wearing their suits allowed them to do an adequate survey of the damage. Tapping into one of the rear internal gravity generators would help get the ship up to traveling mode, using only maneuvering wells instead of the deeper light-speed variety.

      Adam contacted Panur again.

      “Good,” said the mutant when learning the ship could steer its way out of the mess they’d made. “The effect was better than expected.”

      “How so?”

      “We launched three hundred eighteen ships and two hundred four made it to the fleet. By our estimates, over seventeen hundred Nuorean ships were destroyed out of two thousand ten. The ones that survived are the smaller ones toward the rear of the column.”

      “That should get their attention. Can you help us out? Navigation is down and our proximity sensors are offline. We’d be eyeballing if we head out of the debris field on our own.”

      “Let me do a scan and find the easiest route. It should be toward the rear of the column, where there’s less debris.”

      A moment later he came back on the line. “Okay, steer one-one-five, up six from your location. Go slow. I’ll be feeding you constant updates to avoid debris.”

      The battered Nuorean spaceship began to move. As Panur fed Adam directions, Riyad stood at the viewport with a viewing magnifier he’d found on the bridge, and able to survey the path ahead at a thousand times magnification. His mouth hung slack as he took in the incredible damage the telescope brought into focus.

      They slipped past five huge warships, busted and sporting gaping holes filled with jagged metal, wires and beams, along with a few frozen bodies orbiting nearby. The operation had been a success, if only for this one time. When the debris field showed up back in the Andromeda galaxy, the Nuoreans would surely suspend future transits, at least until they figured out what happened. Then they would probably shift entry points. But that would take time, hopefully time enough for the allies to build Panur’s suppressor beam platforms.

      There were still a few explosions still taking place, but mainly on the periphery of their route. The space ahead had a few derelicts, as all the space-worthy vessels had scattered to places unknown. That was why the flashes Riyad noticed along their path seemed so…odd. They weren’t sporadic but pulsed with a pattern that repeated. He tried to think what would cause such a system of timed pulses on a damaged or destroyed warship but was at a loss.

      Unless they were artificial….

      “Do you know Morse Code?” he asked Adam.

      “Back in my SEAL days, which was like a couple of centuries ago it seems.”

      “Well I think someone is trying to send us a signal.”

      Adam was at the window a second later, taking the magnifier from Riyad and following his directions to the source of the flashing lights. A moment later he pulled the telescope away from his eyes and smiled.

      “I have no idea what the signal means in Nuorean, but on Earth it means S.O.S.”
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      Hell, they’d only been gone for three days, but the greeting Sherri and Copernicus received from Adam and Riyad was epic. There was far too much crying taking place for a room filled with three manly men and one irascible woman. But no one seemed to care. Adam truly believed he’d never see Sherri again, and although he knew the odds of what just happened were far beyond that of the largest Powerball drawing of all time, even with that, someone usually won. This time it was the four people on the bridge of Adam’s barely running Nuorean spaceship.

      They made it back to the D-4, where J’nae and Panur proved their credentials with Human medical procedures. Sherri’s leg was cast posthaste, and all their other injuries scrubbed and bandaged as if by professionals.

      Then with the new jump drive operational, the D-4 headed off for the galaxy end of the Radis Spur. The trip would take six days, even with the modified star drive, but Panur didn’t wait until they reached friendly territory before working on the plans for his suppressor beam platforms. Using all the computing power aboard the Belsonian starship, he completed the plans in two days, and then sent all thirty-seven hundred pages of drawings, specifications and instructions to Admiral Olsen.

      Two days later, Olsen was back on the line with a half a dozen engineers in a conference link, firing a million questions at the mutant. Panur grew impatient, saying it was all right there if they would just follow the directions. What followed were five more conference calls before the engineers began to grasp the concept. It was still going to be a long and difficult road before the platforms were up and running.

      The allied lines were no longer at the beginning of the Radis Spur. They had been moved back until they were forty light-years from Formil. This was where the Expansion—along with the first Union reinforcements—would make a stand. Formil was the premier manufacturing center for the Expansion—the planet and the nine others the Formilians controlled nearby. If these fell into Nuoreans hands, it would be a major blow to the war effort.

      As the days passed, and the D-4 neared Formil, Admiral Olsen finally reported some good news.

      “After each new alien fleet entered the galaxy, we noticed a huge uptick in their activities. Since your party at the entry point, new activity has dropped to zero. They’re maintaining what they have, but not pushing for more. You seemed to have made an impression.”

      “That is good news, Admiral,” Adam said. “But what we have to lookout for now is them showing up in different sectors, and in large numbers.”

      “A realignment?”

      “Yessir. If I were them I wouldn’t risk sending another fleet through to the same spot. They’ll probably shift focus and then send in units to scout around. A few of the survivors from the last attack probably got pulled back to Andromeda along with the debris field, so they might have some idea what happened, but not the whole picture. They’ll want more information before committing full fleets again.”

      “Giving us time to complete the platforms.”

      “How’s that coming? We’ll be at Formil in six days; I guess we’ll see firsthand when we get there.”

      “To be honest, it’s going slow. Panur may consider his plans child’s play, but our scientists and engineers are having a hell of a time with them. We could sure use his help.”

      Adam had already told Olsen about the mutant’s plan to leave and go find Lila, rather than stay and help with the platforms.

      “Panur’s still set on leaving. We’ll get there just in time for him to recover the Mark IV and head out.”

      “We can keep the ship from him,” Olsen threatened.

      “You really think you can? Besides, that would be shitty. He’s done yeoman’s work to this point.”

      “It would be for the common good, Captain.”

      “You’ll just have to do the best you can, sir,” Adam said. “You can stay in touch with us through CW links.”

      “Us?”

      “Yessir. I’m going with him.”

      “Captain—”

      “She’s my daughter, Admiral. I’ve already lost one. I don’t want to lose another.”

      “Understood.” The sour look on the Admiral’s face spoke volumes. “I suppose the whole gang is going?”

      “Yessir.”

      “And Smith?”

      “He wants to tag along as well.”

      “You okay with that?”

      Adam snickered. “It’s really not up to me anymore. He and Sherri are an item now.”

      “Heaven help us, Captain.” Alan Olsen leaned back in his chair, resigned to the fact that his best spy and greatest warrior were teaming up and heading out on their own galaxy-quest. “I wish you luck in finding your daughter, Adam. From what I’ve heard through classified channels, that’s not going to be an easy task. Did I hear them right: three-billion-year-old super-beings?”

      “It’s just another mystery in this great big universe of ours, Admiral. And I have to tell you, this place is getting weirder by the day.”
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      “Of course it’s a wave; an oscillating wave with splintered modulation. That’s how the beam can affect a variety of species.”

      “But why would you not—”

      “Let me stop you there,” Panur interrupted. “You are attempting to modify my design based on your primitive understanding of physics and engineering. Even the mindless Sol-Kor could build suppressor platforms…because they didn’t question my plans. They simply followed directions.”

      “Yet the power source delivery can cause splintering—”

      “That’s covered on page nine-eighty-four, halfway down. All you need to do is read it.”

      Adam raised his eyebrows. The mutant Panur was speaking to the engineers on Formil over a CW comm link while staring at the bulkhead in the Najmah Fayd’s pilothouse, yet still he could recall the exact location in his three-thousand-plus page set of plans where the splintering effect was addressed.

      “The frequency modulation is a question—”

      “Refer to addendum fourteen. It details how to build the modulation unit. It’s all there…as it has been from the beginning.”

      “We understand that,” said the engineer. “However, the requirements—”

      A loud squeal erupted from the speakers, followed by silence. Panur turned to Adam, his face displaying the frustration that had been building over the past twenty minutes of the link. His emotional state was exacerbated by the almost continuous series of communications the mutant had endured over the past two weeks with the scientists back on Formil.

      “These are rumored to the brightest beings in your galaxy,” Panur barked at Adam. “I welcome this second disruption of the CW link.”

      “The second?” Adam asked.

      “Yes, there was a similar interruption three days ago—” Panur’s eyes grew large.

      Adam was in the pilot seat, waiting patiently for the mutant to continue. Riyad was on the bridge as well. The two Humans shared a knowing glance, enjoying the frustration the often-pompous immortal mutant alien genius was experiencing.

      “The last event was three days, nine minutes ago, to be precise,” Panur announced. “The prior interference was only a scrambling of the wormhole. This latest disruption caused a complete break.”

      The tone of Panur’s statement made Adam take notice. He knew continuous-wormhole communication linked together two points in space by way of a microscopic wormhole. Such links were capable of sustaining integrity for just over an hour before the natural gravitational influences in the galaxy caused the points to fall out of alignment. Other than that, there was very little that could break an established link.

      “What do you think caused it?” Adam asked.

      “A gravitational wave of incredible strength, and this latest event was stronger than it was three days ago.”

      Adam sat up straighter. “The Nuoreans?”

      “The mid-point generators take three days to charge.”

      “Why haven’t we seen this effect before?”

      “Two reasons,” Panur began. “The original entry point was located far from the main part of the galaxy. And two, we were not within a CW link at the time we were close enough to notice the phenomenon.”

      “That means—”

      “We are close to their new entry point into the Milky Way.”

      Riyad sent a star map to the forward viewscreen. They were just entering the Kidis Frontier after two weeks of travel from Formil—which was another point of contention for Panur. The journey to the planet Incus was taking twice as long as necessary, especially in his trans-dimensional starship. But CW links couldn’t be established between dimensions, so the ship had to stay in the Milky Way and under normal drive for the duration of the trip, just so the workers on Formil could subject the mutant to their constant barrage of inane questions. Incus was still two weeks out, if they maintained this schedule.

      “The new entry point would be along the outskirts of the galaxy,” Riyad pointed out. “And if you follow how they did it in the Radis Spur it’ll be close to a projection from one of the major arms.”

      Panur studied the map. “The gravity wave is created by the surge of incoming space as the continuum returns to normal. To work properly, the entry point needs to be away from any major gravity source at this end. I’ll analyze the strength of the wave and determine the direction, but from my initial estimates I would place the entry point at the edge of the Anxel Prominence.”

      “Where’s that?” Adam asked. Although he’d spent a lot of time in space over the past twenty years, it was impossible for him to know every part of the galaxy. Who did—besides Panur?

      The mutant tapped a keyboard at his station. A circle appeared at the outer edge of the Orion Arm, near the border of the Kidis spur.

      “That’s pretty close to Earth,” Adam said.

      “Yes, relatively; however it’s closer to Incus.”

      “A coincidence?”

      “Unknown.”

      “We need to investigate,” Riyad declared. “The Formilians will need a definite location once the platforms are operational.”

      “I will relay the information and let others investigate. I’m already far behind schedule in my quest to find Lila.”

      Riyad shook his head. “The platforms are nearly complete, and if you’re right about this gravity wave thing, then the Nuoreans are already bringing in new units from Andromeda. We can’t waste time.”

      “They may be testing the link,” Panur countered. “There is no evidence of warships coming through.”

      “That’s why we need to investigate.” There was a moment of quiet on the bridge before Riyad finished his statement. “It’s on our way to Incus.”

      Panur scrunched up his face. “At this rate we will never begin our search for Lila!” he growled. The CW link chirped; the mutant glared at the screen with fire in his eyes. The wave had passed the Najmah Fayd and now the engineers on Formil were calling back.

      “I will not deviate, yet you may if you wish,” Panur said to Riyad. “Take the shuttle. Your journey is six days out.”

      Riyad looked at Adam, not quite sure what to do next. “You coming?” he asked.

      Adam shook his head. “I think I’ll stay with Panur. You can take Sherri and Copernicus. Just be careful.”

      “Can I take one of the mutants?”

      “Panur’s going to Incus, so that only leaves J’nae,” Adam pointed out. “Do you really want that?”

      Riyad wrinkled his nose. “I see your point. Okay, I’ll take the two love-birds.”

      Sherri Valentine was Riyad’s ex-wife from a marriage that had lasted all of four months. Even so, the two were good friends and worked well together. The variable in the equation was Copernicus Smith, Sherri’s latest love interest. Adam hadn’t noticed any resentment on Riyad’s part since the affair became public; in fact it was Adam who was having a harder time coping than Riyad. There was a natural competitiveness between the two Alpha-males, and not only with regards to Sherri, but everything else. Adam would welcome the reprieve for a few days.

      “We’ll meet up on Incus,” he said. “Just get in and out quickly and quietly. There’s nothing you can do against the Nuor alone. Leave that to others.”

      “That’s my intent.”

      “I’ll plot the course in the shuttle’s nav computer,” Panur said. “Yet be forewarned: I do not intend to spend much time on Incus. Either you meet us there or else we’ll leave you behind.”

      Riyad nodded at the short, gray alien and smiled. “Yes, Panur, I’ll be careful. And thanks for your concern and vote of confidence.”

      “Sarcasm, as only a Human can deliver, blatant and transparent. Now leave, I have more important things to do than deal with your insecurities.”
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      Third Cadre Spec-One Azon (1901) Kallen-Noc studied the alien groveling before him. The creature was nervous and reeked of fear, hardly the image of the invincible player the Humans were rumored to be. This was the twelfth test subject umanthe Cadre had examined. All prior subjects had died, and now there were only four left on Nuor.

      The first Humans had simply been stabbed, sliced or broken, to verify their ability to die as normal beings. The Cadre had been cavalier with their earlier tests, expecting to inflict more damage to the subjects before they expired. Yet most died from single wounds, resulting in a faster reduction in the prisoner population than expected.

      These initial results conflicted with the abundance of video evidence the Nuor had on the creature known as Adam Cain. In the alien’s immunity challenge with Master-Lead Daric (411) Kallen-Noc, the Human had been stabbed several times, yet showed no signs of injury. He also displayed supernatural ability of movement and evasion, as well as strength unexplained.

      The video of the event resulted in a special unit of the Third Cadre being assigned the task of analyzing the Human enigma. As individuals, each Cadre member was an exceptional player of almost unnatural ability. Yet instead of partaking in individual challenges, they worked as a team, tasked with the evaluation of races that defied classification.

      As a race, the Nuor practiced the art of Sandica—ritualized combat—for the acquisition of victory points, be they blood points without death, or immunity challenges against alien species which were always to the death. However, the Nuor were not without common sense. Occasionally they came upon races too dangerous to allow challenges, alien beings whose very existence could threaten the Nuorean race. These were classified as Jundac species.

      The Cadre evaluated these potential threats, either on a technological or biological level, and helped render the final verdict. The options were stark: live or die, there was no other choice with regard to the Jundac.

      Even before making the jump to their neighboring galaxy, the Nuor anticipated encountering such species. There had been a few in their home galaxy, which resulted in hard lessons learned and the initial formation of the Cadre. Now there was a process in place for dealing with such anomalies.

      Yet the Humans were different from any potential Jundac race yet encountered. After intensive study, it was confirmed the race as a whole were exceptional players, but not supernaturally so. And their level of skill came in such variety that it was hard to assign challenge-factors, either as a race or individually. The trained players—the ones the Humans called warriors—were extremely challenging, even for the highest-rated Nuor. Yet for those untrained, it was almost embarrassing meeting them in immunity challenges.

      And now Azon (1901) was quickly running out of test subjects, having failed to find even one who was a worthy opponent—and none even remotely close to the skills and abilities assigned to Adam Cain.

      Perhaps that is what made the Human so special—he was one-of-a-kind—an oddity of nature. In fact, Adam Cain could be a mutant.

      But now Azon had to deal with the Human before him, the physically undefined creature emitting waves of fear into the small test arena.

      “What is your name?” Azon asked.

      The Human nearly fainted when the Spec-One spoke, but then he gathered his composure. “I…I’m Phil Emerson.”

      “And what is your life-skill?”

      “My life-skill…I don’t understand?”

      “What is your function within your society?”

      “Oh…I’m a salesman, a territory director. I sell shoes.”

      “Shoes?”

      “Yes.” The Human pointed to Azon’s foot coverings. “Shoes. My company specializes not only in Human footwear, but we can make them for just about any species—any species that has feet, of course.” The Human bared his teeth at the Nuorean player, yet Azon sensed no threat. Humans were one of those races that displayed a wide array of expressions on their faces, often resulting in confusing interpretation. Azon had already noted this in his file.

      “Have you combat training?”

      “Heavens no!” The alien appeared to be proud of the statement, which Azon had trouble accepting. “I’m just a merchant, looking to make a living. The company I work for was late in reaching into space after the whole aliens-in-the-galaxy revelation about twenty years ago. But in order to compete, we had to open our markets to other worlds. I was on my way to the Canis system when you intercepted my ship. Honestly, I’m not a threat, to you or anyone. There’s no need for you do anything to me. I’ll tell you anything you want to know, whatever value that can have.”

      Azon was frustrated. This Human was turning out to be like all the others that had been brought to Nuor for study, useless in the evaluation of the race.  To date, Azon had yet to find one with combat training. There had been two out of the prior eleven who did put up a fight at the end, but that was more out of desperation in the face of certain death than anything else. They were dispatched after only the slightest disruption.

      This current Human—this Phil Emerson—would be no different. He would die without revealing anything substantial…unless Azon used a different tact….

      “Have you heard of a Human labeled Adam Cain?”

      The alien’s eyes grew wide. “Adam Cain? Of course, who hasn’t?”

      “Out of all the billions of Humans, you have heard of this single individual?”

      “Well, he is famous.”

      “For what contributions?”

      The fat alien hesitated, the fear even more prominent this close to the creature.

      “Speak freely. All I seek is information.” Later, Azon would seek flesh.

      “Don’t take this wrong, but he’s famous for killing…aliens.”

      “So he is a skillful player—a warrior?”

      “Yeah, like the best ever. He’s saved the planet Earth and the Human race several times over, almost single-handedly, as well as the galaxy, too…if you believe what’s in the movies and books.”

      “Is he a super-being, possessing abilities beyond those of normal Humans?”

      “You mean like Superman? Hell no, nothing like that. As far as I know he’s just one badass sonofabitch.”

      Azon recoiled. “That did not translate properly.”

      “He’s just normal, as far as I know,” the Human clarified. “He’s just really good at what he does. Of course, they do tend to exaggerate in the movies; however, he did just kick the ass of the Juireans—again. That I know for sure.”

      “The Juireans you refer to are the leaders of the largest and oldest stellar empire in the Kac—in the Milky Way?”

      “That’s them. About a year ago, Cain blew up most of their military command, along with a shitload of their rulers.”

      “This one creature?”

      “He does have Riyad Tarazi helping…and Sherri Valentine now and then. That Sherri’s really hot—but not like the alien Arieel Bol. Damn!”

      “Please moderate your language to a more easily-decipherable level. All the beings you just mentioned are in my files. Yet referring again to Adam Cain, you believe him to have no unnatural abilities, nothing different from other Humans?”

      “Not that I know of, but like I said most of what I’ve learned about him has been from the movies. I’ve never seen him in person.”

      Azon was amazed by the myriad of expressions the face of Phil Emerson was capable of displaying. It was quite remarkable and would naturally lead to misinterpretations by the uninformed. Yet as confusing as his expressions may be, Azon sensed the Human was not trying to deceive.

      “Is it your belief, Phil Emerson, that Adam Cain can be killed?”

      The Human now displayed a look of shock. “Killed? Of course, he’s just like the rest of us. He’s not immortal after all—not like his daughter’s rumored to be.”

      Azon took up a databox and began to scan his files. Yes, he had read of this anomaly, of this creature labeled Lila Bol, the product of an interspecies mating between Adam Cain and the Formilian Arieel Bol.

      “Do you believe these stories?” he asked his Human prisoner.

      “You know, I’ve been coming out into space for the past few years, and I’ve seen some really weird shit, but when you think about, there’s nothing that can’t be explained. But the stories of Lila—and of Panur—well, who knows? Maybe not until I see them first-hand.”

      “Who is Panur?”

      “He’s a mutant from another dimension, the guy who helped the Sol-Kor build all their most-deadly weapons. He’s supposed to be immortal, too, just like Lila. Some say he’s over five thousand years old.”

      Azon frantically scanned the data files for any mention of a creature labeled Panur. There was none. Now the Third Cadre officer had something new. How it impacted the Humans and Adam Cain’s apparent supernatural abilities, Azon did not know, but he sensed it was related somehow. Yet it also seemed his conversation with the Human had suddenly lapsed into the realm of fantasy, more myth than fact. That was understandable; most species believed such nonsense to one degree or another. Yet now he had a line of questioning to put before the remaining Human prisoners.

      Phil Emerson had calmed down much since the start of the interrogation, with his scent of fear greatly diminished, but Azon was growing impatient. His team would embark for the Kac in two days, and once there, find many more Human test subjects. He felt this one had provided all the knowledge he could. Now it was time to return to the physical aspects of the species, which presented the Spec-One with an opportunity to settle first-hand a question that had been troubling him.

      Azon stepped up to the Human. “I wish you to strike me.”

      Fear returned to the alien. “Strike you…you mean like hit you?”

      “Yes, in the face, but from the side.”

      “Why?”

      “I wish to experience your species’ natural strength.”

      The Human stepped away. “I don’t think so. You’re just trying to find an excuse to hurt me.”

      “I do not need an excuse to hurt you,” Azon replied. “Yet I do need one not to.”

      “And hitting you will keep you from hurting me?” Skepticism was thick in the Human’s tone. Azon noted this. The creature was thoughtful and calculating, even when given the opportunity to strike his capturer.

      “I could hurt you,” the Human Emerson continued. “Humans are known for being stronger than most aliens, and your gravity here is lighter than on Earth. Please don’t make me do this.”

      “I absolve you from all consequence regarding my request. This interrogation is being recorded, so my declaration is official. Now strike me…and do not hold back. Nuoreans are the supreme players—warriors—in our galaxy. You cannot hurt me permanently.”

      The Human considered his situation—and opportunity—for a moment before nodding. “You’re sure about this?”

      “Yes. Proceed. I am ready.”

      Phil Emerson studied Azon carefully. Then he shifted his footing, pulled back his right arm, and delivered a powerful balled fist to the side of the Nuorean’s head….
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        * * *

      

      Azon lay unconscious for three days before waking. After another day of recovery, he was released in time to make the next jump to the Kac. He joined the other members of his team from the earlier transition, still wearing the full-head guard as the shattered bones in his face continued to heal.

      The Spec-One had been admonished by his superiors for taking such a foolish risk. The Humans were a potential Jundac race and not to be taken lightly. If the hit had been half an inch higher he would have died from the single blow—something almost unheard of against a Nuorean. Yet his experiment did prompt the Grand Masters to intervene with regards to the remaining four Humans on Nuor. They were dispatched in private immunity challenges with the Grand Masters themselves. These matches were carefully monitored and used primarily to provide the leaders of the Nuorean race with first-hand knowledge of this potential Jundac species. Yet they took care. One of the Humans managed to injure a Grand Master—not severely, but enough to warrant the alien’s immediate termination by the watchful Third Cadre.

      After the challenges, the GM’s sent orders that the Humans should be segregated from the other races in the Kac, with challenges awarded only to the highest-skilled players and under controlled conditions. An evenly-matched contest would be allowed to continue to the conclusion, even if it meant the death of a Nuorean master. However, if the Human was judged to be clearly superior, then the challenger could continue to engage the alien to acquire experience, yet if faced with jeopardy, the Cadre would intervene. Skilled players were not to be wasted in clearly losing challenges; it took too long for them to reach such a level of expertise.
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      Sherri Valentine was in the landing bay of the Najmah Fayd, still apprehensive about Riyad’s plan to intentionally go out looking for fleets of Nuorean warships in nothing but an unarmed shuttle craft. Their last such attempt had nearly left her and Coop stranded for eternity in the Andromeda Galaxy. She wasn’t anxious for a replay.

      “C’mon, let’s load the shuttle,” she said to Coop and Riyad. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned from past experience, there’s no such thing as a quick in and out, at least nothing that’s even remotely satisfying. So let’s just get this over with”

      The two men looked at each other.

      “Is she talking about you again?” Riyad said.

      “I thought she meant you?” Coop responded.

      “Men,” Sherri proclaimed. “Y’all think you’re the greatest lovers in the world, but I bet none of you could hold a candle to Trimen—and he’s three times your age.”

      “I appreciate the compliment,” said a voice from behind the group.

      Sherri turned, red-faced. Trimen was there, along with Adam. She lifted the first box she saw and carried it into the shuttle as quickly as she could.

      Adam understood what Sherri meant about the Formilian. Trimen O’lac—the High Corusant, the highest ranking male in Formilian society—was an equivalent of over a hundred Human years old, yet he had the physique of a twenty-something romance novel cover model, tanned, buffed and square-jawed. He also had a habit of wearing shirts without sleeves, displaying his toned, muscular arms to the breathless enjoyment of the only true female aboard. The former queen of the Sol-Kor—the mutant J’nae—was classified female, but only on paper. With her ability to modify her cells, she could be anything she wanted to be.

      “How are the preps coming?” Adam asked after Sherri had left.

      Riyad smiled. “Doing fine, my friend, we should be ready in ten minutes. Sure you don’t want to tag along?”

      “The three of you can handle this. Now, if you were going out to actually bash some alien heads, I might reconsider. But this is just a boring reconnaissance mission.”

      Riyad nodded toward the entrance hatch to the shuttle. “It may not be that boring, considering the present company.”

      Adam smiled. “Even so, be careful. Panur has pinpointed the source of the gravity wave. It’s in the computer. But if the Nuoreans are bringing in fleets, you should be able to pick up their signatures long before you come in range. If that happens, get the hell out of there. I’ll contact fleet command and let them take it from there. I’m pretty anxious to see if the suppressor beam strategy works.”

      “Same here. If it doesn’t, we have one hell of an uphill battle.”

      “Remember,” Adam said, turning serious. “In and out, and then beat a path for Incus. We can’t wait for long.”

      Riyad studied Adam’s creased forehead. “I’m sure she’s fine,” he said to his friend, reading his concern. “If anyone can take care of herself it’s an immortal mutant genius.”

      “One would think so,” Adam replied. “However, how easy it was for the Aris to take her, I’m worried.”

      “I can see you are.” Riyad reached out his hand and they shook. “See you in a few days.”

      Adam nodded.

      A few minutes later, he left the landing bay and watched as the shuttle dropped out the back of the Najmah Fayd and streaked off into space. Call it a sixth sense or what, but Adam wasn’t feeling very confident about Riyad’s mission, possibly because he wasn’t going. After all, Adam Cain was kind of a serious control freak.
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      Six days cooped up in a shuttle craft would try anyone’s patience and tolerance. So by the time the trio reached the location Panur had programmed into the nav computer, Sherri and Copernicus were on the skids, with Riyad ready to don a spacesuit and step outside to avoid the constant bickering. But things got serious as they scanned the empty space around them.

      “These are the coordinates,” Copernicus Smith announced, “but nobody’s home.”

      “That’s a good thing,” Sherri said from the seat next to him. “Just means Panur’s calculations were wrong.” As soon as she spoke the words, she regretted saying them.

      “Panur wrong, yeah, right,” Riyad chimed in from behind her. “Maybe not wrong, just slightly off target,” he continued. “The gravity wave was real and it promulgated from somewhere around here.”

      “Promulgated?” Sherri said. “Dude, you’ve been hanging out with geniuses too long. Now you’re beginning to sound like one.”

      “And this is a bad thing?”

      “Hey, there’s supposed to be a fleet of alien invaders out here,” Coop spoke up, getting the team back on topic. “The last time the Nuoreans came through they left a trail fifty light-years long, now nothing. Is that possible?”

      The shuttlecraft only had two seated stations in the pilothouse, forcing Riyad to stand behind the others, looking over their shoulders or out the forward viewport at the blackness of space. He stood up a little straighter when a thought occurred to him.

      “Unless they’ve learned their lesson,” he whispered.

      Coop tensed. “Checking magnetic proximity sensors,” he announced, instinctively picking up on Riyad’s suspicions. If the alien fleet was in dark status, their energy signatures would be too dim to detect. Yet metal hulls created magnetic fields.

      “We’d have to be right on top of one to notice,” Sherri stated.

      “Cut power,” Riyad commanded.

      “Don’t do it!” Coop countered. “If we do, that’ll broadcast the fact that we know they’re here, and I’m pretty sure they already have us pinpointed. It wouldn’t do us any good to go dark, not now.”

      Sherri had the magnetics up on the main screen. She set the indicator to portray a grid of thin lines that would be influenced by any magnetic disturbances in the empty void surrounding the ship. The lines ran horizontal and vertical, with no deflection. But then they noticed a slight bending of a line along the right side of the screen. It wasn’t much—not until magnified—then the deviation became unmistakable. Something was invisible beyond their other sensors, and it was made of metal.

      “Distance to anomaly…three hundred thousand miles,” Sherri announced. “It’s stationery, relative to our position.”

      “But we’re not…we’re moving,” Coop said. “That means so are they, using gas jets for maneuvering.”

      “There’s another deflection,” Sherri said. “This one’s to port, also matching course and velocity.” She took a deep breath. “We’re screwed.”

      “Maybe not,” Riyad said. “They haven’t blown us out of the water—not yet.”

      Coop sent a dotted red-line course to the main screen, showing the quickest way out of this part of space.

      “You’re kidding me?” Sherri asked. “We’re in a goddamn shuttle craft, without a single exterior-mounted weapon. And that’s not to say we wouldn’t run smack dab into the heart of their fleet if we bolt out.”

      Copernicus smiled. “Can’t blame a guy for trying, but if they don’t accept our surrender, running may be our only option.”

      None of them questioned the mention of the word surrender. From past experience, raising the white flag often opened up more options, while maintaining the prerequisite of living beyond the next moment.

      Coop cut the engines and turned up the internal energy signature, broadcasting to everyone in the area they were here and offering no resistance. Moments later, four small Nuorean attack ships appeared after igniting their gravity-drives. Another large craft made its presence known, just as one of the three-mile-long battle-carriers materialized. Coop was surprised that a vessel of that size would go dark to avoid their small shuttle. That would have meant shutting off gravity and life support to a crew of over ten thousand.  The aliens must be serious about remaining undetected, which didn’t bode well for the Humans. With what they knew, keeping them alive would be too great a risk.
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        * * *

      

      Thirty minutes later, the shuttle had been boarded and the three Humans transferred to another craft for the ride to the battle-carrier. The aliens let the Najmah Fayd’s shuttle drift off unmanned, rather than bring it aboard, apparently worried that it might be carrying a bomb designed to either damage or destroy the huge warship.

      Once in the small Nuorean transport vessel, their images were scanned and transmitted, resulting in a waiting entourage in one of the huge landing bays of the carrier. Nuoreans didn’t display rank as brazenly as did the Juireans—or Humans, for that matter—so it was hard for Riyad and the others to distinguish between the dozen or so aliens in the group; however, one of the creatures did standout from the rest, by the plastic guard he wore over the bruised skin on the left side of his face.

      Another tall Nuorean stepped forward as the trio disembarked.

      “I am First-Lead Sanelis (314) Kallen-Noc, commander of Nuor fleets,” said the alien.  “Facial recognition has identified two of you as Riyad Tarazi and Sherri Valentine. The other Human is unknown to us. Upon further research, our surprise was elevated when we discovered your histories. You are well-known within the Kac, and the chance of being innocently within this region of space cannot be a coincidence. You have come deliberately, which raises many questions.”

      Sanelis turned to the Nuorean with the face mask. “Fortunately, we have aboard a unit of the Third Cadre tasked with the evaluation of Humans, especially with regard to the creature known as Adam Cain. It is indeed a small galaxy that I now have two of his legendary team aboard my ship. I will now turn you over to Spec-One Azon (1901) for interrogation and testing. He carries the primary authority over your fate, but I must remind him to hasten his investigation. The forces of the Kac may now be aware of our presence.”

      The injured alien came forward. He studied the emotionless faces of his captives before addressing them. “I am indeed fortunate, as I may now be able to solve the mystery of Adam Cain. Take the prisoners to Section Nine, under Cadre guard. The evaluation will begin immediately.”

      Riyad flashed his impossibly white teeth at the alien. A moment passed between them as the creature first tensed, then calmed. “That looks like our handiwork.” Riyad said, making a point of looking the plastic guard up and down. “Who did it?”

      “No one of importance, simply a Human classified as a merchant…a shoe merchant.”

      Riyad chuckled. “If a salesman did this to you—” his smile grew wider, more wicked, “—just imagine what I could do to you.”

      The alien tried to return the ominous smile but grimaced instead from the pain of his injury. “Aboard this vessel, our current interaction will be controlled. Yet because of your challenge, Riyad Tarazi, I will make it a personal goal to defeat that rebellious nature of yours in a most unpleasant manner.”

      “Looking forward to it, asshole.”

      “Take them away.”
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        * * *

      

      “Way to go, Riyad,” Sherri said once the trio was placed in a locked room with a thick glass door and guards outside, watching their every move. “Poke the bear when he’s holding all the cards.”

      “You’re mixing metaphors, my love,” he replied. “Yet you must remember that an angry enemy is prone to act emotionally, often resulting in critical mistakes being made.”

      “Or he may just step in here and slice off your head—problem solved.”

      “Then I will leave it to you and Coop to avenge my death.”

      Copernicus Smith sat on one of the three cots that had been crammed into the much-too-small room. “Is this how you guys always talk?” he grunted. “If you haven’t noticed, we’re in some deep shit.”

      Riyad turned to the starship repairman. “Copernicus, my friend, you’re supposed to be this unbeatable super-spy, so I have every confidence you’ll figure a way out of our current situation.”

      Coop looked at Sherri. “Maybe for Sherri and me, but you, buddy, happen to be the third-wheel around here.”

      “The story of my life.”
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      True to his word, the alien began the interrogation of the Humans only minutes after being placed in the cell. A force of guards came in and removed Sherri. There was some shoving and name-calling as the men protested, but Sherri calmed them down, saying this was just the opening salvo, so nothing to worry about.

      She was taken into a large room with a long table and a series of monitors in the walls. The masked-alien—Azon—was there, along with four other Nuoreans all dressed in dark gray uniforms with a single yellow stripe on their left breast.

      As she was shoved into a chair on the opposite side of the table from Azon, two of the aliens grasped her arm and held it against the tabletop. One then took a knife and opened a two-inch-long cut on her forearm. She let out a whimper before gritting her teeth against the pain, refusing to display any more reaction to the injury.

      With a look of confusion and frustration, Azon watched the blood flow from the wound. After a moment, he nodded and a gauze bandage was provided. Sherri was released and took the swab, dabbing it on the cut, cleaning up most of the blood. She met the alien’s eyes evenly and without fear.

      He looked flustered, even though he hadn’t asked a question or received a reply. Sherri found his reaction…puzzling.

      “You bleed, just as the others,” Azon finally said.

      “Just as you will…when I rip your head off your shoulders.”

      The alien dismissed her comment with a wave of his hand. “There is no need for your bravado, Sherri Valentine; I was not insulting you. However, your commonality is what confuses me, adding to the evidence building regarding the Humans. The fact that you bleed may save your race from extinction.”

      It was Sherri’s turn to be confused.

      The alien activated a monitor on the wall using a small remote control. The image that appeared was of the security compound where Adam and the others had been held in the Radis Spur, before Sherri’s arrival on the planet and his subsequent rescue.

      “Adam Cain was observed being attacked by other species of the Kac, and even subdued by Nuorean forces when he and a group of prisoners attempted an escape.” The video was taken from above the compound, with selective zooms where appropriate. Then Sherri and her people arrived, including the two mutants, Panur and J’nae, morphed into Human shape.

      “Your associate did not seem pleased to see you,” Azon commented as the video played.

      Sherri remained silent.

      The scene shifted, to that of the Grand Arena and the challenge between Adam and the Nuorean leader—she’d forgotten his name. She watched, fascinated as the events unfolded, as Panur—disguised as Adam—fought the alien to the death, before escaping the stadium, leaving a bloodbath in his wake. Panur had given them a brief account of the battle, but obviously left out a lot of detail. Watching it on the monitor was much more impressive. The video ended.

      “You can now understand my confusion,” said the Nuorean. “At once your Adam Cain is a submissive prisoner, quite mortal and ordinary. The next he displays skill and unnatural abilities that would have allowed him to escape at a time of his choosing. Such savage cunning—to maneuver himself into a challenge with the First-Lead just so he could completely humiliate the Nuor—is both admirable…and worrisome.”

      Azon turned to Sherri, placing his arms on the table in almost a pleading gesture. “You must recognize my dilemma. The Third Cadre is tasked with the discovery and eradication of Jundac races, those species the Nuor deem too dangerous to survive. After observing Adam Cain, it should be undeniable that Humans would be Jundac.” He looked at Sherri’s bloody wound. “And yet you bleed—as have all the other Humans we have tested. With such an abundance of immunity races in your galaxy, I should simply order the destruction of your homeworld…as a precaution. And yet if your race is not Jundac, then it would provide a wealth of immunity points for the Nuor, which is why we are here.”

      The alien looked at the blank video screen. “I must therefore conclude that Adam Cain is an anomaly, a mutated being of some kind and not representative of the Human race as a whole. It would explain much, such as his pronounced reputation throughout the Kac.”

      Sherri was relieved. For a moment she thought the alien was going to decide on the destruction of Earth as a way to solve his Adam Cain problem. It was to her advantage to keep the Nuor believing Adam was a superman.

      “Regrettably, I cannot definitively conclude that your world does not contain other such anomalies, in fact a possible sub-set of such creatures. The history I have studied of the Humans show that your race should not have achieved its status within the Kac in such a short time. Therefore, there must be other factors at work.”

      “No, Adam is unique,” Sherri said. “You’ve seen Humans; we can die just like the next guy. We’re just mean. That’s why we’ve been able to achieve what we have.”

      “I agree—you are mean. And it is this viciousness that worries me. Jundac races need not possess super powers to be a danger to the Nuor. And even as I face you, I am also aware of your deceptiveness. You may say Adam Cain is unique, yet why should I believe you? That is just what one would expect you to say if there was a segment of your race with the same abilities as an Adam Cain—”

      “That wasn’t Adam fighting your leader,” Sherri blurted.

      The alien stopped speaking and stared at Sherri. He turned the video on again and replayed the battle in the arena, pausing and zooming in at times as Adam was repeatedly stabbed, yet with no blood or signs of lasting injury.

      “That is not Adam Cain?”

      “No, that was a mutant.”

      “So Adam Cain is a mutant!”

      “No, it was a mutant who looked like Adam. Adam was with the rest of us making our way to the spaceport while the fight took place.”

      “I do not believe you.”

      “Just think, it makes sense. You have video of Adam in the prison—and then suddenly he can’t be killed. That’s because a mutant took his place.”

      “A mutant? Your galaxy appears rife with mutants. I have heard rumors of others—even within Adam Cain’s blood-team.”

      “Yeah, his daughter Lila is also a mutant.”

      “Yes, that is one of the myths. Yet if Adam Cain can birth a mutant, would that not make him a mutant as well? You have revealed your deception, Sherri Valentine.”

      “Adam’s not a mutant, but he did help make one. It had something to do with an interspecies mating.” Sherri didn’t know if revealing the presence of the Aris at this time would make a difference; the alien was already skeptical enough of her story. If she threw in a three-billion-year-old race that manipulated budding species in order to produce Lila, that would be too much for Azon to accept—hell, even she found it hard to believe.

      “Your story is fantastical. Do you think me stupid?”

      “Of course not, it’s just that mutants are real.”

      The alien referred to a datapad. “There was mention of another, a creature called Panur.”

      “That’s right! He’s the one who impersonated Adam.”

      Azon leaned back in his chair and smiled. He looked around at the other Nuor in the room. “Can you believe the audacity of these creatures? They expect us to believe such wild stories.” He looked again at Sherri. “Your race is insane…and definitely a threat. We seek competitive challenges where we can hone our skill and rise in status within our society. Facing insanity is not what we desire. It makes the outcomes too…unpredictable.”

      He returned to his datapad and began to make entries. “I thank you, Sherri Valentine. You have helped in my decision-making. Although my recommendation must first be reviewed before acceptance, I am classifying the Human race as Jundac. You—and your companion Adam Cain—have just sentenced your species to extinction.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Well that didn’t go exactly as planned, Sherri thought on her way back to the holding cell. Now she had to figure out how to tell the others that she’d spilled the beans on Adam…and in the process convinced the alien Azon to schedule the destruction of Earth.

      Hell, she’d only been gone ten minutes.
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        * * *

      

      “Don’t worry, it’s not your fault if the aliens can’t handle the truth,” Copernicus said in her defense a few minutes later.

      “Besides, the Human race has been threatened with extinction before and we came out just fine,” Riyad added. The men could tell how rotten Sherri felt following her interview.

      After helping Sherri clean the wound in the grooming station, Coop tore off a strip of his shirt and tied the cloth around her arm to stop the oozing.

      “And here I thought I was so clever using Panur to impersonate Adam back then.”

      “If you hadn’t he’d be dead by now,” Riyad countered. “It was the right decision.”

      The door opened again, and this time it was Coop’s turn to face the inquisitor. Sherri had told him that Azon and four other gray-uniformed aliens were present for her interview. For his, the fleet commander Sanelis was also present. Copernicus was placed in the same room as Sherri, evidenced by the trace of blood on the tabletop.

      “Who are you and what is your relationship with Adam Cain?” asked Azon.

      “I’m Copernicus Smith. I’m a starship repair technician. I have no relationship with Adam Cain.”

      Sanelis turned to Azon, anger in his eyes. “This Human is of no value to us,” he announced. He rose from his seat. “I have more important things to do. Eliminate him—”

      “Hold on a minute!” Coop said. “Yeah, I do know Adam Cain, quite well as a matter of fact.”

      Azon shook his head. “Observe, First-Lead, the Human’s propensity of deception.” He leaned across the table toward Coop. “So truth, Human, or else I will follow my superior’s wishes.”

      Sanelis sat down.

      “Cain and I have worked together in the past. I guess you’d consider me part of his team now.”

      “Is he a mutant?” Sanelis asked, curious and impatient after the briefing he’d received regarding the last interview.

      “No, he just has a really bad attitude.”

      “Yet there are multiple mentions of mutants in the Kac.”

      “Yeah, they seem to be cropping up all over the place.”

      “He lies,” Azon said. “He is only saying such things to intimidate the Nuor.”

      “Get to the point,” Sanelis snapped at the gray-uniformed alien with the face guard.

      Azon set his jaw, frustration evident. “What inspired you to enter this part of the Kac?” he asked the Human.

      “Believe it or not, we were just out sightseeing.”

      “Bullshit!” said Azon.

      Coop was caught off-guard by the alien’s use of the word, as was the First-Lead. “It is a Human word used to express disbelief, in a rather crude form,” Azon explained. “I learned it from the prisoners on Nuor.” He glared at Copernicus. “Three members of the support team for the Kac’s greatest player do not just appear at the staging area for an invasion fleet. Now tell us the truth. How did you know we were here?”

      “We’re not his support team. He’s no better than the rest of us.”

      “Then why have I not heard of you?”

      “I prefer to keep a low profile.”

      Azon produced a hand weapon from under the table. “Perhaps you are right, First-Lead. This one provides no value.” He pointed the gun at Copernicus.

      “Wait just a minute,” Coop said, holding up his hands.

      “You do not have a minute,” said Azon.

      Sanelis groaned. “How can you believe anything this creature says, especially under the threat of death?”

      “These creatures appear to have a strong instinct for self-preservation. He will tell us the truth…or he will die.”

      Coop eyed the threatening barrel of the handgun. He had no idea what type of weapon it was—or whether it could kill him—but he wasn’t willing to test it either.

      “We’ve been surveying the outer edge of the galaxy, in areas we thought might be prime locations for your new entry point. We were expecting to detect your fleet long before making contact. That didn’t work out according to plan.” As a trained undercover operative, Coop knew the best way to pull off a convincing bluff was to provide just enough truth to go along with the lie.

      “In a limited-range shuttle, which had to come from a larger ship?” Azon said.

      “A number of small survey ships were dropped off along the route. We figured a shuttle wouldn’t cause too much alarm.”

      “Where is the main ship?”

      “It’s moved on. We were to head for the planet Visidor after the survey.” Visidor was the first planet in the Kidis Frontier that came to mind. Besides, if the Nuor attacked, it would be no great loss. He had nothing but bad memories of the place.

      “Then it was a coincidence? I do not believe.”

      “It’s the truth. How were we to know you’d be in dark status.”

      “Dark status?” Azon asked.

      “Minimal-output,” Sanelis explained. Azon nodded.

      The Third Cadre officer leaned back in his chair, studying Copernicus with his black eyes. “I still doubt. It is the makeup of the crew that has me suspicious.”

      “If this were a random survey, then it matters not,” said Sanelis. “This location is already obsolete.”

      Copernicus focused on the word obsolete. He stored it away for future analysis, while shifting his most immediate efforts to finding a way of staying alive beyond the next few minutes.

      “I’ve heard rumors the Nuor are great warriors—players you’re called,” he said.

      “It is not a rumor!” Sanelis barked.

      “And yet you fear the Humans? It’s obvious in your reactions to us.”

      “You can smell fear?”

      The statement drew the attention of the other Nuor in the room. Coop had to be careful with his answer. “It’s nothing conscious, just a sense we get. But you have to agree, otherwise you wouldn’t be planning our destruction.”

      “That comes not from fear but prudence,” Azon said. “Some races simply pose more problems than they are worth.”

      “And so you’ll miss all the glorious battles…for the sake of convenience?”

      “It is not convenience—I do not know why I am discussing this with you!”

      “Because you’re looking for an excuse to justify your fear of us.”

      Coop may have gone too far this time, because all the aliens in the room were now agitated, their fiery eyes glaring at him with undisguised bloodlust.

      “You seek to provoke us!” Sanelis exclaimed.

      “Not at all; you mistake my observations for a challenge. All I’m saying is there’s so much opportunity in the Human race for you to face truly worthy adversaries, rather than the mock battles against soft races which you seem so proud of.”

      “He does challenge!” one of the other Nuor in the room shouted.

      “Why would I challenge you, when the Nuor set all the rules and control every aspect of the contest? That would be suicide.”

      The Nuor grew quiet—and easy to read. They were considering his words. Yes, they did control the games, so why the uncertainty…the fear? Fighting the Humans would be great sport, and if the situation turned deadly, they could simply alter the outcome.

      Sanelis turned to Azon. “Delay your recommendation, Spec-One. The fleet embarks for the interior in a day. Once the arenas are built, I would welcome the opportunity to face this creature in an immunity challenge.”

      “Daric (618) felt the same, Master. He did not survive the contest.”

      “If what the female said about that challenge is true, then that was an unfair contest. We will make sure future engagements are not so manipulated by the Humans…or anyone else.” Copernicus could almost hear the end of that sentence, left lingering in the air: …except for us.

      He’d bought them time, but not much else. Riyad and he would be placed in an arena with the odds—and the outcome—stacked against them. He wasn’t sure how the others would react to his deadly gambit.
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        * * *

      

      “You did what?” Sherri yelled.

      “You’re mad at me? After your interview, the friggin aliens were ready to destroy the Earth and every Human in the galaxy.”

      “And now they’ll just fight us individually—and in rigged contests. What’s the difference?”

      “It bought us time.”

      Riyad cleared his throat. “You do know they’re probably listening in on everything we’re saying.”

      “Screw them!” Coop said. “They had to know I was only trying to save our lives.”

      “Like the lions were trying to do in the Colosseum? That worked out great for them.” Sherri added.

      “Relax, sweetheart, I don’t think they let women fight,” Coop said.

      “That’s not what that other Nuorean bastard said just before he went out to face Adam…I mean Panur.”

      “Everyone just calm down,” Riyad ordered. “We need to spend what time we have trying to figure a way out of here.”

      Coop lifted his arms and spun around in a circle. “You hear that, you alien assholes. We’re trying to figure a way to escape. What a surprise.”

      Sherri laughed, which caused the two men to stop and stare.

      “What’s so funny?” Coop asked.

      Sherri smiled and looked at Riyad. “Hell, who knows what’s going to happen next? After all, Riyad hasn’t had his interview yet!”
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      Adam had only been to Incus once before, and he’d left the place in quite a mess when he departed. That was when the Juireans occupied the planet, so his actions were justified. Now the Juireans had left the Kidis Frontier, including its most-industrialized planet.

      The Najmah Fayd—the so-called trans-dimensional starship—was a non-registered prototype from the Orion-Cygnus Union’s military technology division and therefore carried no recognized transponder—not until Panur worked his magic and concocted one that passed muster with the natives. With Juireans, Humans and even the threat of the Nuor hanging over their heads, security had been beefed up since Adam’s last visit, making the transponder necessary.

      After transmitting the code, the ship was given clearance to land at the Ennis Northeast field, the same one Adam and his team had used the last time they were here. It was the closest to Advanced Plasma Objects, the huge conglomerate that had first taken possession of the ancient artifact that would later become known as Zee or Pogo. It was the team’s objective to learn the location of the asteroid field where the Aris service module had been found.

      A little over a year ago, Adam had left a graveyard of wrecked Juirean warcraft strewn about the spaceport. To his surprise, only about half of the demolished spacecraft had been cleared away, with the rest sitting like rusting monuments to a more turbulent time. A force of Port Marshals met them at the exit hatch, rather than in the distant passenger terminal.

      The crew of the Najmah Fayd—the Star Panther, as Riyad had named her—was an eclectic mix. Humans and Formilians were fairly well-known, but not so the four-and-a-half-foot tall gray mutant Panur or the seven-foot-tall former Sol-Kor queen J’nae. As a consequence, Adam took the lead.

      “What’s the problem?” he asked the grim-looking Incus native.

      “Terrorist protocols,” said the s-shaped, five-foot tall creature with the face of a Shar-Pei dog. “With Incus located near the edge of the galaxy, we are on alert for any intruders attempting to make landfall.”

      “You mean the Nuor?”

      “Yes—and others. We know not who they may be, but as you can see from the landing field, danger can come in many forms, even those familiar with us.”

      “I’m a Human; you surely can’t count us as a threat?”

      “It was a Human who caused this damage. Perhaps you have heard of him: Adam Cain.”

      Adam grimaced. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea for him to take the lead.

      “I’ve heard of him; but didn’t he liberate the Frontier from the Juireans? And Incus was on the verge of economic collapse at the time, with the aliens stripping you clean of your resources and making you work for next to nothing. I would think you would be thanking him for his actions.”

      “His actions left us without exterior customers willing to purchase our products, leaving us in worst shape than before.” The wrinkled face of the alien wrinkled even more. “You seem very well-informed, visitor. What is your name?”

      “Denver. John Denver,” Adam blurted without thinking.

      “And why are you here?”

      “Indeed, we’re here to negotiate a sizeable purchase from Advanced Plasma Objects. You should find that welcoming.”

      “It will help them, not me. I work for the port authority. Who else is aboard?”

      “A Formilian and two others of minor races; I represent diverse business interests.”

      The alien referred to the datapad in his hands. “Length of stay?”

      “Short—maybe only a few hours to a few days.”

      “You can conclude your major purchase in such a short time?”

      “A lot has been pre-negotiated,” Adam answered. This Incus was sharp.

      “Will you be staying in this vessel or in Ennis?”

      “Here.”

      “In that case, you and your party will need repeat-entry passes.” He worked on the datapad for a few moments. “You can pick them up at the pass kiosk in the terminal.” He looked down at the MK-47 flash weapon strapped around Adam’s waist. “No weapons allowed off-ship, especially not those made by our Maris-Kliss competitors.”

      “Sorry. I’ll take it off and tell the others. Is there anything else?”

      The Incus official eyed Adam suspiciously for a moment before slowly nodding. “No. That will be all for now. Enjoy your stay on Incus.”

      The alien’s tone was less than welcoming. Adam didn’t care. Hopefully they wouldn’t be here very long.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m worried,” Adam said to Panur. “We’ve been on Incus for two days and still no sign of Sherri and the others. And no communications, either. Every outgoing CW link we send is met with static.”

      The person they’d come to see on Incus—the scientist Dacus Zoffis—was not on the planet but expected to return at any time. That left the crew of the Najmah Fayd bored and restless…and worried. Adam was worried.

      “It’s apparent they have encountered some kind of tragedy; it’s the only explanation. Yet this is a good thing,” Panur replied.

      “A good thing!”

      “Yes. It means my calculations were correct. So even without actual confirmation, we do have constructive confirmation. You should inform your military command.”

      The mutant was right, even if Adam didn’t want to admit it.

      Panur saw the concern on Adam’s face. “It has been the practice of the Nuoreans to retain prisoners for their games, especially Humans. I have confidence they are still alive,” the mutant said.

      “But for how long?”

      Panur smiled. “The lifespan of Human prisoners is often considerably longer than others in the same situation. From experience, I can even say it is to the detriment of the capturers in some cases.”

      Adam shook his head while thinking—again—that the mutant was correct. But how much longer would humanity’s lucky streak continue? He got on a link to Formil and gave them the destination coordinates for Sherri’s team. There was nothing else he could do now but wait. Wait for Dacus Zoffis to return to Incus and wait for word concerning the fate his closest friends—and Copernicus Smith.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, they were informed that Dacus Zoffis was back at Advanced Plasma Objects. The message came through an intermediary, with an inquiry as to the subject matter of the requested meeting. When the Humans and Dacus had first met, Adam and Riyad had left him and his assistants tied up in a laboratory, ostensibly to give them cover against a Juirean backlash for the help they provided. He didn’t know if it worked, since they left the planet shortly thereafter. The fact that the scientist was still alive was encouraging, but it may not tell the whole story. Adam could understand the alien’s reluctance to see him again.

      He sent back a cryptic reply having something to so with a follow-up to the artifact the Incus had found. Just knowing the scientist was back on the planet was enough to set Adam’s team in motion. They were in a transport, heading for APO, before the alien had a chance to say yea or nay to the meeting.

      Security at the entrance to the vast research and manufacturing facility was just as tight as it had been before, with the notable exception that no Juireans were lingering inside the guard shack. The native security detail scurried up to the odd alien foursome.

      “Your business here?” one of the guards asked.

      “We have an appointment with Dacus Zoffis,” Adam replied, anticipating that the scientist had sent a message agreeing to the meet while the team was in transit.

      The guard returned to the shack and came out a moment later. “There is no notice on file, yet he did approve your entry verbally. My associate will drive you to his work post.”

      Ten minutes later, the eclectic mix of aliens stopped at one of the dozens of identical buildings where only rudimentary designations were painted above the main entrance doors. A native met them and led the team to the office of Dacus Zoffis. The expression of the dog-faced alien was impossible to read through all the wrinkles and folds of skin, yet his words settled any questions Adam may have had regarding his feelings.

      “I do not wish to spend much time with you, Adam Cain,” growled the scientist. It was humorous as his high-pitched voice tried to sound menacing. He cast his gaze on the others in Adam’s party. “Your Human companion is not with you?”

      “No, he’s off causing trouble elsewhere,” Adam said, trying to block out the concern he had for his missing friend. “I’m glad to see you’re okay.”

      “The Juireans did not believe the ruse you employed last time. Only my status within the company spared my life. My assistants were not so fortunate, and for that, I hold you responsible.”

      “I’m sorry about that, Dacus, but I see the Juireans are no longer a threat to your planet or commerce.”

      The native recovered some from his anger. “That is correct, yet we are still reeling from the effects of their brief occupation.” He hesitated before continuing. “I should admit we have followed your recent exploits and I begrudgingly thank you for liberating Incus from the Juireans. Yet now I see we have other enemies, enemies of all the races in the galaxy, be they Union members or Expansion subjects.”

      Adam nodded. “Yes we do, but that’s not the reason we’re here.”

      Dacus looked again at the motley crew backing Adam. “What is it you seek?”

      “We’re looking for the location where the artifact was found.”

      “The Pogo Device?”

      “That’s not what it’s called, but yeah, the Pogo Device.”

      The mood of the scientist improved noticeably. “Do you have the object with you?”

      “No…it has returned to its makers.”

      Dacus looked at the other members of the team, cocking his head in a very dog-like fashion. “I do not understand. The artifact was estimated to be over three billion years in age. How could it return to its makers?”

      “Because its makers are back.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam didn’t see any advantage in keeping information from Dacus. The scientist had been a valuable ally before, he could be again.

      “How is this possible?” the alien asked.

      “They’ve been in a form of suspended animation all this time. Now they’ve kidnapped—taken—my daughter.”

      “The being known as Lila?” The awe in Dacus voice revealed his knowledge of Lila, as well as her powers.

      “That’s right.”

      “But how, she is rumored to be…different?”

      “She is, and that’s what has us concerned.”

      Dacus looked to Panur and J’nae. “You move in strange company, Adam Cain. Am I to assume your new companions are not typical species?”

      “That’s not important now,” Adam replied. “What is important is finding where the Pogo Device was found.”

      “How will that help? That was a fragment of a world destroyed long ago. There has been great galactic drift since then.”

      “You’re right, but we feel we can trace the drift back through time.”

      “And locate the creators of the orb?”

      “Exactly.”

      “And then what?”

      “Well…we’re still working on that.”
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      Panur and the crew of the Najmah Fayd weren’t the only ones to notice the gravity anomaly. The Axel Prominence was more populated that the Radis Spur, so thousands of reports came in regarding broken CW links and other strange phenomenon as a result of the wave.

      Allied forces on Formil had already concluded that it had something to do with the Nuoreans by the time Adam’s call came through. Panur had been able to pinpoint the location better than any of the techs working on the problem, so armed with this new data, a military response was hastily planned and units dispatched, including the two recently completed suppressor beam platforms.

      The Axel Prominence was hundreds of light-years from any expected Nuorean entry point so there weren’t a lot of forces available in the region. Admiral Victor Ware was put in command and his hastily culled together force entered the AP thirty hours later with seven hundred twenty warships.

      Six hours later they picked up the Nuorean fleet, under full gravity-drive and heading in-galaxy. Knowing the exact location of the entry point by this time, Admiral Ware sent a quarter of his fleet—and the beam platforms—to the coordinates, to set up a blockade. Then he set an intercept course for the main Nuorean concentration.

      It had already been accepted that ship-for-ship, forces from the battling galaxies were pretty evenly matched. Enemy weapons and defensive systems were on par with allied systems, and vice versa. And once the Nuorean energy bombs had been countered with stronger circuit breakers, victory was now a matter of who could amass the stronger force and employ the most effective tactics.

      The first contact between the fleets was awarded to the allies. Ware’s forces outnumbered the Nuoreans by a factor of five to three, which was enough to knock out seventy of the enemy ships compared to thirty-eight of Ware’s. Then the Nuoreans ran. They cranked their gravity-wells up to full and bolted into the galaxy proper. The admiral gave chase….
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        * * *

      

      Admiral Ware stared at the captain not knowing what to say. That wasn’t good for a commanding officer, but he was truly torn by the report he’d just received.

      “I understand, Captain Slater, but the suppressor platforms are lagging behind and will be there tomorrow. They don’t have the propulsion the rest of your units have. You’re to remain on station until their arrival and then assist with the deployment.”

      “But Admiral, it’s been six days and still no jump from Andromeda. What if we’re sitting out here for nothing?”

      That was Ware’s concern as well. He’d sent a hundred and fifty ships to the entry point coordinates nearly a week ago, expecting another alien force to enter a day after their arrival. Now a second time-period had passed, and still no invaders. The Nuorean mid-point gravity generator took three days to recharge, and from what the allies knew of their strategy, the aliens would send in a fleet around that time, with only a few minutes to an hour leeway. So far, the entry point was silent. This got Ware to thinking that the alien’s strategy may have changed, designed to upset any trap waiting for them at the other end. Just because the Nuoreans could send in a fleet every three days didn’t mean they had to. Once the seventy-two hours were up, they could launch any time after that.

      This had the effect of heightening the tension within Captain Slater’s small fleet deployed at the entry point. In normal circumstances, the longer before an enemy arrived at a location, the better the chances he wasn’t coming. This wasn’t the case with the Nuoreans. Every minute that went by just meant one nearer to D-Day.

      “I understand your concerns, Cliff,” said Admiral Ware over the CW link. “We’re chasing a Nuorean fleet while you’re stuck out there twiddling your thumbs, waiting for an invasion force that could come at any second. But once the platforms are there, we’ll require a much smaller force to guard the entry point.”

      “You’re right, of course, Admiral. We’ll do our part, but I have to tell you, this waiting around is taking a toll.”

      “Keep your crews sharp, Captain.”

      “Aye sir, Slater out.”

      The link went dead as Ware checked his watch. They were closing on the enemy fleet, with the trailing units coming in range within the hour. This was the moment of truth. Victor couldn’t believe the enemy would let their rear ships be picked off a little at time as they fled. At some point, they would turn and fight. And that moment was fast approaching.

      He returned to the bridge of the carrier USF Albert Einstein and took his place in the command chair. As a practice, he buckled the waist strap and scanned the huge room, making sure everything was in order. It was; his crew was well-trained.

      “Commander Radcliff, time to intercept?” he called out.

      “Seventeen minutes, sir. Shields to forward.”

      “Very good. Set the fleet at General Quarters, all hands man their battle—”

      “Incoming, sir!” a lieutenant cried out from the threat console.

      “All energy to the forward shields,” Ware commanded.

      “Sir, incoming approaching on our flanks, wide array, targeting the entire fleet.”

      “Say again, lieutenant.”

      “Bolts approaching on our flanks, first intercepts in fifteen seconds.”

      “Realign the shields!”

      “Underway, sir,” Commander Radcliff announced. “Fleet readiness at one-hundred percent.” What Radcliff meant by his announcement was that the fleet was ready for something they hadn’t expected.

      “Strength of incoming Lieutenant Keller?”

      “Sir, numbering in the hundreds.”

      “Source?”

      “Unknown.”

      “Unknown?”

      “Yessir. Bolts originating from ships in dark status.”

      Admiral Ware had already surmised that, confirming that his fleet had run head-long into a trap.”

      “Ships emerging from dark, count….” The young officer looked back at the fleet commander. “Sir, over thirteen hundred distinct contacts.”

      The ship thundered and rocked as the first wave of plasma bolts contacted the Einstein’s diffusion shields. Some of the balls of energy impacting the ship were of the type designed to overload the shields. Although the Nuoreans knew by now that the allies could counter this weapon, they still used them to sap as much energy from the system as possible. By themselves they wouldn’t overload the shields, but they would shorten the battery life.

      “Fire at will, Mister Radcliff.”

      The ship rocked again as the first bolts were launched from the Einstein’s cannon. The admiral was under no false illusion that he had the means to defeat a force over twice his size. And when word was received that the fleet they’d been chasing had just changed course and was headed his way, it left him will no other option.

      “Comm, send word to the fleet: Scatter. Scatter the fleet. Take all evasive action to get clear and then contact the nearest allied command center. Do it—do it now!”

      “Aye sir,” a voice called out through the din on the bridge.

      Victor pressed a button on the arm of his console. “CIC, open a link to Juir.”

      A moment later, an blue-haired Overlord appeared on the small inset screen in the arm of the chair

      “I am Overlord Zonus, proceed, Admiral.”

      “We’ve been lured into a trap by the Nuoreans. I’ve just given the order to scatter the fleet.”

      The Overlord looked down at a datapad in his hands. “All Nuorean forces in the galaxy are accounted for, including the force you encountered six days ago. What force is this that is attacking?”

      “Unknown, but it numbers over thirteen hundred. Lord Zonus, I’m afraid there’s a lot more of these bastards around than we thought.”

      Juireans are not known for showing emotion, so the seconds-long pause from the Overlord was unusual. “Where did they come from?”

      “A quarter of my fleet has been waiting at the entry point. Nothing’s come through. It’s my belief that the Nuoreans are not hanging around one entry point for long before switching to another. Even the slightest shift of the mid-point generator can mean hundreds, if not thousands of light-years between locations. This has to be their new strategy.”

      “But the platforms—”

      “Yes, Lord Zonus, that plan has just gone up in smoke.”

      “Smoke?”

      “It’s no longer valid. We can’t waste suppressor platforms waiting for something that probably won’t happen.”

      “They are nearly on station.”

      “I understand. What we have to do now is deploy a platform with each major fleet, as well as speed up the conversion of individual units into beamships.”

      “There are only two completed platforms,” said the Overlord. He looked off-screen and conferred with someone. When he came back, he reported. “I am told that since we now have facilities in place to construct the platforms, a new one can be completed every ten days. And the beamships can be converted in sixteen hours once a vessel reports to a work center.”

      “That’s good news, Lord Zonus.”

      The fleet flagship thundered and shook again from a series of plasma bolts striking the hull. Lights flickered on the bridge as smoke oozed from between bulkhead panels. Alarms clanged with crewmembers engaged in a dance of organized chaos.

      “What is your condition?” the Juirean asked.

      Ware smiled. “Grim. Power is cycling down.” He nodded off screen to someone. “I’ve just given the order to abandon ship.”

      “Then I shall not keep you any longer,” said the Overlord.

      “No rush, my friend; I’m not going anywhere. There are many more among my crew to leave first.”

      “Yet you are of superior position; you are more valuable to the command structure than are the lower ranks.”

      “That may be true, but that’s not how we do things around here. I will wait until the bulk of my crew is safely away before I depart. It’s our tradition.”

      “It is a foolish tradition, to waste talent and expertise when it is not necessary.”

      “We will have to debate this at another time, Lord Zonus. Until then, get the factories working overtime. The only way we’re going to defeat the Nuoreans is through superior technology.”

      The CW screen went blank as the receiving dish on the hull evaporated. That same bolt melted hull metal and entered the Einstein just aft of the bridge and directly into the Combat Information Center. The resulting explosion blew off the front quarter of the huge carrier, killing all who remained on the bridge—including Admiral Victor Ware.
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        * * *

      

      The crews were ecstatic. A wealth of immunity points had just been awarded throughout the two fleets and spirits were high. Although this wasn’t how the invasion of the Kac had been originally planned, it would do for now. Once the unified forces of this alien galaxy were suppressed, then the practice of individual challenges would be introduced on a much grander scale.

      The forces standing against the Nuor had been effectively outmaneuvered, and now it was only a matter of time before the enemy ships would be either defeated or confined to small, yet well-defended regions within the galaxy. At that time, the Nuor would have free reign of the bulk of the Kac and all the immunity worlds therein. The trouble spots would eventually be overrun, but that would not be the priority. Consolidating Nuor presence in the Kac was the most immediate goal.

      As was the practice of any good gamer, fleet commander Sanelis (314) took a moment to place himself into the mind of his enemy. It was obvious they had underestimated Nuorean strength and would be questioning how they could have been so wrong. It would be a logical step to conclude that his forces were now entering through various points, and not just one static location. If he were of the Kac, what would he do to counter such a strategy?

      He thought back to the conversations he had had with the three captive Humans—who oddly came from a planet with the translated name of Dirt. They claimed to be part of a survey taking place along the outer edge of the Kac comprised multiple vessels. To Sanelis, that would be the only way of detecting entry points as they became active, yet a very inefficient way. And by immediately transitioning to minimal-output—dark status, they called it—his fleets could be hidden from all but the closest survey vessels.

      That was well and good; however, the operation of the transit generators was impossible to hide. It created such a disturbance to local space that even from ten light-cycles away the effect was noticeable. Even then, by the time an enemy fleet could be deployed, the point would be closed and another opened.

      Sanelis smiled. It was fortunate he did not have to devise a defense against the strategy his people were employing. He very much doubted he could.
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      Adam’s emotions were tied in knots when it came time to leave Incus. He had tried a dozen times more to reach Sherri and Riyad, still with no success. They were past due and out of communications.

      If it wasn’t for Lila, he would be on his way to find his friends, rather than his daughter. Unfortunately, he could only do one rescue at time. And if he was able to save Lila, she would certainly come in handy in his search for his friends.

      The Najmah Fayd lifted off and entered a conventional gravity-well ten minutes later. All the time on the planet, Panur had been bombarded with even more questions about his suppressor beam platforms from the engineers on Formil, until the time when the first ones were completed, tested and deployed. Even then, the Formilians still wanted to tweak his designs. A day out from Incus, the mutant put his foot down, declaring a stop to such communications. Just follow the plans…and then repeat. It was as simple as that. He would refuse to take any more of their links.

      On Incus, they had learned that the personal service module—Zee—had been found embedded in an ancient rock wall, which was itself part of a small, metal-rich asteroid in the Zaniff Asteroid Field. As Dacus explained, the field was located in Cadonic space and the Incus had taken the huge rock illegally. Since then, the Cadons had fortified their border between the two planetary confederations. Rumors about what the Incus had found on the asteroid had filtered back to Cadon, launching a mini gold rush of sorts to find other ancient treasures within the Field.

      Panur became concerned that the Cadons might disrupt the orbits of certain asteroids crucial to his calculations. Adam was more worried about the presence of Cadon forces in the Field who might not be anxious to have more so-called treasure hunter in their midst.

      With the engineers on Formil no longer a factor, Panur hopped through space with his trans-dimensional drive, first entering a parallel universe, then reentering the Milky Way at another point hundreds of light-years farther along their course. They skirted the Cadonic border guards this way and ended up on the outskirts of the Zaniff Field fourteen hours later.

      All four members of the team were on the bridge, studying survey maps of the Field.

      “I’ve been meaning to ask,” Adam said to Panur. “Since the Incus took the Aris asteroid away, how are you to trace its path back to their homeworld without the original?”

      “Fortunately, the Incus miners kept a detailed recorded of where the original fragment was found within the field. But you are right. We cannot track its orbit to carry back our projections. However, since the original asteroid was made of exceptionally old material, I’m anticipating we’ll find other remnants that ended up in the field. By scanning the remaining asteroids, I hope to find another one that we can track.”

      “That’s assuming a lot.”

      “It depends. Once the orbits have been plotted, patterns will be revealed. Not every member of an asteroid belt is independent of the other. The majority originate from a common debris field, most often material from an unformed planet. Additional pieces entering the field would have come from outside and making up only a fraction of the total. These rocks will stand out. We will then match their orbits with what we know of the location of the Aris asteroid and search for ancient rock along the same path.”

      “Oh…is that all. And here I thought it was going to be complicated.”

      Panur smiled. “Trust me, Adam, compared to some of the other things I’ve done, this is child’s play.”

      “Cadonic ships in the vicinity, Adam,” Trimen reported from the pilot seat. “They are challenging us.”

      Adam looked at the others on the bridge and smiled. “Well, looks like it’s time to see if my name carries any weight around here.” He sat down at the comm station and opened a link.

      “This is Adam Cain, I wish to speak to your unit commander.”

      A moment later the screen before him lit up. The alien on display was a Prime, but with almost glowing yellow skin and radiant red eyes. The face was extremely narrow and covering in thin scales. Adam recoiled slightly from the unexpected nature of the Cadon. He was even more surprised when the skin color shifted to a soft blue before settling on a light brown. He waited a moment for the color to shift again, but it stabilized at something very close to Human skin tone.

      “I am Simic Lor, authority administrator for the Zaniff Field. What is your purpose here? I have no record of your entry into Cadonic space.”

      “As I said, I’m Adam Cain. Perhaps you’ve heard of me?”

      “Yes…the Human. What is your purpose here? You have entered our space without authorization.”

      “I just thought I’d pay a visit to your people, kind of a goodwill effort between the Orion-Cygnus Union and your confederation.”

      “Under whose authority? The Cadonic are not supporters of your Union. We had wished to become part of the Expansion—until your intervention.”

      Adam was taken aback. He hadn’t researched the political leanings of the Cadons, just assuming everyone in the Kidis Frontier had been against the annexation of the spur by the Juireans. Seems he assumed wrong.

      “I understand, Simic Lor, and that is why I’m here; to patch up any misunderstandings and to offer assistance.”

      “Your Union has sided with the Incus. As long as you support our enemy, you can expect no accommodation from the Cadonic.”

      Adam was getting mad. Here was a lowly supervisor of a distance field of space rock making policy for his entire race.

      “Forgive me, Simic Lor, but do you have authority to speak for your confederation? Perhaps I should seek a more-senior representative.”

      The alien stretched out a wide grin, all the while keeping most of his yellowish teeth concealed. “Your arrogance is humorous and insulting, Adam Cain. Yes, I know of you and your reckless exploits, as well as your interference in the affairs of independent species throughout the galaxy. But what you do not realize is that the Zaniff Field is currently the most-important and valuable region within our confederation. As such, its security has been placed under the authority of the ruling family, of which I am a member. Within our hierarchy, I am the third-highest ranking Cadon. So when you ask for a more senior representative, only my mother and father are higher. Now, do you wish me to bother them with your arrogant attempt to subvert my authority?”

      Adam had never been known for this diplomatic prowess or instincts. This just showed why.

      “Please forgive me; my intention was not to insult.”

      “Then what is your true intention, Human?”

      Adam couldn’t see how being honest would upset the applecart any more than it already was. “All we seek is permission to survey the paths of asteroids in the Zaniff Field.”

      “To what end?”

      “It’s of scientific importance is all, not financial. We will remove nothing—”

      “Unlike your Incus partners.”

      “I had nothing to do with that.”

      “It matters not,” said the alien, whose skin had now shifted back to the intense yellow. His original matching of Human skin tone must have been a courtesy. No such accommodation was now being offered. “I find satisfaction in denying your request and ordering you—the famous Adam Cain—from Cadonic space. Comply—or I will be known throughout the galaxy as the being who finally ended your reign of terror and intimidation.”

      “I would recommend you reconsider—”

      “More vessels closing,” Trimen reported. Adam saw that the mutants had taken up stations on the bridge.

      “You have two Juirean minutes to comply.”

      “I’m afraid we can’t do that. We’re going to do our survey, whether you let us or not.”

      “Weapons charging—they’ve launched bolts.”

      “I thought we had two minutes?” Adam said to the grinning alien.

      “I lied.”

      Adam tried to imagine the shock on Simic Lor’s narrow face when the Najmah Fayd disappeared from his screens. Panur had sent the ship into an alternate universe and then made it reappear moments later behind the ring of Cadonic starships forming to destroy them.

      J’nae released an array of flash bolts toward the alien ships, aimed directly at their strongest shield points. She hesitated launching a second wave until the first had contacted the diffusion screens and been absorbed, waiting for the intentions of the Cadons to become known. They didn’t want to kill the Cadons, just make a statement.

      The aliens turned out to be more stubborn than smart. They changed course and unleashed another barrage of cannon bolts at the Najmah Fayd. After another quick transition, the ship was once again to the rear of the attacking ships, leaving the released bolts to dissipate in the emptiness of space as their maximum range was reach and then exceeded.

      Adam opened the CW link again.

      “Are you done playing around?” he asked the glowing yellow face of Simic Lor. The color was even more brilliant, probably the result of anger, fear or frustration—probably all three.  “Just let us do our survey and no one will get hurt.”

      The red eyes bore into Adam’s. “Do I have a choice?”

      “No you don’t.”

      “A formal complaint will be lodged with the Union, although I doubt anything will be done to their most revered hero.”

      “So…permission granted?”

      “Proceed, yet you will be watched. Remove nothing, complete your survey, and then be gone.”

      Adam winked at the yellow alien. This time when Simic smiled, it came with a full display of teeth—which meant something entirely different to the alien than a smile.
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      “We’ve identified three asteroids with rock as old as the original fragment, and they follow the same general trajectory.” Panur didn’t bother to look away from his computer screen to make the report. J’nae was hunched over next to him, busily typing on a keyboard. “There are more variables to factor in, and then a smoothing of the findings, but we are very close.”

      Adam had his eyes on a different screen. “The Cadons are getting close too. They’ve brought up more ships, and some biggies. I didn’t know they had such a sizeable fleet out here.”

      “We’re almost done.”

      “Can we not complete the calculations outside Cadonic space?” Trimen asked.

      “Just a few more.” Panur looked at J’nae. She nodded.

      “Very well, Trimen, you may take us away.”

      The mutant had already programmed in a TD-jump to take them away from the Cadonic asteroid belt. Trimen fingered the controls and instantly a greenish glow filtered into the bridge through the main viewport. It remained for nearly a full minute before space outside returned to normal.

      “We are now sixteen light-years from the asteroid field and outside Cadonic space,” Trimen reported with relief. “I assume this is the proper course toward the Aris hiding place?”

      “Generally. As the calculations are refined, I will feed you course corrections.”

      “How far do we have to go?” Adam asked.

      “Hard to tell, since we only have an estimate of when the Aris star became unstable. The timeframe could vary by millions of years. As such we cannot accurately calculate the distance the fragments traveled. Yet as long as we follow this course, we should eventually find evidence.”

      “But in round numbers, are we talking days, weeks or months?”

      “We must remain in this universe to avoid missing clues, so I would estimate days, to perhaps a few weeks.”

      Adam was afraid he’d say that. He was already fed up with the cramped conditions aboard the starship. He also had Sherri and Riyad on his mind. The longer it took to find and rescue Lila, the colder the trail for his friends would get.

      And now that they were closing in the location of the Aris, the sixty-four thousand dollar question still remained unanswered: What would they do then? How do you defeat an enemy a million years more advanced, and able to abscond with an immortal mutant genius without batting an eye?

      This is what kept Adam Cain awake at night, with questions that were also destined to change his life.
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      Apparently, the mutants had the same concerns—at least about Lila—and now that they had a track on the region of space where the Aris may be hiding, the question had to be answered.

      “I need to know more about how they were able to subdue Lila,” Panur said to Adam and Trimen. “I am not foolish enough to believe we can rescue her without first learning their secrets. The Aris possess technology beyond even my imagining. We must take them seriously.”

      “We’ve told you all we know,” Adam replied. “There’s no more to tell.”

      “I understand, but please indulge me.”

      Adam looked at Trimen. “Well, let’s see. All the other guards were under the influence of some brain-dulling wave; I figured Trimen and I were immune to the full effects because of our ATD’s. When we entered Lila’s room, we were hit by a more intense beam that gave me one hell of a headache. Lila was encased in a shimmering blue bubble of light. We were alone until the pain went away, and then I saw the Aris.”

      “They just appeared?”

      “That’s right. They were also in blue bubbles, and when they moved, they seemed to glide along the floor rather than walk.”

      Panur looked at Trimen. “My recollection is not as detailed,” the Formilian admitted. “My blindness to the Aris remained throughout. All I could see was Lila.”

      “There is more here than you both realize,” Panur stated. “Your minds recorded data even if you cannot recall. If I’m to have a chance of developing a counter to the Aris powers, I will need to extract this hidden data.”

      “Extract…like how?” Adam asked.

      “I have been thinking on this and have decided that a mind meld would be the most efficient.”

      “A mind meld, like placing your fingers on my head and reading my thoughts?”

      Panur frowned. “I don’t understand the reference.”

      “Like Mr. Spock does in Star Trek.”

      “Ah, the broadcast program you’ve referred to before.” The mutant smiled and looked over at J’nae. “I’m afraid it’s a little more complicated than that. I propose to blend our minds together…physically.”

      Adam recoiled. “I don’t like the sound of that. How exactly would that be done?”

      “As you know, I’m able to manipulate the individual cells in my body to take on other forms. This also allows them to interact with the cells of other living creatures—”

      “You want to literally melt our brains together?”

      “That is one way of describing it.”

      “Well…let’s see. Not only no, but hell no!”

      “It should be quite painless and leave no residual effects.”

      “Our friggin brains will melt together. Just knowing that will be a residual effect.”

      “Do you want to save Lila or not?”

      “Don’t even go there. You know I do, but there has to be another way. Meld you mind with Trimen’s brain.”

      The Formilian jerked his head in Adam’s direction. “Forgive me, but I, too, find the prospect abhorrent. However, I did not observe the Aris during any of my experience. Yes, my brain may have recorded events, but yours recorded events in more detailed. If anyone should have their brain scanned, it should be you.”

      “I agree,” both mutants echoed.

      “You’re overlooking one important factor: It’s my brain.”

      Panur’s face turned sour. “One would think you’d jump at the chance to merge it with mine.”

      “Why, because you’re a genius? I thought you said there would be no residual effects? What benefit would there be if I couldn’t tell it happened?”

      “My statement was an unsuccessful attempt to enlist your cooperation,” Panur snarled. “I’ve never done this before, yet I can extrapolate much better than you. I can enter and leave without you knowing.”

      “Bullshit…I would know.”

      Panur’s eyes remained locked with Adam’s. “You would know, you say? Then observe your arm.”

      Adam looked down. He gasped when he saw that his arm was fully merged with Panur’s. Neither hand remained, just one contiguous limb, with light grey skin merging seamlessly to pink.

      Reacting instinctively, Adam pulled his arm back, dragging the smaller creature halfway across the tabletop. “Dammit, Panur, give me back my hand!”

      “Calm yourself!” the mutant cried out. “Let me regain my seat.”

      Adam was on his feet, his breath coming in quick gulps. He was connected to the alien, with his hand missing. He had feeling—in fact he had feeling all the way to Panur’s narrow shoulders. The thought almost made him vomit.

      A moment later, the joined limb began to lose focus, as the mid-point swirled like a liquid. Panur pulled back his arm, and as he did, his hand began to take form, along with Adam’s. It only took a few seconds before everything was back to normal.

      Adam wriggled his fingers and flexed his fist.

      “See…no lasting effects, and you felt nothing. You must let me do this,” the mutant declared. “Without a means of countering the Aris technology, we will fail in our attempt to rescue Lila.”

      Adam looked at Trimen and J’nae, hoping to find support for his concerns in their eyes. He found none. Instead, both appeared excited by the prospect.

      “Dammit, you alien bastard! Let’s just get this over with,” Adam pouted. “But don’t hang around in there too long. Just get what you need and get out.”

      “Trust me, Adam, there’s nothing in your mind that I would find of value…except this tiny thread of memory.”

      With a growl, Adam flashed his teeth at the mutant. It wasn’t meant to be a smile.

      “We should sit back-to-back,” Panur instructed.

      Chairs were arranged, after which Adam and Panur took their places. The mutant increased his size until their heads were at the same level. “Now lean back,” Panur commanded. “I will do the same.”

      Adam obeyed, feeling Panur’s head contact his. That was the last thing he felt.

      To the observers in the room, the mutant’s hairless head appeared to lose its solidity, turning instead into a viscous grey liquid. It flowed back, over the bulk of Adam’s skull to be absorbed through his hair and directly into the skull. It took only ten seconds before the two heads were one.

      Even if Adam couldn’t feel anything, he was still affected by the merging. His eyes rolled back in his head and his mouth fell slack, yet in his mind’s eye, he was fully awake and staring into a hazy darkness. Off in the distance, a cluster of sparking lights moved closer as he focused his attention on them. He remembered what was happening, knowing that somewhere in here Panur was rummaging through his brain. He felt a natural resistance taking place, but he didn’t know how to stop the mutant. And even as his mind fought the intrusion, his consciousness didn’t want it to stop. He wanted to save Lila.

      The lights were closer now, almost upon him. He squinted against the flashes; they were painful. Panur said he would feel no pain, but that wasn’t true. There was pain, a lot of it. Within his mind, Adam squeezed his eyes shut, but the sparks were all around him now, burning his virtual skin with each flash. His breathing came fast as he drew his arms in around him for protection. It didn’t help. His body was on fire. He couldn’t take much more of this….
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      Adam’s eyes fluttered open. He was drained, struggling for even the energy to breathe. He was on his back, a soft light glowing overhead. He recoiled mentally from the light until he realized it was nothing threatening, just normal illumination in the real world.

      As his awareness returned, it was accompanied by a growing anger. Panur had said there would be no pain, no lasting effects to the mind meld. That definitely wasn’t the case. He opened his eyes a little more and turned his head to the right. Panur was seated next to the bed, staring at him with emotionless eyes.

      “You…bastard,” Adam managed to whisper.

      “Yes, I was mistaken as to the impact the procedure would have on your primitive brain. I apologize, however, be assured your condition is only temporary—and the meld was a success!”

      “You almost killed me.”

      “You’re being melodramatic. At no time was your life was in danger.”

      “That’s what you say.”

      Panur nodded. “I have never done a meld before, so I was only working on theory. It seems my mind merged with yours more rapidly than I had anticipated. My mission was rather straightforward; separating our bodies, more difficult. However, it was a fascinating experiment.”

      “Am I all right?”

      “Perfectly normal, just drained of energy. Not physical, but mental. Your mind simply couldn’t cope with what it was experiencing and fought hard against the intrusion.”

      There was an IV in his arm, feeding electrolytes and other stimulants into his body. Adam sat up, feeling another pair of hands helping him. It was Trimen.

      “Easy, my friend,” he said.

      Adam was recovering rapidly, feeling almost normal again. He looked at Panur. “Lila? You said the meld was a success.”

      “Yes, I learned much. It was in fact Lila who provided the answers we seek.”

      “What do you mean?”

      J’nae entered the stateroom carrying a cup of hot tea. She handed it to Adam, who found it disconcerting that the evil former queen of the Sol-Kor was serving him tea. It was something he could have never imagined before this moment.

      Panur watched as J’nae took a seat beside the bed. Adam got the impression that what Panur was about to say was the first revelation of what he’d found in Adam’s mind.

      “When you and Trimen entered Lila’s chambers, she used the opportunity to quiz the Aris how she was being held. She spoke the words, knowing your minds would be recording the event. It would be the only reason she would have used words, since she and the Aris were able to communicate telepathically. She sent me a message.”

      “She sent the message to you? But you were not present at the time of her abduction,” Trimen pointed out.

      “True, but she knew I would come, then she used the verbal input in your brains to leave a clue.”

      “What clue?” Adam asked.

      “The Aris used dimensional interphase shields to subdue her.”

      Adam nodded. “Well of course they did; I could have told you that,” he said with sarcasm. “What the hell are dimensional interphase shields?”

      Panur frowned. “It’s obvious none of my genius transferred to you during the meld,” the mutant said with equal sarcasm. “The Aris have found a way to make finite shifts in the space-time continuum around a specific space, placing all within into a state of indeterminate positioning.”

      Adam blinked several times.

      “It means Lila was trapped outside our space and unable to interact physically with her abductors, or anything else. The Aris were also inside such void areas, making them impervious to any weapons, if any could have been brought against them. There was nothing you could have done to prevent the abduction.”

      “That’s good to know, but I haven’t been feeling guilty,” Adam said. “If Lila couldn’t prevent her kidnapping, I’m pretty sure I couldn’t either. So what now? Do you have any idea how to counter their dimensional intercourse shields, or whatever you call them?”

      “I do, at least in a preliminary stage. J’nae and I will work on the details as we make our way to the Aris hiding place.”

      “So there is hope?” Trimen asked.

      Panur nodded. “Yes…at least against this weapon of the Aris. It’s impossible to tell what else we’ll encounter once contact is made.”

      Adam sighed. “Let’s worry about that later. Right now, I’d like to sleep off the rest of this weariness. I think I deserve it.”

      “Deserve…why would you think that?” Panur asked. “All you did was sit there while I did all the work.”

      Adam didn’t reply. Instead he took a last sip of the tea and set the cup on the stand next to the bed. Then he rolled over and rudely closed his eyes. “Be gone, all you scary alien apparitions,” he chanted. “I can have nightmares on my own without your help.”
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      He fell into a deep sleep moments later, but it was a different kind of sleep. He was aware of the room and the others in it, as they reluctantly left the cabin. His body rested, but his mind remained active.

      Honestly, Adam was curious if any of Panur’s genius had rubbed off on him, but all he noticed was this strange duality of sleep and consciousness. Normally, the mind rested with the body, creating abstract dreams that helped make sense of the day’s activities. He couldn’t call this strange awareness a dream—it was too real. He was sure it was just the shock his mind had experienced with the addition of billions of alien brain cells merging with his—and then being withdrawn. His own feeble intelligence was trying to sort it out, creating this quasi-wakefulness, even as his body slept comfortably.

      With some effort, Adam convinced his mind that it was time to rest. He began to lose the starkness of vision and awareness, feeling his mental eyelids flutter shut. He hoped this awkward conflict wouldn’t last. He had enough on his mind as it was.
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      “A dimensional interphasing effect,” J’nae said with awe. “That would involve a time-shift interference at the quantum level.”

      The two mutants—Panur and J’nae—were in the common area of the ship, while Trimen piloted the vessel and Adam slept. Immediately upon hearing the phrase—as relayed by Lila—both mutants understood the concept and the implications. They even had a rudimentary understanding of how it could be accomplished. Often it wasn’t the creation of a great invention that was revolutionary, but rather the vision that brought it to the fore. Knowing such a thing was possible now unlocked the genius of the mutants. If they could reproduce the effect, then they should be able to devise a means of countering it.

      “Panur…did you hear me?”

      “Yes…a quantum interference.”

      “Are you all right?”

      Panur looked up at his towering creation. “Yes, I’m fine. I suspect, however, that the mind meld may have been more draining on me than first suspected. I believe I’ll go aft and take in an energy infusion from the generators. That should cure me of my lethargy.”

      “Yes, please do. I have never seen you like this before,” J’nae pointed out.

      Panur disappeared down the spine corridor to the engine room. J’nae watched him go, her mind racing at a speed only immortal mutant geniuses were capable of. The mind meld had indeed impacted her creator, dulling his senses and the quickness of his thoughts. It was possible his incredible mind was simply fatigued by the complexity of the procedure. However, it was also possible that merging with such a primitive mind could have damaged Panur’s. In one way, that would be unfortunate; in another, advantageous.

      J’nae would have to temper her reactions or else Panur may notice. Her plans were coming into focus, and this latest escapade only increased her confidence. Panur—her creator—would bear watching. He must not know…not until it was time.
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      Four days later The Najmah Fayd slowed as it entered a dead star system. Long range sensors surveyed the region and displayed a graphic on the main viewscreen.

      “There’s the brown dwarf remnant of the Aris star,” Panur pointed out. “And there—the third planet—is the charred remains of their homeworld.” The line of planets continued outward, very similar to that of the Solar System. There had once been five rocky inner worlds and six outer gas giants. The two planets closest to the brown dwarf looked more like moons, having had most of their outer crust blown off as the star expanded, before receding to its present size. The gas giants had lived on—for a while—until their own internal heat gave out. Without even the minuscule contribution of solar radiation from the distance star, they turned cold, their gases now compressed into dense atmospheres, as the lack of outward radiating heat was easily overcome by the effects of gravity.

      The system was dead and had been for nearly two billion years.

      “There is another world above the ecliptic,” J’nae pointed out, “quite distant from the star remnant but of comparable size to the Aris homeworld.”

      “I am not picking up a visual on the planet,” Trimen reported from his station. “A planet producing such a gravity-well should be visible to our instruments.”

      “I believe the anomaly has just warranted our investigation,” Panur announced. “Please set the appropriate course, Mr. Cain. I believe we are very close now to our destination.”
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      It wasn’t so much the presence of the gravity signature that stood out, as the lack of any substantial object at the location. The readings were that of a normal size planet, yet from this distance, nothing was visible. But as they drew closer, something did appear. It was a large asteroid, approximately seven hundred miles in diameter with a strange, almost solid-looking ring around it, visible only from reflections of distance stars off the shiny surface. An object that small could not produce the gravity of an Earth-size world, not without help.

      Panur was studying the readouts at his computer station. “There’s a gravity generator located at the core of the object, surrounded by a solid ball of metal, more than likely iron, or an alloy of iron, such as steel.”

      J’nae was at another station. “The exterior is showing rock of assorted variety and density.”

      “As would be expected,” Panur said. “I suspect over time the station has become encrusted with layers of rogue material drawn to the gravity source. This coating has provided a convincing camouflage, if one discounted the effects of gravity.”

      “So this is it?” Adam asked the mutants. “This is the hiding place of the Aris?”

      “It’s definitely an artificial structure,” Panur confirmed. “And a generator capable of creating a gravity field for such a large area indicates advanced technology. I would say we have indeed reached our destination.”

      “I detect no signs of exterior radiation or detection sources,” Trimen said from his station.

      “I would not rely too much on your instruments,” Panur said. “Undoubtedly the Aris know we’re here. Their world could not have survived all this time without some kind of detection and defensive system.”

      The Najmah Fayd was about a million miles out from the object when they first noticed the three glowing lines running vertically in the space before them. Adam shifted course slightly, and the lines changed with them, effectively blocking their approach to the anomaly.

      “That looks like some kind of defensive shield,” he said to the room. “Not sure if I’m willing to test it.”

      “The lines appear to be areas of space-time disruption,” J’nae reported.

      “Which in English means what?”

      “They are similar to the interphase spheres you witnessed before, only on a much larger scale. There is only a single panel, yet it is maintaining its position relative to us.”

      “So how do we get through?” Adam asked.

      “By going around it,” Panur answered. He was at the nav console. He set to work on the keypad and a moment later turned to Adam. “I’ve plotted a very short trans-dimensional jump to an area beyond the shield. We’ll transit to another universe then instantly reenter this one at our predetermined location. The course is already entered into your piloting computer. You may engage.”

      “I hope this works,” Adam said, turning to his controls. “This thing has survived for three billion years, so I’m assuming their defenses work.”

      He triggered the dimensional jump.

      The view outside changed to the greenish glow of a universe shift before only moments later resolving back to the familiar space of the Milky Way. There had been no sensation of movement, but move they did. The asteroid/planet of the Aris was now only a few thousand miles below, with the three bands of bluish-white light having vanished. Without an outside threat detected, the shield had been turned off.

      Now all they had to contend with were any planetside defenses.

      From his new vantage point, Adam could see that the large, shiny ring around the planet was artificial in its own right. It was solid and made of metal. It was also about five thousand miles in diameter and with a constant width of sixty-two miles. Adam rotated through the various exterior camera views, studying the massive object.

      “It has to have a purpose,” he observed.

      “Undoubtedly,” Panur said. “It’s giving off a magnetic field. It could serve as a deflector for damaging cosmic rays, the same as magnetic fields around traditional planets with molten cores. Over the time this facility has been operating, it would have been bombarded by lethal doses many times over, even without being close to an active star. There would also have been gamma ray bursts over this time period which could have been harmful to the occupants. Very ingenious of the Aris.”

      Adam turned the cameras on the surface of the asteroid, zooming in for a better look. It was as J’nae had said. Over time, any rogue lump of material in the area had been slowly drawn to the gravity source, where it was deposited on the exterior of the metal ball surrounding the gravity generators. This lightly-packed crust had built up until it was over a hundred miles thick in some places. In others, it was only half a mile or so, which allowed Adam to spot sections of the inner globe through crevasses in the rock. The supporting structure wasn’t solid, but rather a matrix of huge girders and beams measuring a half-mile in width by several miles long. It was an amazing feat of engineering, dwarfing anything Adam had seen before, even the huge Colony ships of the Klin. In fact, a hundred such vessels could easily fit within the interior of the globe created by the Aris.

      “The world of the Aris would be within this grid-work,” Panur announced. “The gravity at that distance from the generators would be that of their homeworld.”

      “We must set the ship down on the surface somewhere, since we no longer have a shuttle to make the trip,” Trimen pointed out. “Finding a safe landing area could be problematic.”

      “The smoothest areas are where the crust is the thickest,” J’nae said. “That will hinder our access to the interior. We must either find—or clear—an area near the thinner sections.”

      “We could use the gravity-well from the Najmah Fayd to form a landing zone,” Adam offered.

      “Excellent idea,” Panur exclaimed with a smile. “Let us proceed. As I said before, the Aris know we’re here, so let’s not keep them waiting.”
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      The boulders, fragments and dust that had accumulated on the surface of the huge metal grid over three billion years gave way easily to the effects of the ship’s gravity-well. Adam made several passes, each time attracting great swathes of material before speeding away and cutting the well. The rock rained back to the surface in great eruptions, looking like a strafing run over enemy territory. Soon a section of surface was cleared all the way to the metal framework large enough for the Najmah Fayd to land and giving the team direct access to the metal shell of the Aris hiding place.

      There was an atmosphere with an almost Earth-like chemistry and pressure, held in place by the massive gravity generators only a few hundred miles below the surface. Creating artificial gravity wasn’t unusual, just not for an object this huge. The Aris resting place was like a spaceship seven hundred miles in diameter.

      Adam and Trimen strapped MK-47’s to their waists, with Adam adding an M-101 Human assault rifle and a MOLLI pack with extra ammo and other gear he might need. He found it amusing that he was stocking up with conventional weaponry to go up against creatures billions of years old. It didn’t matter; he felt better being geared up than not.

      Panur and J’nae did nothing special, except give each member of the party a small box about the size of a cigarette pack. “Place these on your bodies somewhere. If I’m right, they should be able to negate the interphase affect when activated.”

      Adam placed the box in a utility pocket on the right thigh of his fatigues. Panur placed his in a small pocket of the khaki jumpsuit he wore.

      “If you’re right?” Adam asked. “You’re not sure these will work?”

      “There was no way to test them without recreating the interphase affect, which I could not aboard the ship, but I have confidence they should work.” Panur surveyed Adam’s weapons pack and smiled. “You’re willing to carry such a heavy load knowing it would be ineffective against the Aris?”

      “It’s a Human thing,” Adam replied. “You can never have too much firepower.”

      Panur shrugged before leading the team off the ship and into the artificial atmosphere of the huge Aris space station. Adam found the air to be fresh and slightly intoxicating after the staleness of the Najmah Fayd. He stood on a steel platform, appearing to be a solid floor beneath his feet and extending below the mountains of loose rock rising up around them. He knew it was an illusion. The floor was just one face of the miles-long girders that made up the geodesic globe surrounding the gravity generators.

      From above, the team had spotted an edge to the plate which they could access the interior, but without finding stairs or elevators, they had some climbing to do.

      “Wouldn’t it be preferable to let the Aris come to us?” Trimen queried.

      Panur began to lead them toward where he knew the edge of the plate was located. “From what we know of the Aris, they are curious creatures. I would assume most of our journey will be a test and observed by the Aris. They will make their presence known when it is to their advantage. In the meantime, I am quite anxious to explore this fascinating station. It is the most incredible construct I’ve ever encountered.”

      “I concur,” said Trimen. “Yet we are not on a mission of discovery or exploration. We are on a mission of rescue.”

      “Agreed and getting to know the lay of the land is always advisable, my friend,” Panur said.

      They made their way through gaps in the huge boulders until they reached the edge of this particular girder. Fifty feet away was another, with smaller structural members joining the major beams together. Huge rocks filled in the voids, keeping larger surface material from falling into the interior.

      Panur gazed over the edge. About five hundred feet below was a metal screen, with most of its surface covered in finer rocky material. He looked left and right for a way down but found none.

      “J’nae and I can jump, but I’m afraid the distance is too great even for you, Adam, and definitely beyond the capacity of Trimen to survive. So I suggest you each climb on our backs and let us carry you down to the next level.”

      Adam moved toward Panur before Trimen could react. His past experience with the former Sol-Kor queen made hopping on her back not an option. She may be on his side now, but the memories of when she wasn’t were still there.

      The drop to the next level of the structure was thrilling, to say the least. The station’s gravity was very close to Juirean standard, so they fell at an alarming rate. The thick framework of the structure was obvious as it blurred past, with Adam gripping the gray mutant around the neck and squeezing with all his might. He knew he couldn’t hurt Panur, but in a way, it still gave him a sense of satisfaction having his arms wrapped around the scrawny neck of the alien, strangling him.

      Panur extended his legs for the landing and then pulled them back in, absorbing the force of the landing. It was smooth and uneventful, much to Adam’s relief. He released the mutant and stepped down onto loose rock resting on the top of the metal screen. There were larger rocks around, those that had fallen through the framework above, but other than that, this level was much more open and relatively debris free.

      Adam looked off into the distance. With a structure seven hundred miles in diameter, he couldn’t notice the curvature of the globe from where he stood. The surface ran off in all directions, appearing like a flat landscape littered with rock. Thousands of columns rose to the level above, supporting the myriad of triangular sections that made up the outer surface of the artificial world. Adam was standing in what appeared to be an impossibly large room with a ceiling and a floor yet extending to the range of his eyesight. He was awed by the grandeur and scale. Light was everywhere yet came from no visible source.

      “Where to next?” Trimen asked. His voice conveyed the same sense of wonder Adam was experiencing.

      “There appear to be trails in the debris,” J’nae pointed out. “Most lead toward that stanchion to the right.”

      The paths in the dust and smaller rock were obvious, yet they were very narrow, not like that traveled by creatures such as man. This got Adam wondering what mobile defenses the Aris might employ against anyone making it this far? Would they be passive or active, living or robotic?

      The group set off toward the tall metal beam two hundred feet away, J’nae in the lead. Three distinct trails converged at the location, with a mound of rock ten feet high surrounding the column. They encircled the support beam, thrilled to find a door set in the shiny metal. Adam ran his hand along the surface. No signs of rust or deterioration, even after three billion years. This definitely wasn’t normal steel.

      There was no knob or entry keypad on the door—

      Adam heard a clicking sound behind him; he tensed but didn’t turn immediately. He looked to the others. They had heard it too. Adam turned slightly to his left, while placing his right hand on the handle of his flash weapon. He heard the sound again, this time louder.

      He dropped to one knee and turned, pulling the bolt launcher from its holster. He pointed the weapon at the top of a mound of boulders—and at the spindly metal creature sitting atop it.

      It resembled a large dog, but one made entirely of metal and covered in a mesh of wire revealing the inner workings. The large head featured an elongated mouth with multiple rows of uniform metal teeth, all tipped with needle-sharp points. Black eyes stared down at him, unblinking and uncaring.

      The creature sprang, its mouth now open impossible wide. Adam jumped to his side, soaring through the air twenty feet before rolling on his right shoulder and assuming firing position. The gravity of this artificial world must have been lighter than he assumed, because even for Adam, it was quite a leap. He fired his weapon.

      The bolt struck the robotic attack dog while it was still in flight. The bolt penetrated the mesh skin before being absorbed by the various electronics within the body. Sparks flew and the creature shuddered before landing on the metal floor and skidding to a stop at Panur’s feet.

      Adam looked behind and above the mutant, as another of the metal dogs appeared. It jumped, landing on Panur’s back. Four-inch long, needle-sharp teeth sank into his gray flesh, biting at his narrow shoulder and then onto his neck. Panur stood there, letting the mechanical beast have its way with him, even looking bored and annoyed. Eventually, he reached a slender arm over and grabbed the dog around the neck. He squeezed, collapsing the wire and metal frame as if it was made of cardboard. The robot didn’t make a sound as its body went limp. Panur tossed it aside.

      There was clicking off to Adam’s right; he turned in time to see Trimen place a brilliant blue-white bolt into the mouth of another mechanical dog flying through the air toward him. The Formilian calmly stepped aside as the sparking robot flew by him.

      The team circled the stanchion, looking for more threats coming their way. All was quiet and still.

      “That answers the question regarding other defensive measures,” Panur said with little emotion. The bite marks on his shoulder and neck were long gone, the only trace of the attack being the ripped cloth of this one-piece uniform. The collar material was still intact, so the garment didn’t fall from his body. He turned his attention to the door in the support beam.

      He rubbed his fingers along the surface and then the doorframe. Then he placed his hand at the center of the door and pushed. The panel recessed a couple of inches before sliding sideways.

      He turned to Adam. “Why would they need locks?”

      Adam shrugged.

      Beyond the door was a simple room lined with metal. It resembled an elevator, if there had been floor buttons. Instead, the walls were smooth and seamless. Panur stepped inside, followed by the others, after which the door slid shut without any coaxing.
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      The elevator began to move down, not fast, but slowly, methodically. It came to a stop without notice and the door slid open. They stepped out into a large receiving room. Adam was relieved to see that it had normal dimensions, along the line of fifty by fifty, rather than the vast expanse of the prior floor. They had reached the living level for the Aris.

      A four-and-a-half-inch diameter, green-tinted orb floated in the air at Adam’s eye level.

      Adam rushed forward. “Zee! I’m glad to—”

      A ray of white light shot out from the globe, striking Adam in the head. He was blinded and staggered by the blast, tumbling back into J’nae’s massive body. Panur stepped between the orb and Adam.

      “I assume you know that I will simply absorb the energy and become stronger as a consequence?”

      The globe floated inches from Panur’s gray face; Adam got the impression it was staring at him even though no eyes were present on the green surface.

      I am not Zee, Adam heard in his mind.

      Then who are you? Panur asked mentally. Both Adam and Trimen carried Formilian brain interface devices, so they could hear the conversation with the orb. The mutants didn’t need ATD’s to do the same.

      I am Ri, assigned to Jos. You have breached the outer layers. How?

      Before Panur could answer, Adam heard a low hum in his mind. The Aris service module—Ri—seemed to pause, listening. Then its awareness returned to Panur.

      You will follow me. My master wishes to speak with you.

      The orb began to float away. J’nae lifted Adam up by his underarms and placed him upright on the floor. She slipped past him and joined Panur and Trimen as they followed the ball across the room.

      Adam was the last to follow.
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      They entered through a vast portal into a chamber with a dome ceiling—or what Adam assumed was a ceiling. Above was a blaze of stars, appearing near and far at the same time. The entire skyscape was in motion. Being inside the huge space station meant this had to be a projection, a very life-like projection.

      A frail looking figure stood off to the left, a gown of light blue covering the thin frame. The features were standard Prime: two almond-shaped eyes, a thin nose and a wide mouth. The head was hairless, while two small ears balanced out the face. Long hands extended from the sleeves of the gown, four fingers and an opposable thumb.

      Adam had speculated why the Aris would look like Primes, concluding that they were probably the originals, with most advanced life in the galaxy modeled after them.

      The alien’s eyes were piercing blue and they watched the visitors approach with a mix of curiosity and concern in the orbs.

      Ri, the service module, landed on a small table next to the Aris. The globe had referred to its master as Jos; Adam assumed this was he. The alien stepped forward, walking slowly along the line of visitors to his world, starting first with J’nae, then Panur, Trimen and finally Adam. He peered into the eyes of the Human with an intensity that made Adam uneasy.

      “You are the birth father, the one referred to as Adam Cain.”

      “Where’s Lila?” Adam tried to sound unafraid and forceful. It didn’t work.

      “In time, all will be revealed,” said the Aris. “I find it admirable that you have made it this far in the quest to retrieve your mutant offspring. The paternal instinct must be stronger than we anticipated.” He glanced to the others in Adam’s team. “Yet I see you had help.”

      Jos stepped back, and a moment later all four of the visitors were enclosed in glowing blue bubbles of the interphase effect. None of them activated their countermeasures, however, content to let the Aris believe they were trapped in their shimmering blue prisons. Adam gave a mental shrug; none of them knew if Panur’s device would work, they would have to take it on faith.

      Three more Aris entered the room through side portals. None seemed very upset with the intrusion, more curious than concerned. Unlike the last time Adam had seen them, they were in normal space and not encased in the blue bubbles. For his part, Adam didn’t feel any different. He could still sense the floor beneath his feet and see clearly through the thin film of the containment sphere.

      To Adam’s surprise, he noticed each of the Aris had distinctive features. He’d been expecting a homogenous blending of features making each alien hard to distinguish from the other. One of the new Aris stepped up to Adam’s bubble.

      “We meet again, Adam Cain,” said the alien verbally. His face was smooth and pale, yet this one had deep brown eyes with only a trace of wrinkles at the edges, giving him an almost jovial look. “You are taking time to realize now how similar we are in features,” said the creature. “You are correct in your assumption. Nearly all creatures you call Prime can trace their origins back to us. This is not because of one extensive seeding program, but from numerous experiments conducted over thousands of years by my kind.”

      He turned to look at the others in the blue bubbles. “You can imagine how fortunate we surviving Aris are to see the end result of our many experiments, of which some have been more successful than others.”

      He stepped over to Panur and regarded the squat gray alien for a moment. “I am called Nunki. If you wish to speak literally then you can use that name. Mentally, the thoughts you project will identify the subject.” He leaned in closer to the shimmering screen, separating him and the mutant by only inches. “You are not one of our creations. You are Panur; the Apex Being has spoken of you.”

      “What has she told you?” Panur asked evenly.

      “Do not be alarmed. She has not revealed anything that is not to your liking. In fact, it is because of her revelations about you that she still exists in a single form.”

      The other Aris clustered around Panur and J’nae, ignoring the primitive Human and Formilian. Adam was okay with this, even though he was worried that the Aris could still read his thoughts, either directly or through his ATD. If they could, it would be very hard to plan the unexpected. He needed a definitive answer to his dilemma. It would be a risk, but without verification, any attempt to escape would be futile.

      Without accessing his ATD, he let out an intense thought: I’m going to activate the interphase jamming device, pull my M-101, and waste every last one of you stinking aliens. It seemed like something he would be thinking. He reached into his pocket and found the control box. He waited for a reaction from the Aris.

      There was none.

      Next, he accessed his ATD and sent out a thought.

      Can we see her? he asked mentally.

      The Aris named Nunki looked down the line at Adam. “Do you not trust my assertion that she is well?” he said aloud.

      “Can you blame me…we just met?”

      The pale-skinned alien smiled. “Yes, you may see her.”

      Adam had his proof. He could think freely, so long as he didn’t link his brain with the ATD.

      His experiment had the added benefit of producing Lila. His mutant daughter entered through an open portal, unaccompanied and free of an interphase prison, and with a small, greenish orb held in both hands before her.

      Zee? Adam asked through his ATD.

      It is I, Adam Cain. I am both pleased and saddened to see you again.

      Lila, can you hear me?

      Yes, father. I, too, share Zee’s emotions. And Trimen has come as well. I appreciate the effort, yet I fear you may be helpless to save me…or yourselves.

      Adam cut the link with his ATD. That’s what you think, he thought to himself. With Lila now present, what better time than now to initiate the rescue?

      Adam pressed the button on the jamming device in his pocket, as his left hand gripped the stock of his M-101, ready to spin it around from his back and into firing position. The thin blue film separating himself from the Aris disappeared, and a moment later his weapon was leveled at the closest of the four aliens.

      An invisible wall hit him hard, sending his body flying across the room and to the metal floor ten feet away. He was dazed, his vision blurry, with his arms extended to his sides, fingers gripping the air from involuntary muscle spasms.

      The condition passed quickly and he was able to sit up. Two of the Aris were standing over him, wearing neutral expressions on their pale faces. One of them held up his right hand, palm facing Adam.

      “We anticipated one of you taking such action once the Apex Being entered the room. There was a ninety-two percent probability it would be you, since you are the warrior of the group and carrying the most external armament, giving you a sense of confidence and power.” The alien glanced at his hand. “We have embedded in our hands a low-frequency sonic device. The signal cannot be heard audibly, yet it sends out a powerful sound wave that compresses the air into an almost solid moving force. It is non-lethal, yet can suppress an adversary, as you have seen. Now stop such nonsense. We do not intend you any harm. We only seek what is rightfully ours.”

      Adam climbed to his feet. “Which is?”

      “The end product of our experiments—immortality.”
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      The Aris had dissolved the interphase bubbles after they discovered Adam’s team had a way of countering them. But they did confiscate the jamming controllers, so technically it was no longer possible for them to escape the effect if the bubbles were reintroduced. The Aris didn’t seem concerned. With the revelation of their sonic devices, it opened up the possibility that they had other tricks up their sleeve—or under their skin.

      Nunki asked Panur if he was going to cause problems, to which the mutant promised to behave. He and J’nae seemed to have crossed a figurative threshold, from intent to rescue Lila to being more curious and amazed by the Aris. Adam and Trimen didn’t feel the same. They are so far removed from the level of the Aris—as well as the mutants for that matter—that all this awe and wonder was wasted on them. They wouldn’t understand even if the aliens took the time to explain their every invention.

      Still, that didn’t stop the Aris from trying.

      Adam had seen it many times before. The people—or aliens—in a position of power were often so enamored with themselves that they spent far too much time explaining to the captives what powerful and intelligent beings they were. Adam called it the James Bond Syndrome, where the bad guy would give Bond a walking tour of his facility, revealing all its secrets and purpose, and giving the secret agent time to work out an escape plan. The Aris were no different. In fact, they were going overboard.

      “What do you think of our facility?” Nunki asked Panur. “It has survived for three billion years; only stars and rock last as long—in addition to threads of life.”

      “It is amazing,” Panur agreed. “However, it could not have survived for all that time intact. It would require constant maintenance…and more.”

      “That is true. Please, all of you follow me. As you can imagine, we get so few visitors that it would bring us great pride to provide you a tour.”

      The entourage moved off, leaving the huge reception room and entering a long corridor. They passed through a portal on the right and into a huge room populated by spindly robots—most walking on two thin legs, and others on four wheels.

      “The facility is seven hundred miles in diameter, comprised of six levels, all within a narrow range to provide a relatively stable gravity from the generators below. You have probably already surmised that our deflection ring is just that, a means of protecting us from the low-level radiation streaming in from the space around us. All of this requires the upkeep and modifications you mentioned. We employ a workforce of six hundred robots and service modules at any given time, which also require maintenance and replacement as necessary.”

      Nunki held out his hand and Zee materialized in his palm. “My personal module is by far the oldest, having been placed in a protective layer of rock at the beginning of the encasement period. It is not as advanced as the others, only able to teleport over short distances rather than hover in space. Over time, there have been three million, eight hundred thousand other modules constructed, placed in service and then retired, but not my special Zee.”

      The next chamber they were led to was a vast room with row upon row of huge blocks reaching five stories high. There were ladders running diagonally across their faces, along with a myriad of electronics embedding in the metal surface.

      “These are our Encasement Chambers,” Nunki narrated. “There are one hundred twenty-four of them.”

      “Is that all of the Aris that are left?” J’nae asked. Her tone sounded…panicky almost to Adam.

      The alien turned to the mutant, a sad smile on his face. “At the end of our homeworld, there were only three hundred nine remaining Aris. They were the last born by natural means, with the oldest over eight thousand years old. When the encasement was first proposed, some of the Aris chose to not participate. One hundred twenty-four did, hence the chambers.”

      “If your purpose was to cheat evolution, hadn’t you done that already with your extended lifespans,” J’nae asked. “Evolution primarily takes place through successive generations.”

      “That is true, however there is still molecular and cellular modifications taking place within individuals. Yet this process takes time and is seldom observed during normal lifespans. With the enhanced life of the Aris, evolution was still occurring.”

      “Enhanced?” Panur asked.

      “Yes. The Aris have been able to extend our lifespan through the use of artificial methods, including organ replacements and other implants. Witness our ability to communicate telepathically. That is achieved by an implant vastly superior—yet similar too—that of the Formilian’s. And our sonic weapon is an implant as well, along with many others.”

      The alien displayed sadness on his pale face. “It is from this fact that the search for immortality began.” Nunki walked up to one of the huge structures and ran his hand along the smooth surface. “We were encased in solid nitrogen, not only to suspend our bodily functions, but also to stop the molecular evolution that would take place over the term of our encasement.”

      “I do not understand,” said Trimen. “You had already achieved immortality through your replacements and enhancements—at least immortality in practicality. Molecular evolution must be such a prolonged process compared to birth mutations that your longevity would be measured in the millions, if not billions of years.”

      “That is also true yet place yourself within the minds of the Aris. Maintaining such a long life term requires almost constant upkeep of the body. One such as us aged five thousand years requires the bulk of his time to be spent undergoing operations and improvements, as well as a careful balance of a specific energy which only we can produce. A life such as that is hardly living, and the older the Aris, the less time was available for learning and exploration.”

      “So you seek authentic immortality,” Trimen concluded.

      Nunki stepped up to the Formilian, his eyes bright and his chest expanded. “Forgive me as I continue to marvel at your presence—and that of the Human. I am still in awe of the final results of our grand experiment.” He glanced at Lila. “Zee only sent the signal that the Apex Being existed a little over a year ago. It was at that time that the Aris began to be revived.”

      He stood back and held out his hands. “Observe my perspective. One moment I am being encased in the nitrogen device. My eyes close…and a moment later they open again. In that brief interval—of which I had no awareness—three billion years have passed. Our delicate manipulations of primitive life on Earth and Formil—as well as thousands of others—have already journeyed along the long and dangerous path of evolution to become what you are today. Some of the lines survived, some didn’t. Some mutated beyond what we had anticipated, while other lines did not produce the results we planned for. Yet in what was a blink of an eye to me and the other Aris, the entire galaxy blossomed with life—our life—and with a singular purpose of producing the Apex Being.”

      “How could you have calculated all the variables, all the uncertainties that would occur over such an extended time period?” Panur asked.

      Adam had never seen the mutant like this before. He had finally met beings smarter than he, and it was showing. Adam got the impression that if the Aris wore rings and wished Panur to kiss them, he would. The prospect of escape was looking dimmer by the moment.

      “We experimented over a vast range of worlds and methods, knowing that a small percentage of them would produce results. The Formilians, for example, were cast with a particular gene, which over time, produced the pheromones that would make them attractive to off-world species. That was the key to producing the Apex Being.”

      “So any alien mating with a Formilian would produce—Lila?” Adam asked.

      The Aris smiled at Adam. “No…that is not how it works. Contrary to your belief, there are multiple races joining with Formilians at this very moment and have for many generations. It was designed that way. However, it is an exceedingly rare genetic combination—down to the individual level—that produced…Lila. What she is today is not only immortal, but other things, that being the result of her Human heritage. If her immortality had come about from a different paring, she would have other mutations.”

      “But why me?”

      “That is unknown, and irrelevant. The fact that your chemistry was able to overcome the differences in species—and that the Apex Being was created as a result—is what matters. We only need one.”

      “One immortal?”

      “That is true, however, we are fortunate that now we have three such beings. It will make our transition that much easier.”

      “What transition?” J’nae asked.

      “To becoming immortal ourselves.”
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      The tour continued for another three hours, as their Aris guide showed them control centers, energy generators and scientific laboratories. None of the prisoners broached the subject of the transition to immortality again, probably because they knew they wouldn’t like the answer. At least that would be Adam’s reaction—although he had nothing to fear from that subject. Yet the mutants—all of them, including Lila—seemed excited about what the Aris were showing them, oblivious to the threat hanging over their heads. How the Aris expected to transfer immortality from one being to another was a mystery that didn’t seem to bother them.

      After a while, Adam begged the tour to stop. He was tired, hungry and needed to take a piss. It took a moment for the Aris to understand his concern; the mutants could care less, and neither did the Aris. Eventually they capitulated and led the group to a large room with a rectangular table made of stone. Finding a bathroom in the place was another problem, requiring an army of robots to construct one over the course of five minutes. It was something to see, as they scurried about installing plumbing, walls and a makeshift toilet. Only Adam and Trimen took advantage of the newest addition to the Aris space station.

      The non-Aris sat on one side of the long table, with everyone else on the other. Four of the tiny service orbs rested next to the Aris, with faint lines of blue energy streaming through the air and into the chests of the aliens. Adam knew they fed directly on energy, so this was their meal, while Adam and Trimen were served processed food based on their particular body chemistry. Lila, Panur and J’nae declined both food and energy. They could sustain themselves fine without any new infusion.

      “You mentioned only one hundred twenty four Aris participated in the encasement program,” Trimen began. “What happened to the others?”

      Nunki continued in his role as host. Adam had learned that it was he, and he alone, who had visited Earth and Formil, so the Apex Being—Lila—was his pet project and the crowning achievement of the Aris to date. This gave him a type of elevated status among his people.

      The alien now reached out a hand and touched a finger to his service module—Zee. “They succumbed to the ravages of time.”

      “I am confused,” Trimen continued. “Could they not have continued as before? Your civilization was a million years old at the time you began this grand experiment. You had the means to move to other worlds.”

      “Your basic assumptions are correct, yet not your perspective. You ask what became of the Aris who did not participate in the encasing? They simply allowed their various organs and implants to fail. Once the process began, they died most conventional deaths.”

      “Why would they do that?”

      “Because they had grown tired. Our race had very shortsightedly eliminated conventional reproduction abilities thousands of years before, and as detailed before, had elected to sustain our population through artificial means. This process—the constant need for more operations and enhancements—is quite wearisome and time-consuming. Some Aris did not see the value in existence under these conditions. And being the curious creatures that we are, many chose instead to explore existence on a different plane—if indeed that plane existed.”

      “Yet you and your followers chose a different path,” J’nae said softly.

      Nunki studied her for a moment before continuing. “Yes. Some of us believed there was a form of natural immortality, one which did not require the replacements and enhancements. At the time, we could not find any such immortals in the galaxy, so we set out to create them.” He looked at Lila. “Lila is the end result.”

      “One hundred twenty-four of you exist?” Trimen asked.

      “Unfortunately, no,” Nunki replied. “Even the Aris are not perfect. Over time, some of our encasement units failed, killing the occupants. Others were revived early and decided not to participate any longer in the experiment. In the end, only eighteen of us remain to this day.”

      “I still find it amazing how you were able to do this, and over such a long timescale.” Adam said.

      “The calculations were extensive, even for us, yet the number of primitive worlds in the galaxy gave us hope that a few of our seeds would flower. Three billion years ago there was only the most-primitive life on Earth—and on Formil—and thousands of other worlds we visited. We extrapolated the results of our minor manipulations of genes and hereditary markers and found that it would take billions of years to produce the results we sought. And so we further extrapolated from there, seeing two paths we could take. One: We could initiate our experiments and then leave them to their own devices. In the meantime, the existing Aris would die off or evolve into other creatures, of which we could only speculate. This is what concerned those like me. Think back to your own evolution, Adam Cain. A million years ago, your race was locked in an evolutionary arm of semi-intelligent simians, without speech, tools or extended social structures. Look how you have changed over that time. Now imagine if your civilization continued for another million years and you had extensive records reaching back that long, to a time where—relatively—the first of your kind were like the primitive apes. The Aris of a million years ago—before the encasing and the time interval involved—were as primitive to us as your ape-like ancestors. We could see the change we went through in only a million years. Now multiply that three thousand times. If allowed to evolve, the Aris of today would be unrecognizable from the Aris sitting before you today.

      “The other path we could take involved suspending our evolution while our experiments came to fruition. Some of us saw this not so much as an alternate course, but rather a postponement of the inevitable. If our experiments failed, then we would simply start anew, evolving into what we would eventually become.” He looked at Lila. “I still vividly recall everything about the universe of the far distance past. And now I am here, sitting at a table with not only the end product of our Human and Formilian experiments, but with the immortal being herself. The Aris may be ancient, yet we still retain emotions. This is a very exciting time for us.”

      “Forgive me, Nunki,” J’nae said, “but I am still confused about the decision you made. Even though you could not foresee the outcome of continued evolution, surely you were excited about the prospect of changing, as you had over the million years of your civilization? During that time, you became more advanced, smarter and more powerful, than when your civilization was first founded. You would have become even more had you continued along your normal path.”

      The Aris let out a very Human-like laugh. “You would imagine such,” Nunki said. “In fact, because we could look back over our evolution, we saw times when our race was stronger, more resourceful and more powerful than later generations. Intelligence doesn’t always mean progress, not unless that intelligence is focused in the right direction, which is impossible to do in hindsight.”

      He looked back at Adam. “Many of you have wondered why the Human race has been able to accomplish what they have in such a short time? It is because we sped up the evolutionary process, while at the same time restricting some of the more traditional changes that take place. A normal species would require an additional hundred thousand years to reach the mental capacity of a modern Human. In the meantime, the physicality of that creature would diminish, as they modify their environment to become more accommodating. Humans reached their level of mental acuity sooner, even as their planet remained a very dangerous place to live. This has allowed Humans to become extremely intelligent—relatively—while retaining their animal instincts and advantage over their physical environment. It has made them both strong and smart, which in traditional species is often mutually exclusive. In truth, you were programmed to become such, just as the Formilians were endowed with a particularly strong and omnipresence sexual scent. As a result, we have produced the Apex Being, the first naturally-born immortal in the galaxy.”

      “Yet Panur is also immortal,” Lila said, speaking for the first time.

      “Which is a surprise—and a joy—to us.”

      “And what of me?” J’nae asked. There was concern—almost fear—in her voice.

      He looked to Panur. “First, I must give my compliments to you, Panur. In a blink of time you created what it has taken the Aris three billion years to achieve. However, you did have the advantage of a prototype to work from—yourself. And now with three immortals, we have more options.”

      “Such as?” Adam asked. “What are you going to do to Lila?” To Adam, this was the sixty-four thousand dollar question. He could care less what happened to the other mutants.

      “The Aris are very patient creatures, so we have been studying her, attempting to discover the best way to utilize her special abilities to our advantage. Just as Panur had a prototype for his creation of J’nae, we now have…Lila. Yet we also have a dilemma. Whereas what Panur created was a near clone of himself, the Aris do not wish to create more Lila’s. Instead, we wish to transfer her immortality to us. Call us selfish, but the entire purpose for the experiment was so that we—the eighteen remaining Aris—can live forever, without need of the aforementioned procedures, which only mimic immortality.”

      “And how do you expect to do that, to transfer Lila’s immortality to you?” Adam asked. He wasn’t comfortable with where the conversation was headed.

      “That is what we have been contemplating. We have been studying the Apex Being since her apprehension and have developed procedures which—theoretically—could work. It conforms to the conservation of energy law within nature. Lila’s essence cannot be destroyed, yet it could be divided up and transferred, thereby retaining the balance of energy inherent with her unique existence. The models show this to be a viable course of action.”

      “You’re going to kill her!”

      “Did you not hear me, Adam Cain? She cannot be killed, yet her cells can live on…in a symbiotic relationship with the Aris.”

      “And does she have a say it this?”

      “The Apex Being was bred for a purpose; she is fulfilling that purpose.”

      “She is a living, thinking being, with a mind of her own. Maybe she doesn’t want to be cut up into little pieces and transplanted into the Aris. Did you ever think of that?”

      “This is much more important than a single being. At this time, there are only three true immortals in this galaxy. If we are successful, there will be eighteen.”

      Adam turned to Lila. “You can’t let them do this to you.”

      “I have attempted resistance since my arrival, yet we are under constant surveillance and others can place us into interphase status at a moment’s notice.”

      “She is correct,” said Nunki. “I said before that we wish you no harm, meaning you and the Formilian. The mutants, however, we will retain for study and eventual assimilation.”

      “So you’re going to let me and Trimen go free?”

      “Of course not. You will be placed in a secure location on the station where you will remain until you naturally expire—or become too much of a burden to house.”

      Before anyone could react, all the non-Aris in the room were encased in interphase spheres. They stood up and were coaxed by the moving balls of blue light down an adjoining corridor, to be placed in secure rooms with shimmering blue light dancing on the exterior walls, Trimen and Adam were put in one with a recently added bathroom, Panur and J’nae in another. The Apex Being—Lila Bol—was taken to another location. Adam hoped it wasn’t a laboratory where her assimilation would begin.
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        * * *

      

      Father.

      Lila! Adam cried out in his mind. Are you all right?

      Yes.

      Can the Aris hear us?

      No, they are only able to read thoughts through artificial devices, such as your Formilian Gift. I am contacting you through true telepathy.

      Adam was relieved and saddened at the same time. I’m sorry I haven’t been able to help more. It seems our rescue plan has been a failure.

      To the contrary, the rescue is proceeding exactly as planned.

      What do you mean? He was surprised he was able to contain the mental link and not blurt the sentence out loud. He was sure the room was being monitored.

      He felt Lila smile as she continued. Panur anticipated that his jamming device would be good for only one use, after which the Aris would confiscate the controllers.

      Which they did.

      But what he did beyond that was make the units so they would act as a different kind of device once placed in close proximity to one another. By making them each only one fourth of this new device, it has been impossible for the Aris to detect their true purpose.

      Which is?

      To create an illusion of the interphase effect.

      Adam looked over at Trimen. He was lying on the second cot, staring at the ceiling, oblivious to the mental conversation taking place. With all the startling revelations Lila was telling him, Adam hoped he could maintain his calm, exterior demeanor.

      Remember, sweetheart, I’m just a dumb Human. You’re going to have to explain more.

      When the Aris activated the shields a few minutes ago, all that was created was a blue halo around us. There was no true shifting of dimensions.

      So we could have attacked them? Why wasn’t I told?

      Because that is not the immediate goal; instead, we must secure a way for all of us to escape and not allow the Aris to follow or conduct a second abduction at a future date. Busting a few heads, as you would say, would not have achieved that goal.

      Yeah…but it would have made me feel a lot better.

      The mental smile of his daughter widened. Spoken as a true warrior, but now you must embark on a new mission, one which will hopefully be more stealthy than violent.

      That’s fine, just so long as we can save the violent part for later. What do you want me to do?

      We need you and Trimen to slip from your chamber and proceed to the control room for the Aris energy source. Do you recall the location from the tour?

      I think so. But we’re locked in this room, with a blue light—oh…it’s just a light, and not a real interphase effect.

      You are learning, father. The belief in the nature of the light is the only thing keeping you there.

      It’s the same for you, right?

      Yes, but we are under closer surveillance; you are not. To the Aris, they are done with you and Trimen. It is now time to make them pay for their indifference.

      Okay, once we get to the control room, what then?

      Follow this sequence. It will disable their energy supply and initiate the next phase of the plan. Once you are in the room….
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      The allies knew where most of the Nuorean forces were in the galaxy, at least until this latest revelation concerning shifting entry points. But knowing the location of your enemy doesn’t always mean you were anxious to attack. Two thousand heavily-armed starships with well-trained crews was not something you took lightly.

      Yet Captain Akira Tanaka had a secret weapon: a recently-completed suppressor beam platform and forty beamships, ranging in class from destroyers to cruisers. Even with knowledge providing the task force commander with a sense of confidence, he suspected the Nuoreans wouldn’t be anxious to engage if he took the initiative.

      After the demise of Admiral Ware’s force, the enemy would know the allies were running scared, reluctant to engage even the smallest enemy force, expecting it to be a trap. So here was a fleet of slightly smaller size rushing to attack. Why? What gave the allies the confidence to believe they could win in light of recent events?

      If Tanaka was in charge of the alien fleet, he would suspect the allies had a valid reason to believe they could win. As a result, he would perform a strategic retreat until he could assess the why of the allied attack.

      So his challenge became how to make the aliens believe he wasn’t out looking for a fight, but just happened upon one.

      The first thing Tanaka did was not head directly for the Nuoreans. Instead, he gave them a wide berth, while segregating a segment of his fleet consisting of Juirean ships. The leaders of the Expansion had protested fiercely when yet another fleet was placed in the command of their age-old enemy. That was the truth. Humans commanded two-thirds of all the fleets, which pissed off the Juireans and set up the coming conflict perfectly.

      Next he initiated a running CW commentary between the two segments of his force—including their commanders on Earth and Juir—indicating the Juireans were threatening to break off from the main fleet and go it alone. As the fleet skirted the region where the Nuoreans were clustered, the argument came to a head and the Juireans split off, ostensibly to return to Juir.

      The Human contingent came to a halt, awaiting further others. They knew it wasn’t safe to be sitting still this far from planetary support, but command was in turmoil, frustrated with the Juireans and unsure whether to continue with the patrol.

      It was fairly well established by this time that most communications in the galaxy were being monitored by the Nuoreans. Hundreds of passive drones had been detected and many destroyed. It also meant many more were still out there. So when the departing Juireans just happened to engage a small screening force from the main Nuorean fleet, the fact that the Humans were ordered to come to their rescue became common knowledge.

      The beamships were located two layers back in the fleet, with the huge platform vessel at the center. Unfortunately, to lure as many enemy ships within range of the beams required that the leading edge engage the Nuoreans with conventional weapons. However, as expected, the aliens didn’t stay in contact long before shifting course and running away. They had employed this same tactic against Admiral Ware and now they expected Tanaka to follow suit.

      Without firm orders to the contrary, the headstrong Juireans set off after the invaders. They were vastly outnumbered and more than likely heading into a trap, which required Tanaka and his main force to follow, if only to rescue the surviving Juireans.

      At least that’s what Tanaka wanted the Nuoreans to believe.

      Everything went according to plan, and four hours into the battle, the secondary Nuorean fleet—the hidden fleet—made its presence known. Soon the space between the worlds of Deenen Sim and Rec So-em was filled with a blaze of brilliant plasma bolts, as over five thousand starships joined for a spectacular battle to the death.

      That’s when the beams were switched on.

      The effect was immediate and dramatic. Every enemy warship within range of the platform and the beamships ceased firing. Tanaka was ecstatic. He and others had been carrying a modicum of doubt whether the beams work on Nuoreans. Now they had their answer.

      All the allied ships emitted nulling beams to protect their crews from the stupor effect of the beams—a weapon first deployed against them by the flesh-eating Sol-Kor. Now Tanaka gave the order, and within seconds a wholesale slaughter of over three thousand enemy vessels began. Never in the history of space warfare had so many enemy vessels been destroyed with so little loss on the side of the victor.

      The Nuorean ships on the outer edge of the beam’s influence managed to escape. This was expected. But now the Nuoreans knew they were up against a galaxy that wouldn’t go quietly into the night. In fact, the Milky Way was about to become their worst nightmare.
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        * * *

      

      Fleet commander Sanelis (316) received the report of the crushing defeat within minutes of the fringe ships clearing the area. His fleet—along with two others—were stationed near the border of the Kidis and Dunnon sectors, essentially midway between the major governing planets of Earth and Juir. He had over five thousand vessels in the area, plus another twelve thousand in other parts of the Kac, less the three thousand he just lost.

      The reports came to him calmly and with detail. The Nuor were players; they didn’t let a sudden shift in strategy by their opponents fluster them too much.

      “I wasn’t aware they had influencing technology,” said Sanelis’ second-in-command, Lead-Player Anns (432) Kallen-Noc.

      “They have not employed it to date,” replied Sanelis. “I wonder why?”

      “Only recently invented?”

      “Techs have analyzed the data sent to us; the signature is highly refined, superior even to the beams we have developed. This is not something that just appeared. So again, I wonder why they are just now employing this weapon against us?”

      Sanelis had observed the courage of his race many times before, knowing that when faced with a devastating loss, they would see this as a challenge, an opportunity. Indeed, this new level of warfare against the Nuor would elevate the immunity points awarded to the fleet. The Kac had just got more interesting, even without individual challenges being widespread. His crews would welcome this news, not fear it, especially knowing they had a counter to the enemy’s influence waves.

      As if reading his commander’s mind, Anns spoke: “We do have countermeasures, and the fleet can be modified in a relatively short period, once refit centers are established in this galaxy.”

      “This is true. Influence waves have not been used in hundreds of years, yet their nullifiers are well known. Do the leaders of the Kac suspect we are not that sophisticated to have an answer for such a simple weapon? They must be desperate.”

      “What are your orders, Master?”

      Sanelis hadn’t thought that far, at least not enough to develop a long-term game plan. But he knew what to do in the interim. “Let them believe their weapon is effective against us. Have our fleets avoid the enemy, appearing to be frightened of engagement. Have them congregate at a central location, as if huddling in fear. This will give our enemy confidence…even arrogance. Then once our ships are equipped with countermeasures, the forces of the Kac could be lured to our location, expecting to slaughter us in one glorious battle.  They will be surprised by the actual outcome.”

      Anns smiled. He appeared both physically and mentally stimulated; the execution of a masterful game plan was like sex to a Nuorean. “And for now?” he asked.

      “Send word to the fleets. Converge on the area around ND-12.” Then Sanelis himself grinned. “Many arenas are completed, more will come. We shall pass the time with individual immunity challenges for the senior players. There are Humans there, as well…a lot of them. The contests should be…entertaining.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            76

          

        

      

    

    
      Riyad’s interview with the Nuorean Azon went about as well as the others. But for some reason, the alien decided to beat on the Human for a while, even if the effort brought spasms of pain to his injured face.

      The journey to where they were going was a week old, and Azon only visited the Human cell twice after the interviews. His face was healing rapidly, and the second time he came to the cell he wasn’t wearing the face guard.

      “Damn, you’re a handsome devil when you’re not wearing the mask,” Sherri commented. “Be still my beating heart.”

      “Your words are confusing, and irrelevant,” said Azon. “I have come to inquire as to your physical condition.”

      Sherri stood up, thrust out her breasts in one direction and her hips in another in a very pin-up girl-like pose. “You be the judge of that, big boy.”

      “Why are you acting so strangely?”

      Sherri pouted. “Because I’m bored. When are we getting to wherever we’re going?”

      “Two days,” said Azon. “And I assure you that once we arrive, you will not be bored. We are going to a location designated ND-12. It is a sparsely-populated world near the boundary of the Human’s stellar empire and that of the Juireans. We have constructed an array of combat arenas and begun rotating our ships and crews to the location for individual immunity challenges. I hope you recall my promise to engage you all in contests with my Cadre players.” The alien’s smile was sinister, while his eyes sparkled with excitement.

      “Do you think you’re up for it?” Riyad asked. “The last time you went up against a Human shoe salesman, he nearly killed you.”

      The smiled vanished from Azon’s face. “That was not a challenge; it was an experiment.”

      “That went horribly wrong, I take it.” Copernicus added in his two cents.

      “That will not happen again.”

      “Because you’ll rig the games so you can’t lose. That’s really brave of you. You’re just a bunch of pussy gladiators.”

      The Nuorean glared at Sherri. “There will still be sport. You will have your opportunity to make the contests entertaining. And you, Sherri Valentine, will not be exempt. Our lower-ranking players will have the opportunity to meet you in the arena as well. The combat won’t be too challenging, but the uniqueness of the contest will entertain the crowd—at least for a moment or two.”

      “Like I said, real brave of you, dickhead.”

      Azon smiled. “I will leave you now so you can resume planning for your escape. But please hurry. You only have two more days to come up with a winning strategy before we reach our destination.”
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      Adam and Trimen opened the door to their room and passed effortless through the shimmering blue barrier beyond. Even after what Lila had told him, he still wished he had known about this earlier. There had been four juicy Aris targets sitting right across the table from him, their frail bodies no match for a rabid Human with a bad attitude. With only eighteen of the bastards around, it would have been a good start.

      The Aris space station was huge for such a small population, even if you counted the hundreds of robots that serviced the facility. So the corridor outside the holding cell was deserted as the pair made their way toward the energy control room. As mentioned before, Adam wouldn’t have had any idea where he was going if it hadn’t been for the Aris employment of the James Bond Syndrome. Now he not only knew the location, but the Aris had been so kind as to explain how important the facility was to their wellbeing.

      The Aris lived off pure energy, yet it was a refined form made from the background radiation of the universe. Adam had no idea what that meant, but it seemed important to the Aris. Beyond the control room was a vast chamber filled with rods and antenna that collected the ambient energy from the surrounding space. The energy was then fed into filtering devices that re-tuned the frequency to something that could be processed through their service modules and then delivered directly into their bodies. All Adam needed to know was that it worked for them, and without it they were up shit creek without a paddle.

      The control room was located half an hour from the holding rooms, which was a long way to go without being spotted. Fortunately, the Aris hadn’t built the station with internal security in mind. Why would they? Sure, they had adequate defenses outside against intruders, but for the majority of the station, only the Aris and their servants traveled the hallways and chambers.

      The going wasn’t completely without excitement. They did encounter three of the four-wheeled robots along the way, managing to scamper to cover before they passed. The bots made a distinctive hum that echoed in the hallway long before they appeared, and it was apparent none carried elaborate sensing gear because no alarms were sounded.

      Another feature of the space station was that most of the main chambers and control rooms didn’t have doors. So confident were the Aris that no breach of internal atmosphere or air pressure was possible, they didn’t see the need for pressure doors in case of emergency.

      When Adam and Trimen reached the control room, they simply entered through the open portal and ran to the proper station as instructed by Lila. The mutants had only spent a few moments in the room earlier—as had Adam and Trimen—but in that time they recorded every detail for later recall. Their genius also deciphered the purpose for most of the instruments and control panels, confirming once again the fatal flaw in the James Bond Syndrome.

      Adam scanned the main control panel, desperately trying to recall the words and sequence Lila had conveyed to him. It wasn’t easy, but fortunately, telepathic communication seemed to have a more lasting impression on him than did verbal communication. He grasped the concept of the procedure and set to work.

      “The energy is gathered and then fed into the re-tuners,” he explained to Trimen. “Lila wants us to channel the energy into the station’s main electrical system.”

      “That sounds…dangerous.”

      “It is. The only way we’re going to be able to escape is to stop the Aris for good.”

      “By destroying the station?”

      “Eventually. First we have to get away. That’s why the rechanneling has to be done quietly. Over time, the effect will multiply, making for one big ka-boom after we’re gone. Now take your place over at that panel to your right. I’ll feed you instructions as I work from here.”

      There were no chairs in the control room—robots didn’t need them and the Aris didn’t bother themselves with the actual running of the station. So the saboteurs stood before the consoles and began to make adjustments.

      “This is rather complicated; are you sure you have remembered all the steps?” Trimen asked.

      He was right, but Adam felt confident he could remember. Besides, the more he operated the controls, the more sense they made. He was concerned, however, when he didn’t notice any change in the meters or the sound of the collectors in the chamber beyond. A large, plate glass window showed the interior of the gathering room, and everything seemed normal inside. But Adam had to trust Lila and Panur. This was their plan, to keep the sabotage secret until it was too late. It wouldn’t pay for everything to go haywire long before the explosion. The Aris were too smart to give them time to find a solution to the impending disaster.

      “That should do it,” Adam said after about fifteen minutes of work. He looked over at Trimen, who returned his grin with an unusual display of white teeth for the alien.

      But then Trimen’s eyes grew wide and his mouth fell slack. He looked down at his chest, to where a small black hole had appeared with faint traces of smoke rising from it.

      Adam looked to his right, to where three of the spindly, two-legged robots stood. One carried a small object that looked like a flashlight, although it wasn’t a flashlight. It was a laser beam weapon.

      Adam dove for cover, just as a small red beam sliced through the air next to him. It contacted the control panel, sending sparks along a black line in the metal. He crawled on his belly to his left, behind equipment blocks set in the floor. The clink of metal feet told him the location of the robots, which had never been designed to be stealthy. He stood up and saw them entering the room, heading for Trimen. Adam didn’t know if the beam had been lethal, but he wasn’t holding out much hope. The thought made his blood boil.

      He climbed to the top of an eight-foot-high piece of machinery and launched himself at the robots. He didn’t bother with a high trajectory, but rather a straighter line path with the most force. Like bowling pins, he plowed them over, their tall, slender bodies not allowing for much leeway to retain balance. The rods, blocks and metal heads bruised his skin as he rolled over them. He didn’t care. He pulled on an arm made of three long rods, a maze of wires and a thin wire mesh covering. The limb didn’t break, but it did bend by ninety degrees.

      The robots made no noise, and their black, stereographic eyes neither blinked nor showed emotion. Adam continued to grab pieces and parts from the three fallen mechanical beasts, finding their construction to be loose and easy to rip apart. He continued in a savage rage for several seconds, until only one head remained intact, the dark eyes of the robot watching him as he climbed to his feet.

      He rushed over to Trimen, who had collapsed against the control console. His face was ashen, arms hanging limp to his side. There was life in his eyes, but barely.

      “Trimen, can you hear me?” Adam said as he examined the injury. As was common with energy weapons, the heat of the beam had cauterized the wound, leaving only a slight trace of blood on the thin cloth of the shirt. The opening was about half an inch in diameter with an offensive odor filling the air around the Formilian.

      “I…I am gravely injured,” Trimen replied. Air was drawn into the hole in his chest and exhaled, indicating a puncture directly to the lungs. Adam placed his hand over the wound, allowing Trimen’s breathing to come more evenly. Through his hand, Adam could feel the heartbeat. It was rapid but slowing noticeably. It wouldn’t be much longer.

      “Stay with me, Trimen.”

      “I cannot. Even now my vision is going. Tell Lila I—”

      And then he was gone, along with ten years of friendship and shared adventures. Trimen had been the first to train him on his ATD, and throughout the years, had shown up at the most opportune moments to help pull Adam’s ass out of the fire.

      Firming his resolve, Adam knew there was one thing he could do to honor his fallen comrade, and that was not to leave his body on this godforsaken space station. He scooped up the lifeless body—light in the gravity of the Aris artificial world—and carried him back to where the last robotic head lay on the floor, the eyes still alert and following his movements. Adam bent down and picked up the laser weapon that had been used to kill Trimen. He looked down at the metal head watching him.

      The laser would be too clean, too surgical. So Adam lifted his foot and smashed his boot onto what remained of the killer robot. The metal collapsed easily, and the dark eyes went still. It was a start.
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      Adam carried Trimen’s body into the hallway outside the control room and turned left. He hurried down the passageway before coming to an intersection. He remembered from the tour that the robot maintenance room was down the adjoining corridor. He didn’t give it a second thought.

      Outside the portal to the robot room, Adam set Trimen on the floor. After taking a moment to look at the body of his friend, he gripped the laser weapon in his right hand, turned and entered the room.

      There had to be over fifty robots in the room, both of the two-legged and four-wheeled variety. Since very few were programmed for security, none of the ones who saw him enter registered him as a threat, at least not initially. He walked calmly to a workbench and picked up a heavy metal rod—part of the framework of the wheeled robots. With the rod in his left hand and the laser in his right, he approached the first cluster of automatons.

      The red beam shot out, slicing easily through three metal frameworks with ease. The rod then swung in, crushing more metal bodies in the process.

      The other robots now took notice. Without fear or anxiety, they came at Adam in a slow, yet deliberate manner, allowing the Human to key up on individuals with deadly efficiency. The sound was deafening, not from the robots, but from the crashing and clanging of metal parts as the machines were broken, sliced or otherwise shattered by the crazed living being in their midst. Two minutes later, nearly all the Aris maintenance bots in the room were destroyed.

      None ran away, however, and were now being joined by re-enforcements from outside. Adam met them straight on continuing with only the metal rod once the battery in the laser weapon went dry.

      Adam, what are you doing? The panicked voice inside his head was that of Lila.

      They killed Trimen, he thought back.

      There was a moment’s pause in his mind, as the telepathic link allowed a wave of incredible grief to fill his brain. I am beyond words. I loved him on the level of you and my mother.

      So to answer your question, I’m getting some payback.

      The Aris are aware of your activities. You must stop and meet me in the dome room. You remember how to get there?

      Yeah, but just a few more—

      No, go now! There are other ways to reconcile Trimen’s death without sacrificing your own.

      There were very few robots left to demolish. Okay, I’m on my way, but I’m not leaving his body here. I’m taking him with me.

      I understand. But please hurry!

      A few of the smashed robots had laser weapons; Adam now rummaged through the wreckage until he found one. Then he rushed out into the hallway and lifted Trimen’s body into his arms once again, the laser weapon aimed outward in his right hand.

      He met a number of other bots on the way, dispatching them with the energy weapon. Then he heard a rapid clicking on the metal deck, coming up behind him. He turned, just as one of the mechanical dogs with the four-inch long needle-teeth leapt into the air.

      Adam ducked, while lifting Trimen’s body above him. The metal dog sank its teeth into the corpse—rather than Adam—and began tearing at the dead flesh. Adam tossed both body and dog off him and to the floor. Realizing its mistake, the beast focused its red eyes on Adam…and jumped again.

      Unable to bring the laser weapon the bear, Adam dropped it and crouched down, grabbing the dog by the neck with his right hand on its belly. He squeezed with his left hand and felt metal mesh collapse. Then he rose up and ran toward the nearest wall, slamming the dog against the surface. The body bent inward, causing internal mechanisms to jamb up or cease operating. Next, Adam slammed the security bot to the floor, producing a deafening clang as metal met metal. The body deformed even more. Then as before, Adam set about smashing the robot to pulp with his booted foot. Moments later, only the twitching of a back leg was left moving.

      Out the corner of his right eye, Adam saw three other figures further down the hallway. It was the Aris, and they were raising their palms toward him.

      He dove for the deck, sliding in behind Trimen’s narrow body, looking for any cover he could find against the incoming sonic wave. The wave hit, pushing Adam and Trimen along the smooth metal floor, but otherwise protecting him from the physical effects of the wave. The laser weapon slid along with him. Adam reached out for the flashlight-like device and then shoved it under Trimen’s body, pointing down the hallway at the Aris.

      The beam appeared, but he was off target, aiming high above the aliens. But then he swept the red beam down—until it sliced in half the head of the middle Aris.

      An ear-shattering screech echoed off the metal walls. Adam grimaced from the agonizing sound before looking down the corridor. The flanking Aris were staring aghast at their fallen companion, shock and disbelief on their pale faces. Adam figured they’d seen dead Aris before, but never one killed.

      Adam grinned. If it was up to him, it wouldn’t be the last Aris killed this day in their tidy, artificial world. He triggered the weapon again, and soon the population of three-billion-year-old Aris was reduced from eighteen to fifteen. It was a start.

      With calm returning to the hall way, Adam lifted Trimen’s body again and set off for the dome room, the chamber with the astronomical projection for a ceiling.  It wasn’t far, and he arrived without incident just as Lila, Panur and J’nae entered from the opposite side.

      Lila rushed up to him, her eyes filled with tears as she stared down at the body of Trimen O’lac. She placed her hands on his face.

      “Oh, Trimen, I am so sorry you sacrificed yourself for me. If I had the power, I would gladly trade my life for yours.”

      Adam set the body on the floor and Lila knelt next to it. He walked over to Panur. “How much time do we have before the energy room explodes?”

      “Plenty to make our escape—”

      “I am afraid you are wrong, my creator,” said J’nae from behind them.

      Adam and Panur turned, only to find four more Aris in the room, including the one called Nunki. Adam’s face turned red and his heart set to racing. He was going to kill these bastards with his bare hands.

      Suddenly, everyone in the room was encased in halos of soft blue. Adam knew the truth of the interphase effect, so he stepped toward the aliens. But his movement was stopped. He lifted his arms and pushed. There was a tingling, but that was it. He couldn’t move beyond the shimmering wall. These were a real interphase shields.

      “I did it, Adam Cain,” said J’nae.

      “Did what?” was his natural reply.

      “I have restored the interphase effect to full force. I have also reversed all the damage you did to the energy supply. There will be no catastrophic explosion destroying the station.”

      Panur turned toward his mutant creation, he, too trapped within the blue time-shift prison. “Why would you do that?”

      “For my own ends, Panur. I constructed another device as you worked on yours. Now I control the shields.”

      “Again, I ask why?”

      “Because I wish to negotiate a bargain with the Aris.”

      “What bargain?” Nunki asked.

      J’nae looked at the alien with intensity. “I know how to give you the immortality you seek.”

      “And how is that?”

      “Through a direct mind meld.”

      “Don’t, J’nae,” Panur commanded.

      She ignored the mutant and continued to address the Aris. “I can blend my cells with those of the Aris—”

      “And in the process transfer your cells to our bodies,” said Nunki, finishing the sentence for her.

      “Precisely. I have seen the process done, although at that time there was an un-melding of the cells. I will purposefully designate a portion of my brain cells to be transferred to each of the remaining Aris.”

      “The process has been discussed, yet it could only be done with the cooperation of the immortal. You say you will agree to this?”

      “Yes, with conditions.”

      “Again, J’nae, don’t do this. It will mean the end of your existence,” said Panur.

      “What conditions?” Nunki pressed.

      “That you allow Panur and the others to leave, unharmed and to never pursue them in the future.”

      “Bullshit!” Adam yelled. “You make them truly immortal and they’ll be all over us—all over the entire galaxy—like stink on shit.”

      “To the contrary,” Nunki said. “We care nothing for the activities in which your galaxy engages. The only reason we interfered in the beginning was to produce the Apex Being.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “The Aris do not lie; we have no reason to lie to such primitive beings.”

      “Hey, this primitive being just killed three of your buddies.”

      The comment caused Nunki to pause and his mouth fall open slightly. He quickly regained his composure. “Yes, I am aware of that. Yet the ability to kill that which is superior to does not make you superior. You, too, can fall prey to any number of deadly threats, including mindless diseases and bacteria. The ability to kill instinctively is a trait of…animals.”

      “Stop your bickering!” J’nae commanded. “I have made my offer. What say you?”

      “J’nae, why do you want to give up something that the Aris have spent billions of years seeking?” Lila asked. “You are immortal, and now you wish not to be?”

      “I did not ask to be immortal,” J’nae snapped back. “I was created this way, fully developed and with a purpose of which I had no say.”

      “You were to save the Sol-Kor,” Panur countered. “You were to give them a different path that would not be so destructive of other lifeforms. Was that not a noble cause?”

      “I was reviled by universes of creatures, simply for my status as Queen of the Sol-Kor. But that is not the only issue. It is also the lack of change I fear, the lack of evolution. I will remain as such for all eternity, with no prospect for advancement or transition to other levels of existence. Have not others like the Aris existed before? Where are they now? And where are the last of the Aris who stayed behind? Not all died. A few are somewhere, experiencing another plane of awareness which I will never see.”

      “Merging with the Aris will not give you that new awareness, will it Nunki?” Panur asked. “Once absorbed, her cells will have no individual identity.”

      “That is correct. The dominate cells will reign.”

      “Although I cannot argue against the will of the individual,” Panur said, “I wish you would reconsider.” He looked at Nunki. “You do not have to sacrifice yourself to save us.”

      “It is not a sacrifice, rather liberation. Either I continue within an existence that will make me only more frustrated and angrier through time, or I will have it come to an end, here and now. Yet with my way, I help the Aris achieve their goal, while saving you, Lila and…even Adam Cain.”

      Nunki moved toward J’nae. The blue halo moved with him even though neither being could physically contact the other. “Of course the Aris agree. We have calculated that only a single immortal is needed for our transition. Be it the Apex Being—or you—it makes no difference.”

      The halos disappeared from around Adam, Lila and Panur. They remained around the others, protecting them from harm—which Adam so desperately wished to inflict.

      “Go now, Panur,” said J’nae. “You have fulfilled your mission and saved Lila. She has always been your priority, while I was only an experiment.”

      “That’s not true,” said Panur. “Yes, you began as an experiment yet you developed a soul and a personality. You became a person to me.”

      “I appreciate that, but now go. The Aris and I have work to do.”

      Lila lifted Trimen’s body in one arm while leading Adam from the room. Panur joined them a moment later. “Nunki has shown me a quicker way to the surface,” he said. “We shall be away in minutes.”
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      The trip back to the Najmah Fayd was quicker than the journey to the interior of the space station. The trio quickly entered the ship, and with a fair amount of reverence, placed Trimen’s body in the aft service bay. Then they rushed to the pilothouse and lifted off, Panur at the controls.

      Adam slouched at the weapons console, his head resting in his right hand. He had lost another of his good friends; not the level of an Andy Tobias, but close enough. This was becoming commonplace, possibly a consequence of his reckless lifestyle, as well as the passage of years. The odds were stacking up quickly against him and his friends.

      The mutants left him alone, but after a few minutes, Adam noticed Panur hadn’t entered a light-speed gravity-well. Instead, he was blasting through space in a shallow well until even letting that evaporate. The ship was coming to a stop.

      Adam turned to Panur and Lila. They were in the pilot and co-pilot seats, respectively. He was about to ask them what was going on when a bright light began to filter in through the forward viewport.

      Adam left his seat and went to investigate. Through the viewport he saw one of the glowing Aris starships heading for a rendezvous with the Najmah Fayd. With having been left out of so many plans and strategies recently, Adam saw this as just one more surprise he wasn’t going to like.

      “What the hell’s going on?” he asked the mutants, in no uncertain terms.

      Lila came up to him. “I am sorry father, but Panur and I will be leaving you here.”

      “What does that mean? Where are you going, or more correctly, what are you going to do with me?”

      “You are to stay here, aboard the trans-dimensional starship, while Panur and I take the Aris ship.”

      “To where?”

      “That I cannot tell you.”

      Adam looked past his daughter to the grey mutant in the pilot seat. “This is all your doing, isn’t it? You’re trying to take her away from me again.”

      “It was my choice, father,” Lila countered.

      “Why? You were in charge of a galaxy, respected and admired. Not only that, but we need you, more now than ever. You can’t just run off again, especially not when we’re fighting the Nuoreans. I’m counting on you—and Panur—to help get us through this mess.”

      “The mess is yours to solve, Adam,” Panur chimed in, which only made Adam more upset.

      “How can you be so callous? You know what a serious situation this is, and the two of you are vital to helping us save the galaxy from the Nuor.”

      “It’s not our problem,” Panur snapped back.

      Adam looked at Lila. She was born in the Milky Way, and the two bloodlines she shared were in serious danger from the invaders from Andromeda.

      “We need you, Lila. We need your strength, your stability and your intelligence.”

      “The galaxy has all it needs to defeat the Nuor,” she stated. “And as far as the galaxy needing me, they do not. Even in the short time I reigned, I was taken for granted. As an immortal, my counsel was institutionalized, a crutch for all to use. That may have been what you wanted, but it wasn’t what I wanted. Imagine how mundane my life had become dealing with the trivial concerns of the bickering races? The challenge was far below my capacities, definitely below my level of interest.”

      “You’re the one who assumed that position. You insisted.”

      “I was needed at the time to bring peace to the galaxy and a new level of cooperation. That has changed now with the introduction of the Nuor. The galaxy is united against a common enemy and united you will defeat them. What happens after that will be up to you.”

      “But you could rule again. The galaxy will follow you.”

      “The galaxy only followed me because of fear. They knew of my powers and the futility of direct action against me. That is no way to lead. It is a false type of leadership.”

      Adam knew Lila had made up her mind, and if there was one thing he knew about mutant geniuses, you couldn’t win an argument with them.

      “What will you do?” he asked. “Go on to start your race of immortals? I think the Aris have a head start on you.”

      Panur answered. “The Aris have been driven mad by their obsession. Every race survives through evolution, through growth. It’s called progress. They are setting themselves on a path of stagnation and even more insanity.”

      “By becoming just like you—and Lila. Does that mean you, too, will stagnate, become insane?”

      “Possibly, yet natural-born immortals better understand the realities of our existence. We can be patient, whereas the Aris are not, contrary to what they say. Yet even true immortals need projects. I chose to help the Sol-Kor, and it filled my time for the first five thousand years of my immortality. Lila and J’nae are both relatively new to immortality. J’nae couldn’t cope with the possibility of never changing. Lila…she has me to help guide and comfort her. Together we will find our path. Granted, it will be only temporary within the overall scheme of things, after which we will seek other challenges. Who knows, eventually we may choose a destiny similar to J’nae. But that is tens of thousands, possibly millions of years in the future.”

      “And father, that is another reason I must go. All I know now will eventually wither and die before my eyes. My mother and you—even the world of Formil—will eventually die. For my own sanity, I cannot be around to experience such loss.”

      “But that’s in the future. Don’t you want to enjoy life while you can?”

      “It is inviting, however, my memories—and sorrows—last forever. To involve myself even more with the affairs of the galaxy—and with the loves I know or will know—would be counterproductive. I would only have those sorrows to carry with me…forever.”

      “You’d also have the memories of love and joy.”

      Lila reached out and took Adam by the hands. He felt an unnatural warmth, knowing that microscopic layers of skin were melding together, making the contact more intimate than would be possible between two mortals. “I left once before yet came back when I was needed. I am still young and not as firm in my resolve as Panur, so who knows? I may come back at some point. After all, nothing lasts forever.”

      “Except me, Lila and a few Aris,” Panur added in a lame attempt at levity.

      “What about me? Surely you have some grand plan for me.”

      “You will continue being Adam Cain, the reckless and noble scoundrel with more luck than any one man can expect or deserve. If anyone, the galaxy needs you. You will go find your friends and save the day. It’s what you were born to do.”

      Adam was weak with grief and sorrow. He had rescued Lila just to lose her again. And now the weight of responsibility for the galaxy pressed down upon his shoulders. Sure, he shouldn’t feel as though resolving the Nuorean crisis was his task alone. But someone had to take responsibility, and Adam always seemed to be the one in the front row with his hand held high saying, ‘Me, me!’

      “Any hint as to what I should do next?”

      Panur had maneuvered the Najmah Fayd next to the Aris ship and mated with the transfer hatch. He stood from the pilot seat and stepped up to Adam and Lila. “It’s time to go. As for you, Adam, find Riyad and Sherri. Once you do, your path will become clear. Come, Lila.”

      Lila fell into Adam arms and hugged him tightly. Then abruptly she broke away and rushed from the room without looking back. Panur and Adam looked at each other before Panur spoke.

      “Like she said, nothing lasts forever. Situations change and priorities get rearranged. Until then…later, dude.”

      And then it was Panur’s turn to leave.

      A minute later the glowing Aris starship streaked off into the vacuum of space, leaving a trail of light that quickly faded. Adam turned back to the silent control room and sighed.

      “Now what?”
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      Adam was pretty adept at the controls of the Najmah Fayd—the famous TD-starship capable of transferring between universes with the press of a button. It also meant he could travel vast distances by first jumping to another dimension then re-entering the Milky Way at another point. The whole thing took a couple of minutes, and he could find himself thousands of light-years away in another part of the galaxy.

      His first priority was to get as far away from the Aris—and the memories—as he could. He plotted a jump, and a few minutes later he was at the entrance to the Kidis Frontier near the planet Woken.

      He’d been out of touch for a while, so the first thing he did was tap into galactic news broadcasts to the get the latest on the war with the Nuor. A lot had happened over the past two weeks, most of it good. The allies had recently defeated a Nuorean fleet using a suppressor beam platform and now the aliens were running scared, avoiding every engagement they could. Maybe the crisis wasn’t as serious as he thought. But then he heard how the invaders were consolidating their forces as they reworked their strategy. And they were all headed for the Fringe.

      Adam knew a lot of people in the Fringe, including his two best alien friends Kaylor and Jym. He scanned the CW links for their location, and after several tries, found an old acquaintance who knew of the relationship and wasn’t afraid to give him their contact information.

      Soon, Kaylor’s pale face, with the faint tracks of purple veins just below the skin, was on the screen. He didn’t seem excited to see the Human, but it wasn’t because of anything Adam had done.

      “We are being inundated with Nuorean warships,” the Belsonian reported. “At first, there was talk of resisting, but then the numbers became so great.”

      “How many do you think?”

      “I have heard as many ten thousand warships, maybe more.”

      Adam whistled, which made his alien friend frown. He wasn’t sure if he’d ever whistled before in Kaylor’s presence. “Where are you now?” he asked.

      “Castor. The underground cities here seem safer than those on the surface of other worlds.”

      “You’re not in the FS-475?”

      “No, there is very little space travel now, not with the Nuorean’s practice of stopping ships and commandeering their crews for their games. Even Angar and his Fringe Pirates are grounded to a certain degree, even though they have sided with the locals and are helping to provide guidance and warnings concerning fleet movements.”

      “The Nuor are doing their games again?”

      “Yes, in fact on a much larger scale. Do you remember the planet Qidos?” Kaylor asked.

      “Yeah, one of the minor worlds in the Fringe, towards the edge, if I recall. Not much there. Why?”

      “The Nuoreans have taken it over and built hundreds of their combat arenas. They have the fights going day and night. That is where the main concentration of their forces lay.” Kaylor’s expression turned even more serious. “And Adam, they appear to be particularly interested in Humans, searching local worlds for all they can find.”

      “What are they doing with them?”

      “Castorian labor crews—and others—are rotated to Qidos for the construction on a daily basis. They come back to report that the Humans are simply being warehoused. Very few are scheduled for the arena, although special facilities appear to be under construction near where others of your race are being quartered.”

      “Have you heard anything about Sherri, Riyad or Copernicus?”

      “Copernicus? Why would I hear of him?”

      Adam smiled, remembering how Kaylor and Jym had been caught up in the spy’s nefarious activities a couple of years ago. He went on to explain how Coop was really a deep-cover operative working for the Union and was tasked with locating the elusive Klin when all the shit came down. Now he was working with Riyad and Sherri to locate a new Nuorean entry point into the galaxy.

      “I find that hard to believe,” said Kaylor after Adam was through. “He sold us to the Klin. It was not until ten days later we were rescued, making it quite possible we would have died within that time. Even if he was looking for the Klin for noble purposes, it seems we were expendable in his efforts.”

      “So true, my friend,” said Adam, “but right now he’s on our side and with Sherri and Riyad.”

      “A fleet just arrived from the Kidis, which you say is where the entry point was rumored? A battle was lost there a short time ago, before the one employing the Sol-Kor suppressor beam. This fleet may be the victors, now joining the others.”

      “They could be with them and being moved to where the other Humans are being held.”

      “It would make sense.”

      “I’m coming to Castor. Don’t leave.”

      “We have no intention of leaving; it would be too dangerous. Yet you are weeks away. By the time you arrive, the situation may have changed.”

      “I’ll be there in two days.”

      “How?”

      “I have the Najmah Fayd, the trans-dimensional starship.”

      “The one which allows travel to the Sol-Kor universe?”

      “One and the same.”

      “Are Jym and I to join in your latest adventure?”

      “That’s up to you. But I could always use the help, especially from people I trust.”

      “I appreciate your confidence, Adam. Please include us. We do not want to sit idle as others fight our battles. I will contact Angar, if you wish.”

      “Having a force of notorious space pirates on our side couldn’t hurt, either. Thanks. See you in two days.”
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      “It’s a massive force, Admiral, which seems concentrated around one planet in the Fringe. With the three completed beam platforms, plus a hundred beamships, we should be able to cover enough space to make a pretty big dent in their operational strength.”

      Admiral Nathan Smith looked at the Lt. Commander with skepticism. “What kind of strength of our own could we muster if we attacked at the soonest?”

      “Six thousand ships…possibly.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Fighting units are at the lowest they’ve been in years, sir. After Cain’s crusade, the Juireans were just about depleted, and we weren’t that much better. Then for the year afterwards, there wasn’t any great urgency to replace them, not with Lila Bol preventing all major conflicts in the galaxy. When the Nuoreans showed up, we weren’t prepared. And they’ve also taken a toll on what reserves we did have.”

      Smith looked at his datapad. “Six thousand would be about seventy-five percent of our existing units—and that’s across the entire galaxy. That’s a lot to risk in one engagement.”

      “But with the beams we wouldn’t need even that many. Look at the last engagement, sir. We could have done the same with only a hundred ships—after the beamships got through with them. It was just a matter of moving throughout the battlefield and destroying enemy ships. I wish I could have been there.”

      “That was the first engagement, Commander, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned about the Nuor, they don’t make the same mistake twice.”

      “How can they stop us? It’s only been a couple of weeks. There’s no way they could have figured out what happened and then done anything about it. I say we strike now before they do.”

      His young adjutant was right. But so was the admiral. There was a narrow window of opportunity to act. The Nuoreans were master game players, strategists of extraordinary ability. So it wasn’t a matter of if they would find a counter to the suppressor beams, but when.

      And yet with all his respect for the Nuoreans superior tactics, they did appear to have made a mistake. The strategy of avoiding allied contact had been working. And by dividing their forces, they took advantage of the small number of beam platforms available for deployment. Now they’d consolidated all their forces in one location, allowing the relatively few platforms available to be brought to bear against their entire Milky Way contingent.

      That didn’t make sense.

      But the enemy did have over ten thousand ships. That would instill any area commander with a sense of strength and security.

      Smith looked at the beam-spread analysis readout again. The platforms had been originally designed to subdue planets from orbit. Because of the nature of such large, round objects, it usually took three platforms to cover the surface area adequately. But the range of an individual platform in clear space was impressive, extending out a quarter a light-year before losing strength. Three of them, positioned properly, could dominate a considerable area. And then as one section was cleared, the beam could be shifted.

      Yes, it was possible that their existing three platforms—and accompanying support units—could eliminate the bulk of the Nuorean concentration, if the Nuoreans cooperated. And so far they had.

      “Very well, Commander,” Smith said. “Contact Juirean Command and the Formilians. Tell them to get the platforms to us ASAP. I’ll begin assembling the attack fleet. We go in ten days.”
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      Theoretically, it was possible for Adam to jump the Najmah Fayd five thousand light-years or more at a time. The problem came with the landing. The longer the jump, the more likely he could materialize in the middle of a star, a gas cloud or an asteroid belt. So shorter jumps—those with more reliable data—were the general rule. Still, going from the edge of the Kidis to the Fringe in only two days was remarkable.

      Once in the region, Adam contacted Kaylor again and got his exact location. Adam smiled when he heard the name of the city Krune. When he was active as an alien assassin, the city had been his home base. His primary source of business—the gangster Seton Amick—lived there, up until the time he didn’t live anymore. His unfortunate demise was precipitated by another freelance alien assassin—one Sherri Valentine, Human.

      The homecoming should have been more nostalgic, but with the Fringe flooded with dangerous alien warcraft, Adam had to be careful he didn’t attract too much attention. He made shorter and shorter jumps as he approached the planet, and once on the outskirts of the Castorian system, he engaged the conventional gravity-drive and made a beeline for Krune. There were Nuorean ships lingering within the system, and it wouldn’t pay for him to be challenged and for the aliens to attempt a boarding. He’d have to split before they could, and that would set off the alarms.

      Castor is a mining world, which hundreds of years before the natives had stripped nearly all vegetation from the surface in their quest for their precious raw materials. This had the effect of dropping the oxygen in the atmosphere to unhealthy levels. Although the natives adapted, they still utilized the vast network of abandoned underground excavations to move the population underground, where they could better regulate the oxygen content. Adam would still have to wear a nose mask when not within an enclosed structure such as a house or a hotel room where the O2 content could be adjusted.

      He didn’t like leaving the Najmah Fayd outside in the commercial spaceport, but he had no choice. On the way to Castor, Adam had developed a thread of a plan, based on something Kaylor had told him. He initiated the first phase while still hopping through time and space on his way to the Fringe.

      He took a plastic locking wedge from the hangar bay and drilled a half-inch in diameter by two-inch-deep hole into it. Next, he filled the hole with silicone sealant and once it set, he repeated the procedure. He found a marking pen with light blue ink and traced fine lines on his face, after which he glued his silicone creations to his earlobes. After shaving all but a trace of hair from his head, he surveyed image in a mirror. Not perfect, but passable.

      Upon landing, Adam contacted Kaylor and Jym and had them meet him at the Najmah Fayd. As the hatch slid open and Kaylor entered, the alien’s shocked reaction wasn’t what Adam was hoping for.

      “No! It will not pass,” said the Belsonian.

      “Why not?”

      “The under-veins are much too prominent, and the capens are—well, they are just not right.”

      Adam assumed his ear dangles were called capens. He never knew they actually had a name, even though it made sense that they would. “Sure, I may not fool a Belsonian, but the Nuor don’t have that much experience with all the species in the galaxy. All I want to do is not look like a Human.”

      “It is risky, my friend.”

      “It’s the best I could come up with.”

      What followed was a quick welcoming, both for the Belsonian and for Jym, his four-foot-tall Fulqin companion. After the rescue from the Klin colony ship, the pair had been nursed back to health aboard a Human medical ship before being released. They recovered their precious Muleship—the FS-475—and returned to the Fringe. Adam hadn’t spoken with them for over two years.

      This homecoming was bittersweet, coming at such a time and under dire circumstances.

      “I am to suspect the disguise is part of your plan?” asked Jym.

      “It is.” Adam turned to Kaylor. “Tell me more about the work crews and how all that works.”

      “The Nuor learned early on that the Castorians were master with ground work and other such construction. About four months ago they enlisted a force of forty thousand to help build their combat arenas on Qidos.”

      “But you said they rotate this work force between planets. Why would they do that?”

      “Rather than build facilities to house such a large force—plus feed and care for them—the Nuor simply transport half the force between the planets twice a day. They have a large compound not far from Krune where they first dropped the crews, without food or shelter. The natives arrived with tents and supplies, all at their own expense. The Nuor allow this since it provides them with a massive work force without any of the expense of caring for them. All they do is load twenty thousand at a time into huge troop transports and shuttle them back and forth. They have figured it is cheaper to do it this way.”

      “But the natives are allowed into the compound to deliver the supplies?”

      “That is correct. They are given passes which allow them to leave the compound. However, every thirteen hours the area is cleared of all occupants and placed aboard the transport ships before the current work shift arrives. Anyone still in the compound at that time is taken to Qidos and their passes voided. They become part of the work force from then on.”

      “You mentioned others are taken to Qidos as well.”

      “Yes, specialists.”

      “Like engineers?”

      “Correct.”

      Adam smiled. “I’d like you to meet the newest construction engineer assigned to the Human facility.”

      “Who is that?” Jym asked, confused.

      “Me, Jym, it’s me. I’m the new engineer, recently recruited from the local Belsonian population.”

      “I was not aware Belsonians were known for their engineering expertise.”

      “Well they are now, and that’s all the Nuoreans need to know. Now listen up; here’s my plan.”
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      Adam spent the next two days training Kaylor and Jym on the operation of the Najmah Fayd. Both were excellent pilots and had flown just about every type of starship in the galaxy, so the job was relatively easy. Next, he used his ATD to create a ghost image of the device in the ship’s computer. This would allow for much longer communication between the ship and himself. He added a homing feature into the computer as well.

      “Once I’ve found Sherri and the others, I’ll contact the ship and have it home in on my position. I can jump it remotely, but not all the way to the surface. That would be too dangerous. I can get it about ten miles above the surface, and from there you’ll have to manually pilot it the rest of the way. Once we’re all onboard, we can jump from there out a few hundred light-years to make our escape.”

      Kaylor frowned. “You mentioned when we are aboard. Does that mean you, Sherri, Riyad and Copernicus?”

      “Well…yeah. Who else?”

      “There are several hundred Humans where you are going, according to the reports. What about them?”

      Adam hadn’t thought about that. All he’d been concerned with were his friends. “We can’t take everyone aboard the Najmah Fayd. Maybe a few others, if it works out.”

      “I was just asking.”

      “It was a good question. I’ll think on that a little more, see if there’s anything else we can do for them. Otherwise, I’m sure allied military command is working on a plan. I wouldn’t expect them to be sitting around letting the Nuoreans colonize the Fringe. They have to have something in the works.”
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      Admiral Smith still wasn’t happy. All he’d managed to assemble was five thousand seven-hundred ships. The Nuoreans now numbered close to eleven thousand, which was five thousand more than they should have had, meaning they were still bringing new units into the galaxy. Under normal circumstances, he wouldn’t even consider going up against a force nearly twice his size. If he lost, that would open up the bulk of the galaxy to the invaders. But with the not-so-secret-anymore beam platforms, he felt he had the advantage. Or at least he hoped he did.

      The fleet was assembled between the Fringe and the planet Hyben. Smith already had one platform on station; the other two were on their way. In three days they would arrive and then it would be off to the Fringe, with another four days of travel. A fleet his size would be hard to hide, and if the Nuoreans scattered again, he could only pursue three of their fleets. Any of his squadrons without a platform would be fair game for the invaders’ run-and-trap strategy. Honestly, Smith had no idea how many other Nuoreans were in the galaxy, just waiting to ambush any non-platform-protected allied forces.

      The antacid he’d taken an hour ago wasn’t helping. He still had the burning in his stomach thinking of the near future. If he got it wrong, the galaxy could be lost. If he was right, the invaders would be badly crippled, but not defeated. They still had ways to enter the galaxy and with no viable plan to stop them. If the Nuoreans wanted to shut down for a while as they developed a counter for the suppressor beam, they could, just to resume the invasion again when ready.

      But first things first; Admiral Nathan Smith had to gain the upper hand. If he could produce a respite, then possibly the allies could come up with a more permanent solution to the crisis. If not, then the Milky Way was in for a long, hard slog to the finish line.
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      Adam eventually capitulated and let Kaylor modify his disguise. He didn’t see how the changes made that much of a difference, but to the Belsonian they did.

      “There, that is better,” said Kaylor. “Yet beware the surprise on the face of another Belsonian if you encounter one.”

      Adam had seen the huge worker’s compound from space when he landed but didn’t know what it was. It was located about twenty miles southeast of the spaceports in the middle of an arid desert made up of abrasive red sand. There had been no rhyme or reason why the Nuoreans had set up the camp there; it just seemed like a good place at the time to dump the workers. Since then a wide road had been cut in the desert which the natives used to ferry supplies back and forth.

      Using the rotation schedule Kaylor had given him, Adam set off in the early afternoon for the camp. He took a paid transport to the main security gate and stepped out into the hottest part of the day. It was sweltering, with a steady ten-mile-per-hour breeze whipping up dust devils and other huge clouds of ruddy sand. Adam was dressed in a dark blue, one-piece work outfit with a multitude of pockets and an elastic waistband over which he’d placed a small utility belt. He carried no identification or weapons, just the Belsonian disguise he was worried would melt away in the intense heat.

      It was nearing the shift change so most of the foot traffic was headed out of the compound. Anyone not out when the transports arrived would be scooped up and hauled away, with all exit privileges revoked.

      Adam walked up to the huge guard shack and flagged down a stern-looking Nuorean. The alien was tall, stocky and without a bead of sweat on his head, which made Adam believe the weather on Castor was much like that of Nuor. For his part, Adam wore a full face mask made of clear plastic that shielded his face and eyes from the abuse of the blowing sand, while also feeding a trickle supply of oxygen from a small canister he had clipped to the utility belt.

      The guard looked him over, focusing on the dangling appendages from his earlobes. The added scrutiny made Adam mentally thank Kaylor for the time he spent attaching the capens to his ears, otherwise the crude method he’d first used would have been a dead giveaway.

      “I am a new conscript,” Adam shouted through the mask. “I am a construction engineer assigned to the Human compound. I was told to report here.”

      “How long will you be on Qidos?”

      “Maybe three days.”

      The alien worked on his datapad. After a moment, he produced a plastic badge from a unit under the computer. “Proceed to the landing area. Any transport will do; they all land at the same spot. Show the badge to a Nuorean guard and you will be directed to the proper ground transport. When leaving, you will return here, yet go to the tech gate for exit. The badge is good for only one exit, three days from now. Proceed forward.”

      Adam stepped through the gate and into the compound, surprised by the ease of the entry. But then he snickered. Who would infiltrate a massive compound of conscripted slave labor? Getting in was easy; getting out was a whole other affair.

      Early on, thousands of tents had been brought in by the natives. They remained, creating a massive city of canvass in the middle of the desert. This was home to the workers. And when their numbers began to run low, the Nuoreans would simply draft another thousand or so from the native population.

      Masses of Castorians—along with a smattering of other species—were gathered around a huge landing field at the far western side of the camp. They moved in slow motion, dejected, with very little talk. These were the workers who had been following this same routine for over four months: transports would land, load up twenty thousand conscripts, and then lift off, leaving the compound empty. Three hours later, other transports would land and deposit the first work crew, comprised of another twenty thousand-strong work force returning from Qidos. Thirteen hours later the transports would return and the process repeated, around the clock, every day. All sleep, meals, and medical care had to be done within this thirteen-hour period. Fortunately, caring volunteers would flood into the prison once the workers were offloaded, with food, water and other supplies and help their fellow natives recover as best they could from their latest shift at hard labor.

      Adam mingled with the crowd, ignored for most part until an old Castorian with a craggy face took note.

      “You are a new addition,” the native observed. “I have seen your kind, yet I do not recall the name.”

      “Belsonian,” Adam answered. “There are not too many of us in the Fringe.”

      “Are you a tech?”

      “Yes, an engineer, assigned to the Human section.”

      The old looked a little sadder. “Your first trip?”

      “Yes.”

      “The facilities you are constructing are some of the largest. They appear to be many, so I am afraid your time with us will be prolonged.”

      “I return in three days.”

      The alien snorted. “If you are good, you will not leave. There are places on Qidos where the techs are kept. You will have more value to the invaders than Castorians like me and be treated differently.”

      Adam studied the old face. “What is it you do?”

      “I am too old for the dirt crews, so I control a mover, huge piece of equipment used to clear space for the arenas. They are building thousands. Many will die, both in the arenas and in the work crews. Many have already.”

      Thunder was heard above and Adam looked up to see a line of small black dots descending from the cloudless sky.

      “The transports,” said Adam’s new friend. “They carry five thousand each. They arrive empty to load us first. Then the prior shift arrives. The invaders do not want all forty thousand workers merging—too much confusion. This way they clear all from the compound and worry not for identification. If you are here, you go.”

      As the ships approached they grew larger until Adam could see they were truly gigantic spacecraft. They would have to be to carry five thousand troops at a time. They landed in a blinding cloud of stinging sand and hot chemical exhaust, before several huge panels opened on each face and the compliant workers began to board.

      “Hurry,” said the Castorian. “If we are among the first on, we can enjoy the cooler air inside longer than the later entries.”

      Adam followed the old creature. They entered the nearest transport—still radiating intense heat from the landing—and headed for one of the wide stairways leading to the higher levels. The interior of the ship was one large open bay, divided by five floors made of thick metal screen. At the top of the ladder, the old Castorian led Adam to the far back wall. There were hundreds of supports placed between the floor and ceiling on each level—looking like subway poles—along with thousands of canvass loops hanging from the ceiling. The Castorian claimed a spot and took hold of a strap. Adam did the same.

      Within five minutes, all five thousand workers for this transport were aboard, and crowding Adam and the old Castorian. One of the natives came up to Adam and stared at him with contempt before moving off. This was probably his spot, but he didn’t have time to make a fuss. The ship lifted thirty seconds later.

      Adam’s new friend was right about the air conditioning. The slight drop in temperature—as compared to outside—came as a relief. Even the oxygen level climbed to the point he could remove the mask. However, the stench was almost unbearable.

      It was a four-hour journey to Qidos. Four hours cramped into a closed space with five thousand aliens, without any restrooms or places to sit. The floor was a heavy metal grate, and Adam could imagine what it was like on the lower levels, where refuse, sweat and piss filtered down to the unfortunate thousand or so aliens too slow to reach the higher floors. The conditions were horrific, and this was just the ride to the planet. He could hardly imagine how it could get any worse.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Adam had threaded an arm through the canvass loop and was literally dangling there half asleep when the transport began its landing approach. The hum of the generators changed and the gravity shifted to that of Qidos, which was slightly less than Castor, which in turn was right at Juirean standard—three-quarters that of Earth. His new friend had said taking the higher levels would give them more time to enjoy the cooler temperature aboard the ship. He was right, but the sickening odor overrode that benefit. Once the ship was down, Adam gave a quick nod to his companion, and then shoved his way across the floor, down the stairs and out into the bright sunshine of Qidos.

      And he thought Castor was hot….

      Adam had spent a lot of time in the Fringe, yet he’d never set foot on Qidos. Very few did. It was a blistering ball of red sand, looking much like Castor, yet without all the charm and natural beauty. It was dry, windswept and barren. The Nuor had selected the planet because it would be easy to claim vast stretches of flat land and construct hundreds of combat arenas. There was a salty sea covering about a third of the planet, and one of the first things the Nuor did was set up a series of huge desalination plants to supply their burgeoning colony with drinking water. They brought in processors and vast quantities of food paste to keep themselves fed, and Adam understood immediately why they chose to shuttle the work crews back and forth. There just wasn’t enough food and water on the planet to support them.

      What vegetation there was on the planet bordered the sea or was to the north and south, at the poles, providing the planet with an atmosphere right on the edge of Human tolerance. Adam wouldn’t have to wear the mask while on the planet, which was both a blessing and curse. Everyone he passed seemed fascinated with his capens, and without a mirror nearby, he had no idea what they looked like in the heat of Qidos. He measured them with his fingers, glad to find they hadn’t stretched much beyond their original two inches in length. He was expecting the silicone appendages to be down to his shoulders by now.

      Even with the heat, Adam was now free of the gagging stench of the transport, yet still pressed into a throng of Castorian workers disembarking from the ship. But that all changed in less than five minutes. All the workers knew where to go, and go they did, leaving Adam—along with a dozen non-Castorians—standing alone on the dirt of Qidos, looking lost and confused.

      Several Nuoreans approached, checking badges and giving directions.

      The alien checking his badge did a double take.

      “Human,” he said. Adam’s stomach tightened. “I’m told they are master players. I look forward to joining them in the arena once the fields are complete. Are you familiar with the species?”

      “I have met a few.”

      “Are they as formidable as rumored?”

      “From what I have seen, they are the most vicious, savage, deadly creatures in the galaxy. No creature, here or elsewhere, can stand against them.”

      At first the Nuorean appeared defiant, but then his features softened. “Then perhaps they will be classified Jundac.”

      “What is Jundac?”

      “Too dangerous to challenge, a threat to the Nuor.”

      “What happens then?”

      “They will be exterminated.”

      “Yet arenas are being built to fight them?”

      “Special events, with pre-determined outcomes,” said the Nuorean with a smile. “Or there will be mass slaughter demonstrations, using a variety of methods, all very entertaining.”

      The Nuorean suddenly changed his tone. “Enough talk. You can board the blue transport over there and it will take you to the Human section. Check in at the watch building. You may already be late. Now go.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam did as he was told and boarded the six-row, open-air electric transport. There was no driver, and once Adam joined the other four creatures in the cart, it set off along a road formed in the hard ground.

      The journey took him through a maze of completed arenas, as well as many more still under construction. The place reminded him of the Wimbledon tennis complex, yet on steroids. There was easily a ten-to-one ratio of small challenge fields with spectator rows numbering only five, compared to the huge multi-field stadiums like the one he’d been in on the first Nuorean prison planet in the Radis Spur. All the smaller fields he passed were filled with Nuoreans, either watching the contests or as challenge participants. The cart moved slowly enough for him to see several conclusions to the battles taking place, many lasting only a few seconds. An occasional Nuorean would fall, but over ninety percent of the losers were aliens from the Milky Way. The invaders had a fleet of around ten thousand ships in the Fringe, full of Nuoreans anxious to earn immunity points, and their leaders were giving them what they wanted.

      The cart dropped off the other four occupants at various locations before finally arriving at a segregated area about a mile from the main cluster of arenas. It stopped, and as soon as Adam jumped it, it took off to locations unknown.

      About forty feet away was a strange looking building. It was made from a huge excavated pit covered over by slabs of marble leaning against each other at radical angles. The rock ceiling covered the pit, with the gaps filled with glass windows. A door was set in a rock wall down a series of stairs.

      Before Adam entered the building he took a look around. There were several of the stadium structures under construction and one that was ready. There were none of the smaller fields, just the grand arenas. Six contemporary buildings sat off to the left, looking like barracks and made of either pre-fab material compressed from local rock and sand or shipped in from off planet. Sherri and the others would be there—if they were here at all.

      He entered the watch building.

      Light filtered in through the window making the interior bright, but not as bright as outside. Adam found it refreshing. The air inside, however, was only slightly cooler than outside. Normally heat like this would sap his energy, but Adam was feeling great, enthused about the prospect of finding his friends…and anxious to start busting some heads, if it came down to that.

      He frowned and checked his emotions. Down boy, he thought. You’re on a planet full of deadly aliens, you don’t even know if the others are here, and you’re completely on your own. Hardly the time to get all gung-ho.

      Three Nuoreans sat at desks on the other side of a four-foot-high counter. Adam walked up to the barrier and one of aliens came over to him. Adam handed over his badge.

      Without a word, the guard went back to his desk and began making entries in his computer. He returned a few moments later.

      “There is no record of an engineer tech arriving today.”

      Adam’s face lit up. “Does that mean I can go? I can go back to Castor?” He turned to leave.

      “Stop!” commanded the Nuorean. “I did not say that.”

      “But if you have no record, then I should not be here.”

      “The badge gives this location.”

      “But I am not in your computer.”

      The alien looked at the badge again, the one created for him by the Nuoreans back on Castor. “No, you will wait while I investigate more. Sit over there.” He pointed to a long bench seat made of native stone—wood was a rare commodity on Qidos.

      “For how long?”

      “Until I tell you otherwise,” the Nuorean growled.

      Adam acquiesced and took a seat.
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later Adam was still seated on the rock slab. He kept adjusting his position, and every time he did, the Nuorean guard would frown at him. He was wondering how long this could go on when he heard a rumbling coming from outside. A shuttle was landing in a clearing near the building.

      A few moments later a group of huge Nuoreans entered, each wearing a distinctive dark grey uniform with a yellow stripe on the breast. They were serious and stern-faced and passed Adam without a second glance.

      The local guard then stepped up to him.

      “I still have not been able to find your assignment log,” he began, “but because you are a tech, you will not be allowed to leave. Techs are always needed.”

      The door to the building opened again, yet Adam was so engrossed in his conversation with the Nuorean guard, that he almost missed Sherri as she walked by.

      But she didn’t. Her eyes grew wide and her mouth fell open the instant she saw through Adam’s weak disguise. She turned her head away as fast as she could, as a hulking Nuorean in a grey uniform behind her gave a shove.  He frowned and turned an eye on Adam, who quickly shifted his attention back to the guard. Riyad and Copernicus entered next, followed by another six grey-suited aliens. His friends were hassling with their escorts and didn’t notice Adam.

      Adam’s Nuorean guard took him by the arm and led him to a doorway on the right. As he entered, Adam glanced back and saw the huge officer with Sherri looking back at him, the frown still pasted on the alien’s forehead.

      Adam was placed in a chair in front of another Nuorean.

      “You are a construction engineer?”

      “Yes.”

      “What is your race?”

      “Belsonian.”

      The alien worked on his computer. “You will be assigned to lodge six-nine. Your work duration shall be twenty-three ND-12 days.”

      “What are ND-12 days?”

      “Days on this planet, as designated ND-12.”

      “I thought it was Qidos?”

      “Not any longer.”
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        * * *

      

      The Cadre escort placed the three Humans in plastic chairs while Azon stood by the closed door, wondering why he felt strange. Something had just happened, and he was disturbed.

      The Nuoreans were extreme players, and one of the most important skills to master was that of awareness—awareness of surroundings, environment and even the subtle changes in an opponent. The Human Sherri Valentine had reacted strangely to the alien outside the room. There was something, a form of recognition. The blue-veined creature had reacted in kind. Yet what was most compelling…they both tried to hide their reactions.

      Azon stared at the Human female; she was avoiding his eyes. Why? He continued to stare, as she took furtive glances his way. Finally their eyes locked and the Human’s mouth fell open.

      Azon ran from the room.

      “No!” the female cried out from behind him.

      Azon flung open the door at the end of the stone bench. The alien was seated at a desk, but he jumped to his feet when Azon entered. The jaw was set, the blue eyes staring at the Cadre player with a warrior’s intensity.

      Four more Cadre entered the room, having followed their leader without knowing what was happening. They had weapons drawn, now locked on the alien with the strangely shaped ears.

      Azon reached forward and grasped one of the soft appendages…and then he pulled. The two-inch long finger of skin came loose in his hands yet left no blood or signs of distress from the alien.

      “I am humbled…and impressed,” said Azon. “You made it here, through our entire fleet, and never detected.”

      “I have skills.”

      “As I have heard.” Azon removed a small kissil knife from his uniform and ran the blade lightly over the alien’s left cheek. A thin line of red blood appeared. “So, this is the real Adam Cain, and not some mutant surrogate. Very good. Now let us see how well your mortal skills serve you while under my care and custody.”

      The alien grinned, producing a full array of long white teeth. “Let the games begin—asshole.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam was moved into the lobby of the building as Sherri, Riyad and Coop were brought from the other room. Sherri tried to run to him but was restrained by the Cadre troops.

      “I’m so sorry!” she cried. “I didn’t say anything.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      The foursome was led outside and across the parched landscape to one of the barracks. They entered a building without air conditioning or anything else for that matter except for row upon row of mattresses placed on the floor and bathroom comprised on just holes in the stone floor. Nearly all the mats had an emaciated Human resting on them, watching with vacant eyes. Yet as the new prisoners moved along the open central corridor, faces began to light up with recognition. Some of the prisoners sat up, while others stood. Slowly sporadic clapping began, followed by a growing chorus of cheers. By the time Adam reached the end of the building, it was filled with raucous celebration.

      The Nuorean guards at first tried to quell the outburst but then gave up. At the end of the room were a dozen empty mattresses. They nodded to Adam’s group and then turned and left.

      Adam turned to face the throng, raised a hand and smiled. “Thank you, thank you,” he said, barely heard through the cheering.

      “Are you here to save us?” someone shouted.

      “We’re working on it,” Adam called out. “Please, let us have some time to assess the situation.”

      “You’re…you’re a prisoner, just like us.” another voice pointed out.

      “They captured all of you too?”

      The cheering was dying down at an alarming clip as the reality of the situation sank in. Adam Cain and his famous entourage were not there to rescue them; on the contrary, they were in the same boat as the others. Depression swept through the barracks and the prisoners turned away.

      Adam hated to be the object of their disappointment, but he did welcome the privacy it offered. He plopped down on one of the thin cushions. Sherri sat next to him. She tore a strip of cloth from her already tattered blouse and ran it across her wet forehead, before wiping the thin blue lines from his face. He pulled off the remaining capen, returning his look to that of the classic Human. Riyad sat on a pad across from him.

      “Did you bring any playing cards?” he asked. “It looks like we may be here for a while.”

      Copernicus Smith wasn’t so nonchalant. “The mutants—are they with you?”

      The sick grin on Adam’s face told the story. “No…they’ve left again. This time we’re on our own.”

      “How about fleet command? Have you been in touch with them?”

      “Negative on that too.”

      Coop let the stare linger. “You came here alone, into the very heart of the Nuorean fleet. So what’s your plan?”

      “I thought we’d go on the offensive…and kill every damn Nuorean we see.” He looked around at his friends. “Who’s with me?”

      They didn’t see the humor in the comment, having just spent two weeks in the custody of the aliens. Hope had abandoned them long ago, and Adam wasn’t doing anything to help bring it back.

      “They’re setting up some team challenge against us and the guys in the grey suits,” Sherri reported. “Now that you’re here, I’m sure it will be a really big deal.”

      “Who’s the dude with the big mouth?”

      “He’s called Azon,” Sherri began. “He’s in charge of a special unit of Nuoreans who analyze dangerous races—”

      “Jundac?”

      “Yeah, how’d you know?”

      “I heard it through the grapevine. Go on.”

      “I think they’ve pretty much decided on destroying the Human race, but they want to have some fun doing it. This huge challenge match will be the start.”

      Adam looked at his companions. “Are any of you hurt?”

      Riyad shook his head. He had some bruises on his face, but they were healing. “We’re fine.” He looked down the length of the barracks. “Which is more than I can say about these poor souls. It looks like the Nuoreans don’t want any real competition.”

      “It’s all fixed anyway,” Sherri said. There was long moment of awkward silence before she spoke again. “What are we going to do?”

      This time the light-hearted humor was gone from Adam’s voice, replaced instead by almost a growl. “We’re going to win…that’s what we’re going to do.”
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      “Admiral, there’s an urgent message coming in for you from Earth. It will be in the SCIF,” said the voice through the speaker in the officer’s away cabin.

      Nathan Smith rose from the bunk and headed for CIC. Communications received through the Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility aboard the flagship had to be important. Recently, Smith had been deluged with a flood of seemingly priority messages coming from the Juireans and the Formilians that were anything but. The aliens hadn’t yet grasped the concept of the words important and secret.

      However, this message was coming from Earth.

      Once settled in, a security officer opened the link.

      Admiral Morton Hollingsworth, commander of Union military forces was on the screen, along with Rolf Kushner, another admiral who ran the Military Technology and Development Division.

      “I hope you’re about to pull a rabbit out your hat, sir,” Nathan said. “I have a very bad feeling about our upcoming engagement.”

      “The feeling’s mutual, Admiral,” said Hollingsworth. “We have some intelligence that has us worried.”

      “What’s that?”

      Kushner took over. “We’ve just received reports that the Nuoreans have acquired fifty thousand Formilian circuit controllers. They raided a planet where they were stored and that was all they took.”

      “Controllers? What for?”

      “I’ve had my people trying to figure that out. The only thing they can come up with is they’re for some kind of electronic device which they can’t get the parts in from Andromeda.”

      “You think this has something to do with beam nullifiers, don’t you?”

      “We can’t think of anything else they would need so quickly and so desperately.”

      “So the mission’s an abort.” Smith stated without emotion.

      “On the contrary,” said Hollingsworth.

      Admiral Smith shook his head. “Pardon me, sir, but how can we go up against a force twice our strength knowing they may have a way of countering our so-called secret weapon?”

      “Because we have something new,” said Kushner, with a thin smile. Smith let him talk. “Remember the nuclear torpedoes Captain Cain used during his campaign against the Juireans?”

      “Tell me you’ve solved the energy problem,” Smith said with urgency. “The after-action report said he was able to make them work with the help of that energy ball he had.”

      “We don’t have an energy ball, but we’ve been able to solve the problem—sort of.”

      “Sort of?”

      Now the grin grew into a full-blown smile. “We basically bypassed the problem.”

      “Dammit, Rolf! Get to the point. I’m launching in nine hours—maybe.”

      “Sorry, Nate. What we’ve done is build an entire starship around the torpedoes and packed it with batteries and generators. It’s not as elegant a solution as Cain came up with, but it will work—once.”

      “Go on.”

      The smile was gone from Kushner’s face, replaced by a serious, professional demeanor. “We still have a power problem, but in order to overcome it we had to go big. The ship is one huge power station, designed to first jump to a location—again only once—and then to power the torpedoes. But then we went a step further. Instead of launching the torpedoes individually, they will all be fanned out at once, forming one gigantic nuclear bloom. And where the most torpedoes Cain launched at a time was six, this weapon will launch forty at a time.”

      Smith whistled. “And each with the same yield as Cain’s torpedoes?”

      “That’s right.”

      Smith locked eyes with Admiral Hollingsworth. “Where’s this ship?”

      “We have it stationed on our side of the Barrier,” Hollingsworth replied. “Since the energy requirements are so enormous, it can only do a short trans-dimensional jump, not more than fifty light-years. And remember, Admiral, this is a one-time-use weapon.”

      “But it could be a game-changer.”

      “If the Nuoreans do have beam nullifiers,” said Rolf Kushner. “Let me warn you, Nate, this is a powerful weapon, more powerful than anything ever detonated before. We’re not sure what affect it will have on the Fringe. Use it only as a last resort.”

      “Am I to have operational command?”

      “Yes; access codes will be transmitted soon.”

      Admiral Smith frowned. “There’s something you’re not telling me.”

      Hollingsworth looked to Kushner, both faces serious. “The impact zone, it’s unknown,” he said. “But estimates predict that with the effective range of the beam platforms, they may be at risk should the weapon have to be deployed.”

      “That means so will most of my fleet. So I’ll sacrifice a large part of my force to destroy a large part of the enemies’?”

      “The classic definition of a tactic tradeoff.”

      That didn’t make Nathan feel any better, knowing he’d achieve a Pyrrhic victory in the end. “But the Nuoreans are still bringing in fresh units from Andromeda. Do have an answer to their buildup?”

      “We have the resources of an entire galaxy behind us, Admiral,” Hollingsworth said with venom. “We better have an answer…if we expect to survive.”
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      If there was one thing Adam Cain had learned about the Nuor it was that they didn’t procrastinate. When they said they were going to have a major team challenge with the Humans, they meant it. Three hours after entering the barracks, the four prisoners were led out and taken to the completed stadium half a mile away.

      They entered through underground tunnels, past holding cells and even a well-stocked armory, yet even then, they could hear the roar of the massive crowd of spectators filling the Grand Arena. Preliminary matches were taking place, and from the joyous sound of the audience, the weak Humans selected for these bouts weren’t fairing very well.

      Each of the four Humans assigned to the main event were given matching white uniforms—one piece with no pockets or flaps where weapons could be hidden—and designed to show blood more easily to the distant audience. Rubber-soled, soft-sided shoes were placed on their feet and they were given shin protectors. That was the only armor they were provided.

      Finally, weight-belts were locked around their waists, ostensibly to overcome the Human’s physical advantage in the light gravity of Qidos. It seemed the Nuoreans were once again one step ahead of Adam and his team.

      Adam had heard the stories of Panur’s fight with the Nuorean leader, so he had some idea what to expect—the most troubling being that the alien had placed poison on his sword. If it had been Adam in the challenge instead of Panur, he would have surely died, if not from the blade, then from the toxin. The same held true for the coming conflict.

      Once dressed, the Humans were paraded out into the harsh Qidos sunlight.

      The blast of heat was incredible; even the breeze blowing outside was blocked by the towering walls of the stadium, providing no relief. Still, Adam felt energized, confident. When he noticed his emotions, he frowned. This was unusual, even for him. Unfortunately, his teammates weren’t feeling so confident.

      This field of battle didn’t have all the blocks, walls, pits and barricades as the one he’d seen before. This was just a flat area with a small pond filled with brackish water and a few small boulders embedded in the hard ground.

      Adam looked across the arena and saw an entrance that looked like a baseball bullpen. Nearly a dozen of the grey-uniformed Nuoreans were packed inside, some standing, others seated. There were a lot more than four of them, and Adam sincerely hoped this wasn’t going to be tag-team event. If it was, he had no other players to tag.

      The Humans were placed at the center of the field and given three-foot-long, double-sided blades, with metal pommels and four-inch cross-guards. The grips were made of a leather-like material, providing decent tackiness for a firm hold. They were quality weapons, but it wasn’t the Humans’ swords Adam was worried about.

      Four of the Third Cadre players marched to the center of the arena. The crowd erupted with deafening cheers. As they approached, Adam studied them. They had distinct features, but not radically so. Even then, their leader—the one known as Azon—stood out. He was six inches taller than the others, with broad shoulders and rippled muscles straining under the form-fitting uniform. The outfits they wore had only very short sleeves, revealing powerful arms, down to the point where forearm guards were strapped in place. They also had shin guards and breastplates—hardly matching the scant protection afforded the Humans.

      The huge alien was smiling as he walked up to Adam.

      The cut he’d made on Adam’s cheek was only a thin red line. “You heal quickly, Human, yet not fast enough.” He looked over at Sherri. “As you see, I have decided to include you in this team challenge. Your affiliation with the males is the reason. You may not be as strong, yet you may be cunning. We will find that entertaining.”

      Adam stepped away suddenly and raised his sword. “Greetings spectators to this glorious event!” he cried out. His voice carried easily to all levels of the stands.

      “What are you doing?” Azon asked.

      “Just keeping it interesting,” Adam whispered. Then turning again to the crowd, he continued to shout. “As is the custom of people, we wish to offer our weapons in exchange for those of our challengers. In our combat contests, we ritually provide our opponents with the means to kill us, and they to us. It is a time-honored tradition we ask to be observed by the great Nuorean players.”

      “There is no such tradition,” Azon growled. “Otherwise the other Humans would have evoked it.”

      Adam continued to speak to the crowd. “The Humans before us were not warriors—players. They did not come with advanced skills and training. We do. And it is the legacy of the player that we bring to this contest today.”

      Azon leaned in close. “I know what you are doing. There will be no trading of weapons.”

      Adam danced away from the alien. “Ah, I have been informed by your combat leader that he will not honor our tradition of weapons exchange. Then I beg him to accept one small courtesy.  Allow us the washing of blades—the purification—so we may meet our deaths with metal of sterility.”

      The crowd began to chant.

      Azon smiled. “Clever, Human,” he said softly.  “Yes, I will grant you this. I did not feel the need for such handicap in the first place. We do not need tricks to defeat you.”

      The Nuorean turned to his adoring crowd. “Yes, we will allow the purification of the metal before the contest begins.”

      With guarded steps, all eight combatants approached the stagnant pool. The Nuorean submerged their swords up to the cross-guards and then presented the blades to the Humans. Not sure what to do, they stepped forward and used the cloth from their uniforms to dry the metal. The other three members of Adam’s team looked him, worried. They knew of the poison blades; they just didn’t know how helpful a quick dip in dirty water would be. Neither did Adam, for that matter, but it couldn’t hurt. It was better than the alternative.

      “If you are done with your games, let us begin with mine,” said Azon.

      The Nuorean set his fighters back at the center of the arena. Adam did the same.

      His heart was racing, excited about the coming fight with the cocky alien. But he was also worried about the others, especially Sherri. She was fronting the shortest of the Nuoreans, but even then, this was a strong, extremely well-trained sword fighter. None of the Humans could say that, not even Adam Cain.

      As he was ruminating about their current predicament, the contest began.

      In unison—and without a word—the four aliens lifted their swords high above their heads, swung them behind their backs and stepped forward. The whole thing was beautifully choreographed and caught the Humans by surprise.

      Fortunately, this first move was not an attack, but more ceremonial. The blades remained locked behind their heads as they marched forward. Adam and his people fell back, shuffling their feet in the thin topsoil, their own blades held out in front of them beckoning for the aliens to stay back. Then the aliens separated, forcing the four Humans to shift their defensive positions. Moments later, they were surrounded and standing nearly back-to-back with each other.

      Adam had had enough of this. He lifted his sword and charged. Even with the weight-belt around his waist he was upon Azon in a flash. His sword whipped from left to right and back again several times in a flurry of clanging metal, as the Nuorean fought to achieve some kind of reprieve from Adam’s relentless attack. From behind came more meeting of metal on metal, as the battle was joined between all participants. Azon was retreating in practiced foot slides, expertly parrying each of Adam’s savage swings. The look on his face displayed calm, with just the trace of concern. He had not been expecting this.

      But then Adam retreated. In fact, he turned and ran, in Sherri’s direction.

      She had stumbled back and fallen, with probing stabs coming at her from the circling alien. Sherri was knocking each of the thrusts—barely—as she shifted her position in the dirt.

      Adam was there in a second, feeling his muscles surge as he ran. He jumped, smashing a shoulder into the side of the unsuspecting Cadre fighter. The impact was incredible, sending the alien flying through the air before landing on the dusty ground and rolling into the filthy pond. Adam helped Sherri to her feet.

      Azon hadn’t followed as Adam ran away. Instead he was studying the battlefield and the Human’s fighting techniques. Adam took the opportunity to check on Riyad and Copernicus.

      His old Lebanese friend was holding his own against his Nuorean opponent. In fact, he seemed quite comfortable with the sword in his hand. In the barracks, he’d told Adam that his people still practiced with sharpened blades, a tradition going back a thousand years. Sure, he was out of practice, but his natural Human strength and coordination was making up for it. The weight-belt slowed him some in his movements, but it didn’t affect the muscles in his arms and shoulders. He was beating the Nuorean back with each thrust of his blade yet requiring the alien to parry a little more out of line with each response. This is known as the tactics of mistake in fencing, where an opponent is maneuvered out of position a little at a time and without their knowledge. Then you strike

      And Riyad did, stepping into the defensive sphere of the Nuorean and impaling his blade completely through the chest of the alien. As the body slipped off Riyad’s blood-slick sword, Adam looked to the bullpen. Sure enough, another Cadre fighter was racing into the fray. So it wasn’t just four Nuoreans they had to defeat, but closer to a dozen.

      Adam looked to see how Copernicus was doing against his opponent. The spy was taking a different tact, using other skills he had. As he swung the sword with one hand, he was also actively engaging with other parts of his body, smashing his fist into the alien’s head, or lashing out with perfectly-executed martial arts kicks. Then once the advantage was his, he stepped in close and planted the sword’s metal pommel into the face of the Nuorean. Eyes rolled back in the creature’s head, but he didn’t get the chance to fall. Before he could, Copernicus twisted and brought the leading edge of the blade slicing through the unshielded neck of the alien. The head wasn’t completely severed; it didn’t need to be. Coop was already balanced and ready for the next Nuorean by the time he came running at him from the side of the arena.

      Azon was still standing off to Adam’s right, watching the battle unfold, rather than participate. His lips had formed into a thin line, the edges curved up slightly.

      Adam turned back to Sherri. Her Nuorean had climbed from the pond, sword still in hand and was fast approaching. Sherri slipped again and fell, her own heavy sword held out to her side. Adam ran to her rescue.

      Before he could get there, the alien jumped, landing only a few feet away from Sherri. A look of terror filled her face as the Cadre warrior raised his sword to drive the tip down into her unguarded chest. But then she rolled toward her assailant, bringing her sword across her body at the same time, and planting it into the back of the Nuorean’s knee. He screamed and fell to his knees, dropping his sword while grasping at the bloody wound. Sherri was on her feet a moment later—and with only the slightest hesitation—lowered her blade edgewise onto the alien’s back. The metal cut through cloth and skin, sinking to a depth of three inches or more. The Nuorean fell on his face, still alive but not for long.

      Adam arrived at Sherri’s side. “Relax, sweetheart,” she said. “I got this covered.”

      And then another Cadre fighter dashed from the bullpen.

      There were still a lot of damn aliens to kill, and no matter how much Adam was enjoying himself, he knew he had to put an end to this, soon. He looked at Azon and snarled. It never hurt to take out the leader.

      He stepped forward, his eyes focused on the huge alien The Nuorean waited patiently for his arrival.

      “Your team is fighting well, Adam Cain,” said Azon. “Yet time—and numbers—are on my side.”

      He whirled around, bringing his blade in low and swift at Adam’s midsection. Adam sucked in his gut and parried, avoiding the tip of the alien’s weapon by a fraction of an inch. Azon came at him again, this time with more confidence and style.

      “You lead from outside, Human,” Azon said. “Your strikes come after much preparation, hoping to use your superior strength to defeat my defense.” He stepped back and twirled his sword, bringing it down hard on Adam’s blade, causing him to stagger back from the impact. “You see. Speed need not come from exaggerated arcs. A simple twist of the wrist can have the same effect.”

      The alien struck again. Adam spun around in time to block the edge, but then his own blade was forced back against his skin, opening up a wound along his back.

      Azon smiled. “You bleed, Adam Cain, just like all of us. You are not special, not immortal. I will prove that to you today.”

      He struck again from Adam’s left, then quickly again to his right. Adam didn’t have time to balance himself for the second riposte and the alien’s blade opened a wide gash in Adam’s right forearm. Blood gushed from the cut.

      Azon stepped away, smiling. Adam knew why.

      His right hand was growing numb, with the strange tingling climbing up his injured arm.

      “You believe I agreed to your silly purification ceremony because of the mood of the crowd. You were wrong. I agreed because it would make no difference. The toxin is fused with the metal, making it impervious to dirt or moisture.” Azon looked at the wound.  “And you should know, there is also no counter to its effects in the arena.”

      Adam transferred his sword to his left hand and wiped the blood from the cut on the leg of his uniform. He flexed his fingers, feeling them going stiff. He glared at the smiling alien. “Get it over with, you bastard!”

      “No. I prefer to let the poison run its course. It is quite slow…and painful.”

      Adam gripped the sword tight in his left hand, gritting his teeth, ready to jump—

      He stopped when an ear-piercing alarm sounded throughout the stadium, echoing off the towering walls. But it wasn’t only coming from inside. It was coming from everywhere.

      The Cadre fighters stepped back from their opponents, looking to Azon for orders.

      Adam could see throngs of Nuorean spectators rushing for the exits, as a voice bellowed through the loudspeakers, instructing them to get to their assigned shuttles. He looked at Azon, who still carried his confident grin.

      “It must be your unfortunate fleet is attacking, Adam Cain.”

      Adam stood up a little straighter, a ray of hope filling his mind.

      Azon shook his head. “Change not your feelings, Human. The attack has been expected…and prepared for. Yes, we know of your influence beam, and more, we know how to counter it. Such weapons are ancient to the Nuor. The surprise your forces produced with the prior engagement was temporary. This time the surprise will be on you.”

      Azon turned to his waiting troops, both in the arena and on the sidelines. “Kill the Humans in the lodges. Hurry, before the guards are recalled.”

      Adam panicked. He turned to his own team. “Go, help them!”

      Sherri took a step toward him. “What about you?” She noticed his bleeding arm, hanging limp at his side. Her expression conveyed the fear she felt.

      “I’ll be all right. Just let me take care of this asshole first and then I’ll be along. Now go. Get to the others before the Cadre.”

      Azon didn’t make any effort to stop them. Sherri, Riyad and Coop ran off toward the entrance ramp to the arena, as the Cadre force left the stadium from the other side. Adam faced the Nuorean and smiled.

      “Now it’s just you and me.”
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      The USF Neil Armstrong was located in the back third of the advancing fleet, just crossing the parallel with the planet Silea. Qidos was four light-years ahead, and already they were encountering the leading edge of the huge alien fleet. Flash cannon were firing and the enemy was retreating.

      Admiral Nathan Smith was hoping they would. If they did, then it was a pretty good indicator they hadn’t found a counter to the suppressor beam. But with their next move, that belief was put to question. The enemy fleet began to spread out. This could be either strategic or defensive. If they believed the allies only had one beam platform, they could preserve their force by placing their units beyond the spread of the beam. These units could then sweep in from the flanks and hopefully take out the weapon.

      Or they could just be lining up for a counterattack, ready to activate their nullifiers on command.

      But there was one thing Smith was pretty sure the aliens weren’t expecting. He had three beam platforms in his fleet.

      Admiral Smith scanned the threat board at the forward section of the bridge. It was a chaotic mess of red and white lines, along with green and blue dots. To the untrained eye it would mean nothing. To the Admiral, it meant he was in some deep shit.

      The enemy had so many ships that herding them all into the range of the beam platforms was impossible without committing half his fleet to the battle. Even if he took it a step at a time—suppressing part of the enemy fleet before moving to the next—there was still a problem. He had to maintain the beam on the suppressed ships until they could be destroyed, and if he only affected half the alien fleet at a time, that left five thousand enemy ships still in the battle. It would take his entire fleet to fight them off, leaving no units available to destroy the suppressed Nuorean vessels. His only option was to bring in all his units and have them engage as many of the enemy as possible, drawing the alien fleet into the relatively narrow spread of the beam platforms.

      He couldn’t wait any longer. He looked to the Weapons Officer and nodded. The lieutenant at the station turned back to his panel. Smith could see the man’s shoulders rise and fall…and then he engaged the platforms.

      Through the storm of plasma balls filling the battlefield, it was hard to tell if the beams were having an effect. It took several moments for the bolts currently flashing through space to reach their targets before any difference could be seen. Then the crew on the bridge of the Neil Armstrong let out a collective cheer.

      Enemy fire had ceased, at least from those units within the beam spreads.

      Smith checked the numbers. Almost three quarters of the Nuorean fleet was within the spread. The other quarter was still firing, but when allied forces broke off from attacking the bulk of the alien fleet to concentrate on them, the will to fight quickly evaporated. They began to retreat.

      Admiral Smith looked down at the small box resting on the arm of his command chair. It was the trigger for the nuclear torpedoes. It looked like it wouldn’t be needed.

      “Captain Drake,” the admiral called out. “Send in your units. Make it quick. Blast every last one of those dormant ships back to the hell they came from.”

      “Aye sir!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The enemy fleet was scattered across a quarter of the Fringe, and the allied ships began a methodical weave within it, sending plasma bolts into defenseless hulls and causing tremendous explosions. Fifty, then a hundred Nuoreans ships disappeared from the threat board, followed by another hundred. The phrase ‘shooting fish in a barrel’ came to the admiral’s mind, replaced immediately by another: ‘Thank God!’

      Unfortunately, the celebration was premature and misplaced.

      With thousands of his ships ensconced with the Nuorean fleet, it came as a shock when the supposedly defenseless ships opened fire. It came nearly in unison, the enemy ships waiting patiently until the allies were within point-blank range. A third of Smith’s fleet disappeared, while the rest began a pitched battle for survival, resembling hand-to-hand combat between starships. There was no organization, no lines of defense. Ships on both sides were being obliterated at an astonishing rate, yet with the enemy still holding a two-to-one numerical advantage.

      The bridge crew was frantically going about their duties, but the senior staff would occasionally cast a furtive glance the admiral’s way. They knew of the weapon of last resort. The question was would Smith choose to use it.
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        * * *

      

      First-Lead Sanelis (314) watched the readouts with an even temperament—at least outwardly. Inside he was ecstatic. The forces of the Kac had once again fallen for superior Nuorean tactics. In fact, it was even better than anticipated. His decision to let a few hundred of his ships be destroyed by the prowlers had given the enemy even more confidence that their plan had worked. After all, if the Nuorean did have a counter to the influence beam, would not a sensible commander employ it before allowing his ships to be needlessly destroyed?

      The keyword was needlessly. To Sanelis, the loss of the ships and crews was a necessity to bring about the greatest victory.

      “Master, we have been able to detect the enemy’s lead vessel.”

      “It is still intact?”

      “Yes. Their remaining forces are clustered around it.”

      “Command the fleet. Close on that position. Do not let any ships escape. Squeeze them tight, Lead-Player. It is not often we get such easy victories. Let us make this one count.”
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        * * *

      

      “They’re coming, Admiral,” said Commander Edward Guthrie. His voice conveyed a solemn sense of resignation.

      “Very well, Commander. Let me know when they’re within optimal range.”

      Admiral Nathan Smith fingered the small control box. It was linked to the CW comm and would send out a signal that could reach halfway across the galaxy in a matter of milliseconds. It was an amazing feat for such a small device.

      It wasn’t necessary to sacrifice his entire fleet. He could disperse the fleet, allowing some units to live to fight another day. Yet by any military standard, it was considered a victory when you could defeat an enemy twice your size, with both forces eliminated and unable to continue the fight. This was the decision Nathan Smith was about to make.

      He flicked open the cover over the keypad within the small box. His commanders back on Earth had made the code simple to remember. He punched it in: 666.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty-four light-years away, a series of massive generators spun up. These weren’t normal gravity generators used for propulsion. Instead, they were stronger, more concentrated. They tore at the fabric of space and time, opening a hole that revealed another universe only the width of a helium atom away from the Milky Way. The ship slipped into this otherworld, and then quickly repeated the process. It all happened in less than thirty seconds.
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        * * *

      

      The object appeared three hundred thousand miles off the starboard quarter on the contact board of the Neil Armstrong. Programming the location had been simple for Admiral Smith; just send it to his location.

      Once the ship stabilized in the universe of the Milky Way, it immediately opened forty launch ports. Almost before they were clear, long cylinders erupted from the openings, streaking off in all directions using miniaturized gravity-drives. Within two minutes they had reached operational distance.

      All forty torpedoes exploded at once.
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      Adam had dropped to one knee, his weight resting on the sword he had planted in the ground. His right arm hung limp at his side, blood still streaming from the poisoned wound. Azon had made no attempt to strike him, content to the let the deadly toxin do the work for him.

      The alien shook his head. “I truly regret the opportunity not to join you in unblemished competition. Your name has been prominent through all our preliminary plans for the Kac. Yet even as I say these words, I revel in watching you die slowly before my eyes. Refer to me as a complicated being because of my conflicted feelings.”

      Adam used the sword to help him struggle to his feet, wobbling slightly as he gained his footing. The blade was now a crutch, not a weapon.

      “Well, asshole,” Adam strained to say, “I would really hate to disappoint you.” He pulled the sword from the ground and made a feeble attempt to wave it at the alien. “En garde.”

      Azon frowned. “That did not translate. What is the meaning?”

      “It means your ass is mine.”

      Slowly, Adam Cain straightened his back and squared his shoulders. He shifted his head back and forth, hearing the neck crack. Then he lifted his right arm, using the thumb to crack all the fingers in his hand. Finally, he transferred the sword from his left hand to his right and squeezed hard on the grip. He whipped the blade around using a twist of his wrist—as Azon had done earlier—then brought it straight up in front of his face.

      The silly grin vanished from the alien. “I do not understand what has happened but matter it does not. You will die, if not by the toxin, then by my sword.”

      He came at Adam, using exquisite steps like those of a dancer. His blade came down in perfect union with his approach. Adam parried the strike, stepping back as he did. Azon continued forward, the arcs from his sword creating circles of light from the reflection off the metal blade. Adam countered each blow, with almost ridiculous ease.

      Still Azon did not lose his composure. He continued his dance with hypnotic and fluid motions, his blade now merged with his body and movements. Adam wasn’t so graceful, but he was effective. He didn’t produce any counter strikes during this latest engagement, content to the let the alien wear himself down. After a minute of constant strike and parry, Azon backed off, breathing heavy, a shine of sweat now on his gray face.

      “I admit you are stronger and faster than I, of which I’m perplexed. Yet I see you bleed, so you are not a surrogate freak of nature. You can die.”

      “That’s right…just not today.”

      Now Adam took the offensive. His technique left a lot to desire, but it was effective. The alien was forced back, but unlike Adam earlier, he didn’t simply defend. Every other parry was followed by a strong counter-strike. Adam may be stronger and faster, but Azon was more skilled.

      The match was quickly becoming a draw, unless one succumbed to exhaustion before the other. Adam seemed to have the most stamina, even in the heat of late afternoon on Qidos. It was just a matter of time.

      The contest continued for another two minutes, before both adversaries lifted their arms to shield their eyes from a blinding flash from above. They looked up to see a brilliant swatch of light covering almost the entire expanse of the sky. The light grew for a moment before slowly shifting from white to red.

      The artificial lights in the arena went dark, and an eerie silence fell across the stadium. Azon continued to look upward, his mouth slack, expression conveying confusion.

      But Adam knew what had happened. He’d seen it before.

      The alien looked at Adam, surprised to see him smiling.

      “Well, well, how things change,” Adam said.

      “What is it?”

      “That, my friend, is a nuclear bloom, a little something I’ve actually had the pleasure to use in the past. It looks like there’s more than one way to skin a cat.”

      “I do not understand. What does that have to do with the flash of light?”

      “It means we had more up our sleeve than just the beam platforms.”

      “Up your sleeve?” Azon shook his head. “It seems the toxin may have finally reached your brain. You are speaking gibberish.”

      Adam let out a deep sigh. He’d been looking for a clever way to tell the alien how screwed he was, but it wasn’t working. “Your fleet’s just been consumed by a gigantic ball of nuclear fire. Does that translate?”

      “That is not true.”

      “Do the Nuoreans have a weapon that can produce such a large explosion?”

      Azon’s silence told Adam the alien had finally got the message.

      “It matters not. It was but one fleet.”

      “Dude, it was over ten thousand ships! I don’t care who you are, but that’s gotta hurt.”

      “You do not understand Nuoreans, so I will explain,” Azon began. “I have studied Humans—as well as many other races in the Kac—and I see the same thing. Yes, you have a player class; however, the vast majority of your populations are not fighters. So even though you outnumber us, you do not have the players to match what we have. You fail to realize that, although we are a single race, the Nuoreans live for combat. Every Nuorean is a player—a warrior to you. We have vastly more resources than just those we have brought into the Kac, vastly more.” He waved his sword at the glowing sky. “You may have achieved victory during this one challenge, but we will not stop. Nuoreans accept defeat—just as we do victory—as a challenge unto itself, as an opportunity to create new game plans, new strategies. In fact, without defeat we would not learn and progress. You think you have scared us with your nuclear game plan, and that we will flee. All you have done is firmed our resolve to win the larger game.”

      Adam had heard enough of the alien’s bloviating. Sherri and the others were somewhere else nearby, probably in need of his help. Azon was just wasting his time.

      Adam came at him, stabbing with deadly thrusts of the blade. Azon reacted quickly, returning to combat mode. During his short speech, he’d recovered from the fatigue and was more effective with his parries and attacks.

      That changed when Adam smashed down with a powerful two-handed hit with his sword. Azon’s grip on his weapon broke away and the sword flew off to his right. The alien shuffled back, assuming a defensive hand-to-hand combat posture—or at least what he thought was a defensive hand-to-hand combat posture.

      Adam laughed, his long-held suspicions now confirmed. The Nuoreans—both in their personal challenges and immunity contests—fought only with swords…or spaceships. They didn’t have any experience with fist-a-cuffs, since all animosities were settled in the arena, assuming there were any animosities between the Nuoreans. He hadn’t heard of any. This was great. Riyad had told him about Azon’s encounter with a Human shoe salesman. Now he was about to find out what it’s like going up against a SEAL—yes, an aging SEAL, but still a SEAL.

      Adam tossed his sword aside.

      Azon straightened up and cocked his head quizzically. Then he reached behind his back and withdrew the small, curved blade he’d used to slice Adam’s cheek. The alien assumed a different stance, this time one featuring the deadly knife.

      Adam wasn’t expecting that. He looked to where he’d thrown his sword, but Azon jumped before he could find it.

      The Nuorean was easily eight inches taller than him and with an arm reach clearly beyond Adam’s. But Adam was quicker and stronger, even with the weight-belt locked around his waist. The combatants came together, with Adam slapping away Azon’s knife hand, just as the alien laid a shoulder into him. Adam was knocked off his feet, but he continued to roll backwards and popped back to his feet just in time to avoid another swipe of the Nuoreans’ blade.

      Adam stepped in and grasped the wrist of the alien’s knife hand. He brought his other hand onto the forearm and turned, forcing Azon onto his back. Then Adam bent over, sending the Nuorean tumbling over his shoulder and to the ground. Adam maintained his grip on the wrist as he placed a foot on the alien’s chest and continued to twist his hands until the knife fell away.

      Azon closed his body, bringing his long legs up planting a pair of huge shoes into Adam’s face. He stepped back, barely maintaining balance; but still held onto the wrist. Adam began dragging the alien through the dirt, until he managed to regain his footing and ran forward, tackling Adam around the waist. Adam clasped his hands together and brought the balled fist down on Azon’s back. The alien’s body was ill-prepared for the impact. He dropped to the ground, stunned.

      Adam took Azon by the shoulder and flipped him over. He straddled him, knees pinning the alien to the ground. A quick right cross rattled the Nuorean, while another sent eyes rolling back in his head.

      Adam Cain was feeling no mercy at the moment. He reared back with his right fist and slammed it straight into the center of Azon’s face. As had happened many times before, alien bone succumbed easily to Human power, allowing the fist to break through to the depths of the Nuorean’s skull. There wasn’t much recognizable when Adam withdrew his fist. No amount of reconstructive surgery could fix the mess Adam just made.
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        * * *

      

      Adam climbed to his feet and stared down at the dead Cadre player. It took a moment for him to draw his attention away from the body, but when he did he noticed two things.

      First, there were explosions and the sounds of flash weapons being discharged coming from the direction of the barracks. Someone was putting up resistance, hopefully under the leadership of his friends.

      The second thing he noticed was the ethereal glow shimmering in the early evening sky. The Qidos sun had set only minutes before and now a waving wall of green, blue and red light painted the heavens. Radiation from the massive nuclear explosions in space were creating aurora the likes of which had never been seen on the planet before.

      And with all the lights out in the arena, it was a good bet that a powerful electromagnetic pulse had impacted Qidos, along with the beautiful lightshow in the sky.

      Adam let out a sigh of relief. He was fortunate he wasn’t trying to land a spaceship at the time. Having all your electronics shut down—if even momentarily—was never a good thing when making a landing approach….
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      “Regain power!” Kaylor shouted from the pilot seat. He held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. There was nothing he could do until then.

      “I cannot override the emergency protocols,” Jym cried out. The air in his lungs was being pulled out from the sudden drop the Najmah Fayd was experiencing. Although the ship was the most-advanced in the galaxy, it still fell like a rock when the power went out during the landing approach to Qidos.

      Their only hope was that the automatic trigger responses to an electromagnetic pulse would disengage before they hit the ground. All their screens were down, and all the two occupants could see was the brown landscape racing toward them.

      In that fleeting moment, Kaylor thought maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to go out looking for Adam Cain after all.
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        * * *

      

      With no message coming from Qidos, Kaylor and Jym had grown restless. They were in the Najmah Fayd at the Krone spaceport, waiting for the telepathic link from Adam, calling for the ship to come pick him up. The hours passed, and still no launch.

      Then news came of a major battle taking place in the space between Castor and Qidos. Every vessel in the spaceport bolted for space, either to assist in the battle or to run away. And still the Najmah Fayd sat.

      It was Kaylor’s idea to use the confusion of the massive space battle to slip into Qidos space and search for Adam. The ship could leapfrog the battle and appear unscathed in the atmosphere, ten miles above Adam’s monitored location. And then if the area was too hot to land, they could jump out without too much effort. It sounded like a good idea at the time.

      When the trans-dimensional starship materialized in the upper atmosphere of Qidos, all hell broke loose. It was hit with a massive pulse of electricity. EMP’s are common in space, so all ships are equipped with automatic shut downs to protect vital circuits from overloading. Once the EMP passed, the systems would reboot.

      Normally, a momentary burp in energy supply wasn’t a problem. For ships in space, the worst that would happen is they would fall out of a gravity-well, but then re-enter a few seconds later. The only time an EMP shut-down became serious was when a ship was in an atmosphere and under the influence of a planet’s gravity.

      Such was the case at Qidos.

      Starships—including the Najmah Fayd—were not designed to be aerodynamic. They didn’t need to be, so the ship was falling through the atmosphere, rocking back and forth, subject to the air currents it was experiencing. Kaylor’s fear was that the ship would tip over and begin tumbling. At that point it would be impossible to regain stability, even if the power came back on.

      They’d reached the point where individual buildings could be resolved on the surface, these being the huge grand arenas of the Nuoreans. If they were getting this close, it wouldn’t be long now….

      The screens suddenly flickered on and the hum of the generators vibrated through the hull.

      “Power!” Jym cried out.

      Kaylor didn’t respond. Instead he activated the chemical landing jets at the same time he created a small gravity-well above the ship. His actions had the desired effect…times two.

      The ship screamed to a stop, every joint and weld straining to stay together. With the compensators slow to reboot, the two aliens were slammed into their seats, with every last iota of breath forced from their deflated lungs. Blood rushed to their eyes, blinding them temporarily.

      Then the ship was moving again, but this time up, not down.

      Kaylor still suffered from the effects of the sudden stop, lacking the awareness to control the jets or the gravity-well. As a result of both systems being engaged, the Najmah Fayd was now racing for the heavens, and heading out into space toward the distant roiling mass of radioactive debris racing at the planet.

      The massive nuclear bloom had covered an area of two million miles in diameter, but that wasn’t the full story. All the explosions that created the gigantic sphere had taken place along the outer edge and were expanding outward, as well as inward. Several of the huge explosions occurred only eight hundred thousand miles from Qidos, which meant the light took a little over four seconds to reach the planet. The EMP took a little longer, and the radioactive cloud would take weeks to cover the distance.

      But Kaylor and Jym were well beyond the atmosphere by now and speeding at near light-speed toward the mass of deadly radiation.

      Jym was the first to recover. He was in the co-pilot seat, and barely able to see through his blood-shot eyes. At first the screens made no sense; he was dazed and confused. But then something made him take notice. His senses returned…along with the panic.

      “Kaylor, wake up! Wake up!”

      Kaylor moved in his seat. “What happened?”

      Jym didn’t answer. Instead he reached over to Kaylor’s panel and shut down both the chem and gravity drives. The gas cloud was still hundreds of miles away, so that crisis was averted. However, now they were sitting in space making them an easy target for any Nuorean warship in the area.

      Jym took the controls and sent the ship bolting for the surface, this time under control and with full power.

      “What happened?” Kaylor repeated.

      “EM-pulse, long one,” Jym answered.

      “From what?”

      For an answer, Jym switched the forward viewscreen to a rear view. A thin line of yellow and white stretched across the expanse of space. “That is what happened.”

      Kaylor studied the line. It was too far away to make out any movement, but it was definitely not normal. “Is that a nuclear explosion?”

      “More than one, maybe hundreds.”

      “What caused it?”

      “I would place a bet that the Fringe is now clear of Nuorean invaders, at least for the time being. It would also be clear of allied forces, as well. Nothing could have survived that.”

      “And Adam?”

      “I do not know, not until we reach the surface.”

      Kaylor’s senses returned. He checked his screens and found the beacon for Adam’s ATD. Most of the landscape below was dark, having had circuits tripped by the EMP. Automated systems had come back on, while those requiring manual operation were still down.

      There was a huge building below; one of the grand arenas. Kaylor used the camera to zoom in on the area below. His attention was drawn to flashes off to the right of the stadium, with tiny dark dots moving in chaotic fashion. There was a battle taking place, and it seemed to be moving toward the huge arena. Kaylor should have guessed Adam’s presence would initiate such an event. Anytime aliens and Humans mixed there was bound to be trouble.

      He shifted the camera to the interior of the arena. There were four beings laying prone on the surface, with only one was still standing. As the ship dropped lower, the solitary creature looked up and waved.

      A speaker on the bridge cracked. “Kaylor, what are you doing here?” Adam’s voice was being received through his ghosted ATD aboard the ship and then feed into the comm system. Kaylor flicked on a microphone at his station, not knowing if Adam would hear him.

      “Can you hear me?”

      “Yep, just fine.”

      “We took a chance and came looking for you. Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. Do you see the battle taking place outside the stadium?”

      “Yes; it is headed your way.”

      “Thanks. There’s an area beyond the set of four white buildings. Set the ship down there and wait. Don’t let any Nuoreans get near you.”

      “Were you able to locate Riyad and Sherri?”

      “And Copernicus?” Jym added.

      They heard Adam laugh, a mental expression translated by the computer. “Yeah, all of them. They’re in the fight outside the stadium.”

      “Of course they are, where else would they be?” said Jym.
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      Riyad, Sherri and Copernicus raced off for the ramp leading to the tunnels under the huge stadium, leaving Adam to face off against the huge Cadre officer. They’d passed an armory earlier, and if the Humans in the barracks were to have any chance of survival, they would need firepower.

      The corridors were empty and the trio found the armory without a problem; however, they couldn’t carry enough weapons to arm even a tenth of the prisoners.

      “We need one of those electric carts,” Copernicus yelled. “Everyone stock up. There has to be something around here we can use.”

      They loaded up with all the flash weapons and power packs they could carry, plus a few long blades which they slipped through the weight-belts around their waists. The belts were locked on, so until they could figure a way of breaking the locks, they were on for the duration.

      They ran to the stadium exit and stared off into the fading light of early afternoon. In the distance, they saw the barracks; to the left, the main office building. There were only a few aliens rushing across the dusty ground, while dozens of shuttles streaked for space on columns of white and black lifting exhaust.

      There was a hum behind them, and when they turned, all their prayers were answered. Or they would have been if the occupants of the six-seat electric cart weren’t firing at them with flash weapons.

      The team split apart, with Sherri diving to her left while Riyad and Coop jumped to the right. They took cover along the tall exterior wall. Sherri reached around the wall and fired into the dimly-lit corridor. Return bolts slashed against the wall or zipped past into the outer staging area.

      Riyad and Coop joined the firefight, although none could see what they were firing at. After a moment they stopped shooting and listened. The hum of the electric motor could still be heard, but it was a light, steady sound. The cart was active, yet stationary.

      Coop dashed into the tunnel, disappearing into the thick darkness a moment later. Sherri and Riyad waited.

      A flash blinded the pair momentarily, followed by the hum of the cart growing louder.

      “Don’t shoot—it’s me,” Copernicus shouted. He pulled up in the cart, the front two seats soaked with blood. “Get in; we have to go back to the armory.”

      Riyad and Sherri climbed into the seat behind Coop, not anxious to sit in pools of fresh alien blood—even though their once-white uniforms were covered in the stuff.  Coop turned the cart around and headed back down the tunnel.

      He was leaning forward, looking for something, when he scrapped the side of tunnel with the cart.

      “Watch where you’re going, dumbass!” Sherri yelled.

      “I would if I could!” Coop shouted back. “Where the hell are the lights on this thing?”

      He was right. With all the lights off in the complex—and the Qidos sun about to set—it was almost pitch black in the underground tunnels. Suddenly, a single ray of powerful light shot out from the front of the cart.

      “Way to go, Coop, my hero!”

      “So now I’m your hero again, and not your dumbass?”

      “I didn’t say that. You can be both.”

      They arrived back at the armory and Coop angled the cart so the light lit the interior. A minute later they had the back seats filled with flash weapons and power packs. There were two hundred Human prisoners, and even taking everything in the armory, it wouldn’t be enough to supply them all. But it was a start.
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      Five minutes later they pulled up to the first of the barracks. The place was dark. Riyad and Copernicus burst through the doors—and were tackled by a dozen crazed Humans who pressed them to the hard floor with the mattresses and began kicking and punching them with savage fury.

      “Stop it!” Sherri yelled from the doorway. “It’s us.”

      The mugging quickly subsided. “What the hell?” Riyad said.

      “We thought you were Nuoreans,” said one the prisoners. “When all the shuttles started taking off and the lights went out, we thought it was now or never to make a break.”

      “You’re right about that,” Copernicus said. “We have weapons outside to help you. There’s a Nuorean force are on their way to kill you. Arm up; we need to warn the others.”

      The prisoners poured from the barracks, rushing to the cart and grabbing every weapon they could. Sherri hoped in the driver’s seat and sped to the next barracks, and the next. She was out of weapons by then, although it wouldn’t have made a difference if she wasn’t.

      The forth barracks was engulfed in fire, with screaming prisoners racing from the doorway only to be cut down by flash bolts fired from three huge armored vehicles. Someone in the lead truck spotted Sherri on her cart and opened fire. She slid out the passenger side, painting her face and upper torso in a bath of alien blood. She ducked behind the cart as it was buffeted with bolt after fiery bolt.

      And then the flame-lit scene was illuminated even more with return fire, a lot of it. It wasn’t completely dark, not yet. However the rain of white-hot plasma bolts lit the place up like Times Square. The Humans were on the march, and they outnumbered the Cadre Nuoreans ten to one. The sheer volume of flashes striking the armored trucks turned the black metal red with heat, forcing the aliens out the back. Many were cut down, but some began lobbing hand grenades toward the Humans to cover their retreat.

      More of the desert landscape lit up as the battle began to move away from the burning barracks building and toward the huge arena complex. Fleeing Nuoreans entered the stadium, dodging streaking flash bolts. A dozen ran into the grand arena itself, tossing bombs and firing bolt launchers until other new packs had to be snapped in. The Humans were entering the arena, as well. They still outnumbered the aliens, but not by as much.

      A few lights were coming back on, providing graphic context to the horrific scene. The gaunt-faced Humans were reckless in their assault and paying a price. But they didn’t care. All they wanted was some payback for the abuse they’d suffered under the Nuoreans.

      Adam looked around the field and spotted the two swords from his earlier fight with Azon—his and the alien’s. He went to Azon’s.

      The retreating Cadre fighters were more focused on the mad rush of Humans coming through the entrance ramps than they were Adam. This allowed him to position himself behind them, poison sword in hand.

      A Nuorean came within range and Adam laid the blade across his back. Another turned toward the scream of his companion; Adam knelt and slashed the creature’s unprotected thigh. Two more came within range and tasted the tip of his sword. That was all it would take.  After that, Adam was running across the field, dodging flash bolts as he searched for non-existent cover.

      The battle lasted a few moments more, until only three Nuoreans managed to make it across the open field and to the exits on the other side of the arena. The Humans were content to let them go. Now they gathered over their fallen comrades or in small groups, helping the injured to the ground to rest.

      Adam’s once-white outfit was almost entirely soaked in blood—all of it his. But he was still standing and happy to see his three teammates and best friends cross the arena towards him.

      Riyad looked around at the litter of dead aliens, some with their uniforms on fire from contact with the flash bolts. “How do you like your Nuorean, regular or extra crispy?” he asked.

      “No preference,” Adam replied, “so long as they’re dead.”

      Sherri took his injured right arm and examined the cut. “Are you all right?” The tone of her voice asked the more important question.

      “Yeah, I’m fine, really.”

      She didn’t seem too convinced. “I can’t believe a little rinse was all it took to clean the swords. I really thought we’d come back here and find you dead.”

      “No such luck. You’re stuck with me for a little longer.”

      She looked off to the main entrance ramp to the arena. “Med-kits are in the armory,” she said. Then she snorted. “I’m sure they’re only for injured Nuoreans; they wouldn’t waste them on any of us stinking aliens.” She and Riyad rushed off to retrieve the kits.

      Copernicus Smith was limping badly, his formerly white uniform now sporting a leg of white cloth, the other almost completely red. He smiled at Adam.

      “You’ve done well—for an old man,” he said. Then the smile vanished from his face and he looked to the sky. “What the hell happened up there?”

      Adam shook his head. “The high price of victory, that’s what.”

      “A fleeting victory, Mister Cain. They’ll just keep sending in more ships.”

      The blazing aurora cast a flickering, greenish glow over the arena and the faces of the victors. Adam made a quick count: twenty-two prisoners were still standing, with another six being cared for by others. They could be packed in the landing bay, corridors and staterooms of the Najmah Fayd and evacuated to Castor. After that, Adam would be free to continue with his mission.

      Sherri was back, and she cleaned and dressed the deep cut on his forearm. Then she and the others rushed off to help the others.

      “Kaylor, how’s the ship?”

      The answer came back through his ATD. “No issues. Very few Nuoreans left in the area—at least live Nuoreans.”

      “Good. We’ll be packing the ship with survivors. Should be around thirty. Clear out what space you need. Sherri’s patching up those she can and then we’ll start loading.”

      “Understood. And how are you, my friend?”

      The computer couldn’t translate Adam’s mental shrug. Instead it only conveyed his words. “Same as usual.”

      But Adam knew that wasn’t true.
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      Adam replaced the bandage on his forearm when he saw Sherri making her way towards him. Her forehead was creased, her long blond hair now a tangled, soot-strained mat on her head.

      “Let me take a look—”

      Adam took her hand as she reached for his arm. “Relax, babe, I’m okay,” he said with a smile. “You need to concern yourself with your more critical patients.”

      She looked at the trace of blood that had oozed through the gauze. Seeing that it hadn’t spread from the last time she checked, she looked back at the glum of the body-strewn battleground. There had been two hundred Human prisoners when the battle began. Now fewer than thirty remained.

      “So this is what victory looks like?” she asked in a whisper.

      “From my experience…it is.”

      Her questioning eyes turned back to him. “What now? This was just a battle, here and in space; there’s still a war to win.”

      The weak smile vanished from Adam’s lips, replaced by a fierce, stony look of determination. “I think we both know what has to be done. It’s the only way.”

      A moment of quiet acceptance passed between them before Sherri nodded. “And we’ll lead the charge, of course.”

      “Who else can we trust to get the job done?”

      The pair looked though the shimmering green light to where Copernicus was moving between the survivors, helping them onto carts for the ride to the Najmah Fayd. Without looking at Adam, Sherri said: “You’ve always been the one, you know?” Then she laughed. “I just never knew how long you’d last.”

      “Yeah, I have managed to beat the odds. But hey, you know me—I’m indestructible.”

      Sherri took his face in her hands and kissed him hard on the lips. As she drew away, she smiled. “I’m beginning to believe that.”

      Adam laughed. “Now, go, tend to your flock. They need you more than I do.”

      The sad look returned to Sherri’s face. “I guess that’s always been our problem; you could get along fine without me.”

      He didn’t have a response, so all Sherri could do was hang her head and walk away into the lingering haze. When she was gone, Adam turned his attention back to the cut on his arm, his own words echoing in his mind. He pulled back the bandage.

      The wound was still there, only now it was an angry red line in his skin—fully closed—where thirty minutes ago it had been an open cut a quarter-of-an-inch deep. He replaced the bandage and he let out a long, breathy sigh. He stared off into the distance, contemplating an unknown future.

      “Wouldn’t you know it,” he said aloud. “I’m turning into a damn mutant.”
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      They ended up jumping the Najmah Fayd to Silea instead of Castor; the atmosphere was more suitable for Humans and they had better medical facilities for the injured. On the planet, they also got the news about the space battle with the Nuoreans. It was bittersweet.

      An estimated nine hundred enemy ships escaped the nuclear bloom, while only twenty allied ships survived. A makeshift fleet of defenders joined the survivors after that, led by General Angar of the Fringe Pirates. Although the fleet never exceeded three hundred ships in total, the Nuoreans decided not to stay and fight to the last ship. Instead, they bolted away, headed for the edge of the galaxy.

      Adam knew word of the battle would make it back to Andromeda, and then the invaders would devise a new game plan. That’s what they did, what they would always do. The Milky Way had become the Nuorean’s ultimate challenge match.

      They had to be stopped, and for Adam, there was only one way to do that.
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      Once all the passengers aboard the trans-dimensional starship had been offloaded and cared for, the small crew met on the bridge to decide their next move.

      “We don’t have a choice,” Copernicus said. “They won’t stop otherwise.”

      “Agreed,” said Riyad.

      Four-foot-tall, bear-like Jym looked from one Human to the other, his expression one of shock. “You cannot seriously be considering this?”

      “You don’t have to go, Jym,” Riyad said.

      “I didn’t say I wouldn’t participate, just that the concept is beyond belief.”

      “Like Coop said, we don’t have a choice,” Adam stated. “We have to destroy the mid-point generator—”

      “And all the others leading to it,” Sherri added.

      “They’ll just build more,” Kaylor pointed out.

      “True, but it’ll take a couple hundred years, like it did the first time,” Adam countered. “In the meantime, the Milky Way will have time to prepare. We have the Najmah Fayd; we might as well take advantage of her while we can.”

      “Silly name,” Jym whispered.

      “What name, the Najmah Fayd?” Sherri asked.

      “No…Milky Way. My people call the galaxy Zandon-Zur. That is a much more noble and majestic name for a galaxy.”

      Sherri smiled and nodded. “On that we agree, sweetie.” She petted his fur-covered head. He didn’t stop her.

      “So it’s agreed” Adam said. “We take the fight to the Nuoreans, all the way to Andromeda, and put an end to this war once and for all.”

      Sherri let out a snort. “Yeah, this war. But then they’ll be another and another after that.”

      Riyad laughed. “That’s the way it has to be, my love. There’s a small, but dedicated group of people out there who keep track of everything we do. Without more challenges to overcome, more quests to embark upon, no one would give a damn what we do.”

      Adam added his laugh to Riyad’s. “That’s right, dude. We have to keep the readers happy. And if that means going all the way to the Andromeda Galaxy to kill a few aliens, that’s just what we’ll do.”
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      “Wake up, Luke. There’s been a disturbance in the Force.”

      Adam pushed Riyad away. “Leave me alone; I’m trying to sleep.”

      “Sleep later, young Skywalker. It’s time to get up and kill aliens.”

      Adam opened an eye—just one. “How many?”

      Riyad flashed his trademark smile. “Hordes, my friend. Tall ones, short ones and in all the colors in the rainbow.”

      “You promise?”

      Riyad backed away, feigning indignation. “Luke…I am your father. Would I lie to you?”

      Now fully awake, Adam sat up on the bed. “Now that’s a disgusting thought.”

      “You could do worse than my golden bronze skin-tone and heart-melting smile.”

      Adam grinned. “I take it we have a new gravity wave?” He stood up, feeling refreshed and anxious.

      “Yes…and a strong one.”

      “How far?”

      “The report came through a couple of minutes ago. Command estimates we’re about two hundred light-years away. And it’s a tight schedule. This one might work, if you still think this is the best way to go?”

      A moment later, Adam Cain and Riyad Tarazi were headed for the bridge of the Najmah Fayd. “I’d rather try this than a couple of thousand trans-dimensional jumps to the midpoint generator,” Adam said. “If anything went wrong on the way, we’d be trapped in one-and-a-half-million light-years of open space.”

      “So hitching a ride with the Nuoreans over to Andromeda is a better idea?”

      “We’ve been through this before, Riyad. As soon as we pop into their galaxy, we’ll make a quick jump away from any bad guys in the area.”

      “It could be three minutes or more while the batteries recharge sitting in the middle of an enemy fleet.”

      Adam smiled back at his friend. “Yeah, that could be…stimulating. Certainly better than a hot cup of coffee. Speaking of which, I need one. I’ll meet you on the bridge.”

      “Hurry, the party can’t start without you, Mein Fuhrer.”
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      Adam entered the bridge two minutes later with a cup of coffee in his hand and a spring in his step. This was the moment the team had been waiting for. All the other gravity waves detected so far had been too distant to reach in one jump. By the time they arrived, the transit’s return pulse was already gone, along with any waiting Nuorean invaders. That last part was fortunate—and disappointing. That meant the entry point was dead and the aliens would realign the midpoint generator to a new location on the edge of the Milky Way. For four long months they’d done nothing but chase their tail across half the galaxy.

      But two hundred light-years was a walk-in-the-park for a trans-dimensional jump starship like the Najmah Fayd; they could make that in a single hop. The only question was what kind of reception would they get at the other end?

      Kaylor surrendered the pilot seat to Adam, taking the second seat instead. In the past, the Belsonian muleship-driver had been considered the superior pilot. But recently something had changed. Adam was just a little bit quicker, a little more prescient at the controls. Adam knew why; the others mistakenly chalked it up to the alien’s advancing age.

      “The wave was detected sixty-one hours after its creation,” Riyad reported from the comm station to Adam’s left. “Once the techies were able to triangulate the location, it’s left us with only an hour to get on station before the next transit pulse.”

      “First wave in the sequence?” Adam asked.

      “That’s affirmative. If there’s a second transit, we should be able to catch it.”

      A month ago, the team had spent six days sitting in the middle of an entry point, waiting for it to be reactivated. It never was. This confirmed their suspicion that only when enemy ships were present would a repeat transit take place. If the aliens had already bolted for the interior of the galaxy it meant the entry point was abandoned.

      The gravity generators of the midpoint station require three days to recharge, since it takes a lot of power to create the pair of super-massive blackholes needed to link space across two-and-a-half-million light-years. Once created, however, space between the two opposing points would be drawn to the midpoint. Then in the blink of an eye, polarity was flipped, allowing the opposing points to switch places. The generators would then be shut down, allowing the space/time continuum to return to normal. In the process, what had once been in Andromeda was now in the Milky Way…and vice versa. The resulting surge of returning space was what created the ripple effect of the gravity waves.

      First detected over six months ago, the waves were now monitored as best they could by an array of several thousand passive buoys laid along the leading edge of the galaxy closest to Andromeda. But the Milky Way was a huge place. It would take a million more buoys to make for timely detection of the shockwaves, at least enough for allied forces to arrive on station to counter the incoming alien war fleets.

      For now, the desperate people of the Milky Way were fighting a losing battle. Just when they had a bead on a new Nuorean entry point, the aliens would shut it down and shift to a new location. The difference could be as little as a few hundred light-years, all the way to ten thousand or more—and only the Nuoreans knew where the next entry point would appear.

      By consensus, the midpoint generators were the problem. And it was Adam’s mission to take them out…by whatever means necessary.

      Adam swiveled his chair around and looked at Sherri Valentine, seated at the nav station, the tiny bear-like alien Jym at her elbow. “Can you get us in close without being spotted?”

      “Already plotted,” she answered. “There’s a star system about half-a-light out. We should be able to hide our arrival and slip in for a closer look after we land.”

      Her expression was anything but enthusiastic. A year ago, she and Copernicus Smith had accidently been sucked into the Andromeda Galaxy through the very process Adam’s was trying to replicate. It was by sheer luck the pair made it back. The prospect of a replay wasn’t something she was looking forward to.

      Adam looked next to Copernicus at the weapon’s console. The two men shared a nod. No matter how this turned out, there was a good chance there would be some shooting along the way. Coop was ready.

      Everyone strapped in, their expressions conveying the shared belief that this jump was different from the others. This could be it. Within minutes they could be in another galaxy, with no back-up, no quick-extraction plan, and no friendly forces to help. Once committed, there would be no turning back. Either they succeed…or they never come home.

      If the six people on the bridge of the Najmah Fayd were having second thoughts, none chose to voice them. Instead they turned stern-faced to their stations, resolute in their mission.

      Call them heroes if you like, but someone had to step up to the plate. Besides, Adam didn’t trust anyone else but him and his team to get the job done.

      With a firming of his jaw, Adam Cain activated the controls to the trans-dimensional jump drive.

      A greenish glow filled the forward viewport—the sign of a transit to a parallel dimension. A moment later the glow vanished, after which the Najmah Fayd spent the next twenty-four seconds in an alien universe—a universe separated by only the width of a hydrogen atom from their own. After a slight shift in the return portal location, the glow returned. There was a sensation of nausea throughout the jump, but Adam’s team was used to it. Even still, when the stars of their home universe reappeared through the viewport, they breathed a sigh of relief. Each jump into a foreign dimension was a crap shoot. They had no idea where they would appear—in open space, or the middle of a star. There was no way of telling; they didn’t carry navigational charts for parallel universes.

      But now they were back, two hundred light-years from where they had been only a minute before…and a hundred thousand miles from a fleet of several hundred alien warcraft.
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        * * *

      

      “Shields up!” Coop cried out. “Some of the gray bastards have already fired on us.”

      “I’ve located the entry point!” Sherri Valentine yelled out from the navigation station.

      “Too soon to jump,” Adam pointed out. “We can’t sit in the middle of a transit zone for an hour.”

      “We cannot say here, either,” Kaylor added. “The Nuoreans have a protective screen out to a light-year around the entry point.”

      “How long until we can jump?”

      “Seventy-seconds…give or take a lifetime,” Riyad replied.

      The Najmah Fayd rocked as the first plasma bolts impacted the diffusion shields.

      “Second round incoming,” Copernicus reported. “We can handle one more full charge. After that, the shields could fail.”

      Adam scanned his active screen. There were hostiles everywhere. He cranked up the maneuvering well and shot farther into the stellar system Sherri had placed them in, the one swarming with enemy warcraft. It wasn’t her fault. The Nuoreans were serious about this entry point. It was located in an obscure region of the galaxy, lightly populated and poorly defended. They could bring in three or more fleets before having to break off. That many ships in one contingent would be hard to counter. They could stake claim to half an arm of the galaxy with a force that large.

      As Adam guided the Najmah Fayd into the star system, the cluster of alien warships following becoming a bright mass of contacts on their six, their gravity signatures melding into one. The dominant star in the system was a main sequence yellow, about three times the mass of the Sun. There were the requisite rocky inner worlds, but none classified as habitable. No help—in the form of allied starships—would be lifting from their surfaces.

      Adam checked the chronograph on the bulkhead. He still had fifty-one minutes to kill before he could safely jump over to the transit zone. He knew of history-altering space battles that didn’t last that long. He could always jump to another location, but before making the final leap to the TZ they would have to make sure they could safely land without crashing into another starship. And that meant a close-in recon.

      “They’re coming from in-system now,” Riyad reported, “trying to box us in. Might be a good time to exit stage left.”

      “Are we ready?” Adam asked Kaylor.

      “Fully-charged.”

      “Where to?” Sherri asked.

      “Take us to the other side of the entry point. We still need a look at the TZ. We want to be in the middle, and not along the edge. Too risky.”

      “You’re good to go.”

      Adam jumped the ship.

      As he was expecting, there were Nuoreans here as well, but the defensive screen they’d established was beyond this new location. Once inside the main defense line, the enemy ships became scarcer.

      That didn’t mean they were out of hot water. Two main-line battlecruisers were changing course, heading their way. With three minutes required to recharge the TD batteries, the Najmah Fayd was trapped in normal space, operating on standard gravity-drive, just like any other starship.

      Without warning, Adam gunned it, racing headlong toward the enemy warships. Flashes from bolt launches lit up the hulls of the invaders, as six fiery balls of plasma headed their way.

      “Hold on,” Adam ordered.

      The inertia compensators within the Najmah Fayd were rated AAA—the best available—but the corkscrew maneuver Adam executed to weave his way through the incoming bolts strained their limits. Everyone—except Adam—cried out as shoulder restraints cut into tender flesh and g-forces rattled brains. Fortunately, the pain didn’t last long, before the ship was beyond the attackers and coming about for a run from behind.

      Copernicus fought to bring his eyes back into focus, but soon he had the alien warcraft lined up in his sights. He fired a barrage of powerful flash cannon bolts at near point-blank range. Energy bolts have a nasty habit of losing intensity over time and distance, but this close they blasted through the diffusion shields and slammed into the aft maneuvering engines of the Nuorean warships. Hull metal deformed into wide blossoms on each ship as the fiery glow of the engines faded. The ships slowed, falling to a steady velocity based only on forward momentum.

      Adam slowed the Najmah Fayd as well and steered his much smaller ship just above the top-oriented hulls of the invaders. Viewports were lit, and from within he could make out tiny dots—aliens holding their breath, defenseless against the will of the Humans now that their engines and weapons were dead.

      Before departing on the mission, the Najmah Fayd had stocked up on some of the latest weapons from the Human military research departments, as well as from the Juireans, Formilians and even the Incus. Some were exotic, others throwbacks to a simpler time.

      “Why don’t we test out a couple of those bunker-busters?” Adam said to Coop. He felt no compassion for the helpless crews on the other ships. They were the heartless enemy and would continue threatening the Milky Way if allowed to live.

      “My thoughts exactly. Give us some separation. I wouldn’t want to scratch your fancy new paint job.”

      The two small devices Copernicus launched against the Nuoreans weren’t exactly bunker-buster bombs, but they served the same purpose. They were designed to penetrate the hulls of enemy ships before detonating a mini-nuke deep inside. If just one of these tiny weapons managed to get through, that was all she wrote.

      The polarizing feature of the forward viewport protected those on the bridge from the blinding flash of two simultaneous explosions. Adam smirked. Although there were an estimated four thousand alien warships surrounding the entry point, he found solace in the fact that they could now subtract two from that number.

      “How much longer?” Adam asked, annoyed. He was anxious to get the real mission underway, and all this screwing around at this end of the transit line was getting old.

      “Ten minutes,” Sherri reported. “But I wouldn’t cut it too close.”

      “What’s the traffic like?”

      Sherri and Jym studied the nav screen. “Pretty thick in the middle. Looks like a lot of ships are rotating back to the home galaxy.”

      “Can you get us in?”

      Sherri smiled, a wicked, confident grin. “Piece of cake, Captain Cain. Give me ten seconds.”

      The next jump ended up almost too close for comfort. The Najmah Fayd appeared near the center of the transit zone, the huge bubble in space which was the primary area that would be sucked to the Andromeda Galaxy. A clunky-looking spacecraft lay off their starboard quarter at a range of about two thousand meters. That was razor-thin by space standards. Adam looked at Sherri, his forehead furrowed.

      She just smiled back and bounced her eyebrows.

      “Threats?” Adam asked the room.

      Riyad studied his board. “Take your pick. There’s about two hundred ships all packed in here, waiting for the train ride back home. Most are giving off minimal offensive signatures; probably a lot of supply tubs. But there are a few squadrons of warships—none of the biggies, though.”

      “What are they doing?”

      “Not much. I don’t think they expected us to jump into the fire—at least not voluntarily.”

      The clock on the wall was down to four minutes. If the Nuoreans held to schedule, the jump would be coming anytime now.

      “The ships on the perimeter are initiating their gravity drives,” Kaylor announced. This was good news. Vessels outside the main transit zone were still subject to the effects of the powerful gravity-well. They powered up their engines to keep from being drawn in.

      “Looks like this is the real thing people!” Adam called out.

      “Incoming warship,” Riyad reported. “Lining up to fire.”

      Adam looked at Coop. “We can’t move…not now. We have to hold them off.”

      “A Hades?”

      Adam nodded. “Good idea, Mister Smith. Give ‘em hell.”

      A moment later the ship lurched, as Copernicus launched one of the new Hades IV missiles at the incoming warship. This was one of the weapons that used primitive technology to overcome advanced countermeasures. Defensive energy shields draw power from attacking plasma bolts, as well as any other device relying on electronics for guidance and detonation, rendering them ineffective until the screens became fully saturated. The Hades missile was conventional in that regard; it was the warhead that made the difference. It was packed with several thousand metal ball bearings the size of marbles. They would be released moments before the missile impacted the shields. The missile itself would be destroyed, but the cloud of deadly ballistic hull-shredders would pass through the electronic barrier with impunity, until they perforated the enemy ship like a mini-gun through rice paper. The weapon was new…and the Najmah Fayd had a compliment of thirty-five such missiles onboard—now thirty-four.

      Riyad manually angled the shields to counter the incoming bolts from the Nuorean warcraft. Without maneuvering, this was the only way to achieve maximum defense; however, he didn’t have to stay at the controls for long. A moment later the entire forward quarter of the alien warcraft disintegrated.

      All exploding warships follow the same basic evolution. First the hull is breached with incoming fire. Next the interior atmosphere explodes outward with the force of a powerful bomb, using pressurized air to multiply the effect of the initial attack.

      As the Nuorean ship dissolved into a cloud of debris, fragments buffeted the shields and hull of the Najmah Fayd, causing little damage. Adam still scowled at Copernicus. “There goes my paint job!”

      Coop just shrugged.

      After dispensing with the man-o-war, Adam noticed the supply ship next to them begin to move away on maneuvering jets. Another vessel to its starboard side was late in clearing a path and the two ships came together. There was no explosion or other catastrophic damage, just a lot of dented metal, along with—Adam imagined—a fair amount of yelling between the two captains.

      “It’s happening!’ Sherri yelled. “Oh damn…here we go again!”
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      It had never been fully settled whether the transit over two-and-a-half million light-years happened instantaneously, or whether those taking part in the journey experienced some kind of time lapse. Either way, it didn’t matter.

      One moment the Najmah Fayd was in the Milky Way Galaxy…the next it was in Andromeda.

      Yet there was one thing the crew discovered conclusively upon landing in the huge, alien galaxy: Passing through a pair of super-massive blackholes on the way here drained most of the batteries and caused diffusion shields to, well…diffuse.

      “How long to recharge?” Adam barked out. This wasn’t asked simply for information, but for survival. All the ships that had made the jump now rested in the center of a huge, open area of space. And just outside the boundary of the transit zone sat five thousand Nuorean warships, each waiting their turn to make the next jumps to the Milky Way.

      “Raise the shields!” Riyad yelled.

      “I got nothing!” Copernicus replied.

      “The batteries—for both the shields and the jump drive—will take ten minutes or longer to recharge,” Jym reported. The tiny alien strained against his safety harness, his natural excitability held in place by the straps.

      Adam’s heart was in his chest. He wasn’t expecting this. Maybe a few minutes to build up a jump charge, but not ten minutes sitting defenseless in the middle of the largest enemy fleet he’d ever seen. But then he noticed something curious.

      None of the enemy ships were moving to engage.

      “I think we caught them by surprise,” Kaylor said from the co-pilot’s seat.

      “Yeah,” Sherri agreed. “We’re the last thing they expected to see appear at this end of the rainbow.”

      Their fortunate reprieve didn’t last long, however. Their jump companions were bolting away on chem drives from the Najmah Fayd, moving off in every direction. Adam was also sure comm links were blowing up with reports of the intruder. Still, it took the Nuorean captains a few moments more to get the message, after which several of the huge battlecruisers began to move into the transit zone.

      Adam gripped the control stick and cranked it over hard to the right. The ship surged forward on its own chemical exhaust, making a beeline for the outer perimeter of the TZ. They reached it only seconds later and plowed straight into the middle of the Nuorean fleet.

      “I think we should have taken a vote on whether to commit suicide or not,” Riyad said from the comm station. “That’s usually a very personal decision.”

      “Just hold on…I have an idea.”

      The massive Nuorean contingent was operating on chemical drive as well, being too close to one another to use gravity-wells, even light maneuvering wells. Several of the ships on Adam’s starboard side reacted to his arrival by unleashing cannon bolts at the small Human starship as they sped by. The distance-to-target was measured in hundreds of meters—not thousands—and the hot plasma balls were at the Najmah Fayd in seconds flat.

      That’s when Adam flipped the ship over on its back. Every bolt, rivet and weld throughout the ship protested in no uncertain terms, the screeching and whining adding to the chorus of screams from the inertia-tortured crew. Adam had used a combination of chem drive and maneuvering jets to send the ship into a pinwheel motion he didn’t even know it could do. But it worked; the bolts passed under the Najmah Fayd, heating up the hull only twenty feet away.

      But then the plasma bolts kept going. Three Nuorean cruisers on the port side of the Najmah Fayd had their vision blocked to the launching of the bolts. Their shields were down—a fatal mistake—and the six bolts burned effortlessly through their grey hulls a heartbeat later. The ships shuddered violently, as secondary explosions erupted from within.

      Two other ships had also launched bolts at the Human ship, and it was all Adam’s crew could do just to hold on as he performed another series of twists and cartwheels to dodge the incoming ordinance. This time, however, the nearby fleet was ready for the rogue bolts. Some of the ships raised their shields in time, while another abruptly changed course. Unfortunately for the fleet, this unexpected course change set off a chain reaction of collisions in the neat rows of alien warcraft. A small explosion was seen off in the distance, while the rest of the damage consisted of banged up hulls and torn off antenna arrays.

      But the shooting stopped…as Adam had anticipated.

      The crew of the Najmah Fayd sat in stunned silence as their ship drifted slowly past dozens of enemy warships, all sitting idle, daring not to shoot for fear of friendly-fire casualties. Copernicus didn’t light off his weapons, either. That might initiate an all-out firefight regardless of the friendly casualties.

      Adam glanced at the chronograph on the bulkhead. Someone had reset it to reflect the time required to recharge the batteries. Adam pursed his lips in disgust. All his great tactics and wild maneuvering had only eaten up three minutes. They still had another seven to kill. He focused on the last word in his thought: kill—as in to die. The question now became: how long would the Nuoreans let this strange truce last?

      The comm line crackled.

      Adam turned to Riyad and nodded. A dialogue with the aliens could buy them time.

      “This is the Noobean Security Vessel…Bob,” Adam stammered. “We inadvertently entered your restricted area in the Milky—I mean the Kac—Galaxy. We mean you no harm. We just wish to return to our galaxy.”

      Riyad frowned, and then mouthed the word ‘Bob.’

      Adam shrugged.

      “Noobean…?” a Nuorean voice said over the comm link. “Our reports are conflicted. You are an enemy warship that intentionally breached the staging area in the Kac.”

      Adam watched the seconds tick off the clock. “That’s not true. Why would we do that? It would mean certain death.”

      “Your ship performed extraordinary maneuvers. That confirms your identity as a Kac warship.”

      “I said we are a security vessel. Of course we would have capabilities beyond those of normal ships. I understand the Nuoreans have extensive files on all the races within the Kac. Please check your records. You will find the Noobeans are neutral in the present conflict.”

      “Neutral? There are no neutral parties. We have made no such agreements. All races within the Kac are potential challenges.”

      “Check your records. You’ll find that is not so.”

      There a long pause on the comm-link. The clock was down to one minute, forty seconds.

      “I…I am checking, yet I still do not understand the nature of your claims,” said the alien through the speakers. “Transit ships are reporting your vessel appeared unexpectedly in the transfer area, after destroying two of our ships in a prior engagement. Then you destroyed a third within the zone.”

      “They’re mistaken. Check your records.”

      The nearby ships in the Nuorean fleet had been slowly moving away, opening up space around the Najmah Fayd. They were preparing to engage and making enough room to do so. It was going to be tight.

      The clock ran down to zero.

      Adam muted his microphone and looked anxiously over at Jym. The alien shook his head. “Another twenty seconds,” he said.

      An enemy cruiser had broken the line and was moving in behind the Najmah Fayd. Adam rested his finger on the jump button, waiting for Jym’s word. The Nuorean ship moved a little closer, making sure that if the intruder initiated any more radical moves, they could still strike their target.

      Jym nodded…and Adam pressed the button.

      The greenish glow filled the viewport once again.

      “Where we going?” Riyad asked.

      “Does it matter?” Sherri answered. “Just anywhere out of the hornet’s nest.”

      The glow flickered momentarily before returning, and a moment later, the clean black of normal space filled the port.

      Adam breathed a sigh of relief. That was—

      “We have company!” Copernicus yelled from the weapons station.

      “Not more Nuoreans?” Riyad said.

      “Not more…the same. We pulled that attacking ship along with us in the TD jump…and he’s firing.”

      Perhaps Adam should have warned the others before he acted, but he didn’t; he figured they would forgive him after he saved their lives.  He initiated a small gravity back-well, which jerked the ship to the rear, throwing everyone forward in their seats. The small singularity also gobbled up the two incoming plasma bolts.

      Unfortunately, the enemy warship was too close on their six to avoid the gravity-well—as well as the careening Najmah Fayd.

      The angle of intercept was off by just a fraction, which avoided a full on collision with the alien starship. However, the gravity-well had done a job on the forward superstructure of the enemy warcraft, absorbing most of the nose of the ship while sending huge chunks of debris racing into space before Adam could shut down the well. But the Najmah Fayd still had momentum and crashed into the mangled mess of the Nuorean battlecruiser becoming entangled within the metal skeleton.

      Adam brought the Najmah Fayd to a stop relative to the bulk of the alien ship, hoping to avoid any more crucial equipment pods being torn from the hull. The deafening screeching sound stopped, with the Najmah Fayd now held firmly within the ragged arms of the dead Nuorean warship.

      There was a long, tense silence on the bridge, as the crew soaked in the reality of their situation.

      Riyad broke the silence. “Where are we?”

      Sherri laughed. “Besides stuck inside an alien warship, I haven’t a clue. We’re in an alien galaxy with no navigational charts for the local terrain.”

      Adam had the exterior cameras scanning the carcass of the Nuorean ship. “I wonder if their nav computer survived?” he asked rhetorically. Looking at the utter destruction displayed on the forward viewscreen, he didn’t hold out much hope.

      “We can take a look, fearless leader,” Riyad said, “as we cut ourselves loose. But we should definitely have a Plan B.”

      Adam switched the screen view to that of a graphic of the local area out as far as their sensors could reach. They’d landed just outside the diffused boundary of the gigantic galaxy. There were several star systems nearby, but nothing like the density they would find farther in. Their scans provided only rudimentary information.

      Fortunately, they did have a bead on where they’d just left—the transit zone surrounded by five thousand alien warcraft. They’d jumped fifteen light-years out into the void between galaxies. It was far enough to avoid detection from the TZ, but still too close for comfort.

      Adam unbuckled his shoulder restraints. “All right, first things first,” he began. “We have to get free of the loving arms of our new friend. Coop, you’re the mechanic; take Riyad and Kaylor. And see if there is an intact navigation computer aboard. Sherri, Jym and I will stay here and see if we can make any sense out of the local scans. My friends, our Andromeda Mission is now officially underway!”

      Adam was a little disappointed when there came no return cheers of enthusiasm and or a single ‘hooyah’ war cry. Instead, the crew simply unbuckled—and dejectedly—went off to perform their appointed tasks.
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      An estimated seventy-four percent of Nuoreans don’t live on the planet Nuor. A thousand years before—as their population grew—they commandeered six worlds close to the Nuorean system and moved the bulk of the population to them. With a whole galaxy at their disposal, the race never worried about overpopulation, or even the lack of natural resources. They simply took what they needed.

      Now with a population of over one hundred billion, the race continued to produce an ample supply of eager players—for both the Andromeda Galaxy and now the Kac.

      The planet Nuor was still the capital of the empire—if the Nuoreans considered their conquests an empire. But they didn’t think like that. They took only what was necessary to sustain their society, while dominating alien planets for raw material and contestants in their immunity challenges. Other than that, these worlds were free to exist, as long as they posed no inherent threat to the Nuoreans.

      Nuor housed the administrative, military and accounting functions of the society, including the residences of the Qualify Masters and the Grand Masters, as well as their security arm, the Third Cadre. The other six worlds were populated by the six main blood-teams, along with dozens of minor teams still in the process of amassing members and points.

      Nuorean society was much like the bulk of advanced life. They lived in mating pairs, had children in the conventional sense and lived in homes and communities. Most had jobs off-planet, and every six days would depart in fleets of shuttles to the various manufacturing worlds in the area. They would serve six-day shifts before returning to their assigned planet and their families. There they would remain for another six days before the next shift change.

      Yet during their days off, Nuoreans did more than just relax with their families and play with their pets. This was a time of training for the games, as well combat in the local arenas. Although they acquired proficiency points at their jobs, it was the points they earned in the games that provided them with the bulk of their wealth. And points were everything to a Nuorean. They determined the type of home they lived in, the mates they acquired and the influence they had in local affairs.

      The combat arenas numbered in the thousands and were scattered across every world. Fourteen broadcast channels televised the matches constantly, since few of the natives had the time to attend live contests unless they had a vested interest in the outcome.

      Most of the challenges were between different blood-teams. This way wealth was transferred from team to team, rather than from within.

      In the distant past, each blood-team had been settled on a particular world, but this caused problems. Challenges were more frequent between team members, and mating within the bloodlines resulted in deformities and other maladies. Four hundred years ago, the worlds were integrated, which solved most of the problems. It was now easier to face challengers from other blood-teams.

      Occasionally aliens were brought to the sub-worlds—as they were called—allowing qualified players to acquire immunity points directly. This category of points was earned only by fighting aliens. Traditional combat only resulted in the transfer of possession points and were never to the death—except accidentally. Immunity challenges were always to the death.

      Immunity points allowed a Nuorean to engage in more competitive challenges without the potential loss of status or possessions, allowing players to seek higher levels without too much inherent risk. But for the common Nuorean, immunity points had become hard to come by recently.

      Only the most-qualified Nuoreans were allowed to face the aliens, not so much for fear of injury, but because of the scarcity of the other-worlders. For thousands of years, the players of Nuor had decimated the populations of the most-worthy races, until now they were managed much like growth crops. And for those Nuoreans who didn’t rate meeting aliens face-to-face, they had to challenge others of their kind with immunity points in their awards package—and win.

      Even so, the aliens brought to the sub-worlds were minor races, offering little challenge. The truly worthy races were reserved for the grand arenas on Nuor.

      There was a hierarchy of combat facilities on Nuor, culminating in the grand center called the Noc Arena. It was named for one of the founding blood-teams, and it was here where the Qualifying and Grand Masters fought—if allowed.

      Nuoreans could only engage in combat challenges between the ages of twenty and eighty. Beyond eighty, a Nuorean would retain whatever position they’d attained—unless another acquired more points to unseat them. Most of the QMs and GMs were beyond challenge years, which meant they would carry these titles with them for the rest of their lives.

      The accumulated points of every living Nuorean was a matter of public record, which is why the Fourth Cadre—the accounting division of the Nuorean government—was so important. There was no disputing the number of points acquired or the resulting leadership of the race. Whoever had the most points was the leader, the highest Grand Master of them all.

      The Qualifying and Grand Masters live on Nuor and are given vast estates relative to their status. The QMs had lands equal to ten square miles in size. The Grand Masters ruled over estates one hundred miles square, with the most magnificent views and in the most-temperate climate zones. And no estate was grander than that of Rodoc (1,402) Kallen-Noc, the current leader of the Nuorean race.
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      The breeze filtering in through the open expanse of sliding doors was cool and refreshing, which helped to vent the growing mustiness from the twelve people assembled in the vast dining area. They were seated at a round table, with the most senior of the Nuoreans afforded a view through the opening. The others had their backs to the portal.

      Rodoc had the best view, even though as the estate’s current master he’d seen it countless times before. Still, his guests were impressed. The huge home extended over a steep cliff above a rocky beach several hundred feet below. Beyond was a shimmering sea, reflecting sparkles of yellow and orange from the rapidly setting sun.

      Only the four Grand Masters and two Qualifying Masters in attendance had experienced the view before—with a few exceptions. For the others—the Lead Players and Third Cadre members—this was a unique privilege they were being afforded.

      But this wasn’t a social gathering. It was to discuss an odd event that had occurred only a few hours before.

      A holographic image glowed above the center of the table. Displayed was a cluster of Nuorean warships surrounding a dark grey spacecraft about a fifth the size of a battlecruiser. It was of alien design; oblong with a bulbous nose and tail and two small wings projecting from the aft third of the ship. It was gliding along a row of Nuorean vessels, seemingly with impunity.

      And then it disappeared—along with a battlecruiser close to it tail.

      The attendees had watched the same scene half a dozen times already, at regular speed and in extreme slow motion. The result was always the same. One moment the ship—ships—were there…the next they weren’t.

      “It is some form of stealth covering, cloaking in a manner,” said Third Cadre Commander Bindas (324) Kallen-Noc. “It is beyond our technology—at this time.”

      “But why send just one ship?” asked Qualify Master Dasic (455) Lindon-Ca. “If the Kac has such technology, why are they not employing it against our players even now?”

      “These are challenging questions,” Rodoc said.

      “If I may, Grand Master,” said another of the Third Cadre officers present. He was Morlon (783) Voden-Mor, the highest ranking of his class in attendance. “There could be another explanation.”

      Within Nuorean society there were no status barriers. Any Nuorean was free to speak to any other Nuorean, if respect was offered beforehand. “Please, Morlon, continue.”

      “I have been studying the records from the battle around ND-12 in the Kac. This is where my Third Cadre teammate Azon (1,901) was slayed by the Human Adam Cain.”

      “Yes, I have also viewed the broadcasts that were operational at the time. They are of poor quality, yet they tell the story.”

      “As that relates to this new situation, there was a report of an enemy vessel suddenly appearing above the planet. With a battle taking place in the space beyond, the ground forces were very aware of traffic within their skies. There was no trace of the ship’s approach, just its appearance.”

      “And what did this vessel do upon arrival?” ask the Qualifying Master Dasic.

      “It landed near the arena where Azon was fighting and subsequently evacuated the Humans from the facility.”

      “Including Adam Cain?”

      “Yes, Master.”

      “Could this be the same ship?”

      “It displays the same abilities.”

      “And Adam Cain?” Rodoc asked.

      “That is unknown,” Morlon answered. “Yet it would make sense that the Kac’s greatest player would make a move on our home ground.”

      One of the others at the table laughed. “It is but one ship,” said Grand Master Hant (122) Lindon-Ca. “I hear concern in your voice regarding this threat.”

      Hant was one of the oldest in attendance, and Rodoc noticed a slight frown appear on the face of the Cadre officer following his statement. It almost implied fear on the part of Morlon.

      “It is not concern you hear, Master Hant, but curiosity,” Morlon replied evenly, maintaining his composure. “The players of the Kac operate according to purpose, just as we. Therefore, there must a purpose for this incursion. The fact that the ship is here would indicate so. It could be merely for reconnaissance, or more tactical in nature. It is our challenge to find the true mission of the vessel, whether it be manned by Adam Cain or some other player from the Kac.”

      “Morlon is correct,” said Rodoc. “This single vessel risked much—even with its capacities—to come here. Yet I doubt it is for reconnaissance, otherwise it would not have appeared in the middle of our fleet for all to see and note. So what other purpose does a single ship operating beyond enemy lines serve within a game plan?”

      The question was voiced rhetorically, and the master players in attendance knew the answer as well as Rodoc. Still, they deferred to his position for the reveal.

      “They are on a mission of sabotage, employing a stealth vessel capable of entering areas under strict quarantine. They care not that we know of their presence, because they believe their technology to be superior and unstoppable.”

      “I must concur with them on that point,” said Dasic. “So the next questions become: What is their target and what can we do to stop them?”

      Any number of the guests could answer those questions. They were the most-experienced players of the Nuorean race. Tactics and strategy was their life. Yet, again, they deferred to their leader.

      “Even without an extensive knowledge of our social, military and industrial structure, our opponents would know that our system must be diverse and wide-spread. Even if the alien ship carries some form of super-weapon capable of destroying an entire planet, to eliminate Nuor would do little to stop our activities in the Kac. The only way to do that would be to destroy our ability to reach them.”

      “Yet to reach LP-6, they would have to transition through the LP-5 portal,” said Grand Master Hant, stating the obvious.

      “Exactly,” Rodoc replied. He placed another holographic display above the table. It showed the two galaxies, with the Suponac twice as large as the Kac. In the void between was a pulsating blue dot with a white line connecting the two galaxies. There was another blue dot, halfway between the Suponac and the larger flashing blue dot. A line joined the galaxy with the midpoint station—LP-6.

      “It took two hundred years to reach into the galactic void and build LP-6. We did it in stages, building other generators that would allow us to extend farther out. The LP-5 is our link with LP-6 and its only access.”

      “Then we should shut it down,” Hant said. “Do not allow the aliens even the chance of reaching LP-6. And destroy the Human vessel at the earliest opportunity.”

      There was a nervous silence around the table. Rodoc knew what the others were thinking: Grand Master Hant was growing senile. He had lost his instincts, those that had allowed him to reach such a lofty position within Nuorean society. This happened from time to time. Minds atrophied and memories faded. Rodoc made a mental note to exclude the senior Grand Master from any further strategy sessions. It was no disrespect; if Rodoc ever reached such a point in his life, he would wish others to place him in a comfortable place to live out the remainder of his life without endangering the society.

      “If I may, Grand Master, I might suggest an alternative strategy,” Rodoc said to Hant. “I do not feel LP-6 is in real danger. The obstacles the Human must surmount to reach it would be considerable. Rather, I say we hunt down this intruder and capture their ship. With such cloaking technology, our fleets could move throughout the Kac with impunity. We could achieve so much more with less effort and fewer casualties.”

      No one looked at Hant, except Rodoc. The elderly Grand Master mouthed something silently before nodding. “Yes, that is a much more sensible plan. I defer to you, Rodoc. There is reason you lead. I spoke before considering the best course of action.”

      Rodoc smiled. “That is why we hold such meetings, my friend, to study a challenge from all angles, having heard all options.”

      The sun had set into the black sea, the wondrous lights of the Suponac making their presence known across the sky. Rodoc pushed away from the table.

      “Let us conclude this portion of the planning session. Food will be served on the grand balcony and accommodations made for those not wishing to return to their homes this evening. Discuss details among yourselves. In two days I will come to Indisor and view your various ideas for executing the plan. For now, relax and enjoy the beautiful view.”

      Rodoc met Morlon’s eye. A subliminal message passed between the two. They would meet later. There was more to discuss.
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        * * *

      

      Half of the attendees would be staying over, their bellies filled with the best meal the Nuorean race could provide their most senior leaders. The others would be heading to their own estates or back to the capital city of Indisor. The Third Cadre was headquartered on Nuor; their members had homes in the city. Morlon (783) would be staying at the estate.

      Rodoc was near the railing of the balcony, lost in the soft swish of the waves below and the brilliant glow of the Suponac sweeping across the star-filled sky. Morlon stepped up to him, a drink in each hand. The leader of the Nuorean people took one of the glasses.

      “You have more to say regarding this situation,” Rodoc said quietly. “Speak now; the meeting is thinning out.”

      The Third Cadre officer leaned in closer to his superior. “It has to do with the cloaking feature. I believe it is more.”

      Rodoc frowned. “More? In what way?”

      “My suspicions come from the fate of the trailing cruiser. If the aliens had a simple means of cloaking their presence—and that cloak extended to include the other vessel—how was control of our ship obtained?”

      “Control?”

      “Yes. If our ship became cloaked, it could have easily maneuvered away from the influence. It did not. Add to this, the aliens still had to navigate out from the center of our fleet, all the while with a ship five times their size in tow. Yet we detected no magnetics, no gas residual, no gravity wave signatures—nothing, for either ship. The final point: We lost all communications and transponder signal with our cruiser the moment the alien ship disappeared.”

      “You are suggesting a means of teleportation, similar to our transit portals, yet on a much smaller scale?”

      “I do not know how they do it, yet you are right. The ship wasn’t cloaked—it shifted position in space somehow, and it took our ship with it.”

      Rodoc stretched a thin smile across his face. “Then there is a possibility our problem has been solved. Our warship may have destroyed the alien vessel once arriving at their new destination.”

      “We would have received word by now if that had happened—”

      Rodoc waved his hand impatiently. “I wasn’t being serious, Morlon. I’m sure the aliens were quite prepared to deal with our craft, otherwise they would not have invaded the fleet. They showed an arrogant disregard for the risk they were undertaking.”

      “Unless they did not consider it a risk. The aliens—and I assume they must be Human—have experienced our technology and strategies for over a cycle now. I do not believe them to be stupid or reckless. They made this journey with full knowledge what to expect.”

      “And yet still they made it.” Rodoc turned back to the sea, resting his free hand on the railing. “Never in our history has an enemy taken such a bold action. Yes, long ago, fleets united against us, to no avail; however, this is a single ship on a singular mission.”

      “Those accepting death as a final result can be very hard to stop,” Morlon cautioned.

      “You believe this to be a mission of ultimate commitment?”

      “You know as well as I the chances for success, on any level. And to expect a safe return to the Kac as well? The Humans may be bold and brash, but they are not stupid or delusional.”

      Rodoc felt a welling up in his chest. He was growing excited with the conversation. This was what Nuoreans lived for, the challenge, the competition, and the greater the foe the better. Yes, the aliens may achieve their end goal—they could destroy LP-6. But the Nuoreans would simply rebuild the station, even if it took another two hundred cycles. Their society would not suffer. In the interim, they would draw more aliens from the Suponac Galaxy and place them in the arenas. Life would go on, even if immunity points would become scarcer.

      But now it was the technology of the alien ship that was the most intriguing to the Grand Master. How had they achieved such a breakthrough? And as was mentioned at the meeting, why was this technology—be it cloaking or teleportation—not being utilized within the Kac? If it had, the Nuor would have been driven out long ago. But Rodoc’s forces were still there. The logical conclusion was that the only working model of the teleportation device was within this single ship. And now it was in the Suponac.

      Morlon waited patiently for his Master to speak. Rodoc turned to him.

      “You admire these Humans, do you not Morlon?”

      “They produce results, even without trying. You have experienced that first-hand, Master.”
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        * * *

      

      Half a cycle ago, Rodoc went up against a Human in a challenge of opportunity, in his private arena and under the watchful eye of the Third Cadre.

      After the Cadre officer Azon (1,901) was nearly killed by one of the unskilled Humans brought to Nuor for study, the remaining four prisoners were given over to the Grand Masters so they could acquire first-hand experience with this enigmatic race from the Kac. The contests were held in secret, with the Third Cadre looking on for any sign of danger to their Masters.

      It had been four cycles since Rodoc had last met an opponent in the arena, although he still practiced every day, even at his age. The Human he selected was one with black skin, standing nearly as tall as the Grand Master. He was well-muscled and showed coordination when he moved. Morlon insisted on being at the contest, even though he’d lost the argument against such a challenge being held in the first place. It was too risky for the leader of the Nuorean race to undertake. Nevertheless, Morlon would guarantee the safety of his leader as best he could—or as much as Rodoc would allow him.

      The Human player was given a sword, but no shield. Even the Grand Master entered the ring absent a shield and no armor to speak of. He wore only a wrist guard on his sword arm.

      The contest began slowly, the Human scared and tentative. From his first steps and awkward swings, it was evident he had no prior training in this method of fighting. Yet even in this first feeling-out round, Rodoc experienced the power of the alien in the sword clashes. Humans come from a world with substantially higher gravity than Nuor. This made them stronger and faster. This advantage was expected and taken into account. Yet by itself, it would not be enough to overcome the skill and years of experience of the Grand Master.

      Rodoc toyed with the Human at first, allowing him to gain confidence the longer the contest continued. They took a break five minutes into the contest, during which the aging Nuorean recovered from the exertion. The Human showed no signs of fatigue, another benefit of the lighter gravity of Nuor.

      When the contest resumed, the Human displayed even more confidence. He seemed to ignore the imposing surroundings and the attendant Cadre guards, which numbered fifteen, each ready to act if needed. Even if the Human managed to kill the Grand Master, he would surely die, if then at the hands of the Third Cadre. On some level the Human ignored this reality and focused all his attention on the Grand Master. Live or die, he was going to put up the best fight possible.

      That’s when Rodoc discovered the sheer force of will of the Humans. They were much like the Nuor; winning was everything, even if only for the moment. The alien knew he was going to die, but he wanted to go out with a victory.

      The Human’s growing confidence ended up being his downfall. He knew he was stronger and faster than Rodoc, so he put all his focus on that, swinging wide and hard with his sword to wear down his opponent. Rodoc let him believe he was doing just that—which, of course he was; Rodoc was not a young Nuorean any longer. But there was more to swordplay than strength and endurance.

      At one point their swords met, with the Human driving Rodoc’s blade into the dusty soil of the arena. He held it in place with his superior strength, preventing Rodoc from lifting his weapon from the ground. Through the corner of his eye, Rodoc saw the Third Cadre guards begin to move in, but he wasn’t ready to surrender his victory to others.

      Instead of fighting against the Human’s superior strength to lift his sword, Rodoc simply slid it out towards him, freeing the blade. Then he spun, holding the blade out at arm’s length. The tip barely reached the Human, but it was enough to slice open the skin on the alien’s neck and left shoulder.  The creature stumbled back, using his free hand in an attempt to stop the flow of blood gushing from the wound.  It was to no avail.

      Like most creatures of advanced evolution, the brain was fed by a master artery. The one in the neck of the Human had been severed and was now pumping out streams of thick, red blood with each beat of the heart.

      Rodoc stood back—as did the Cadre guards—and watched the Human drop to his knees. His face was expressionless, his eyelids beginning to droop. Rodoc knew the alien was in shock and would be turning cold from the loss of blood. Moments later, the eyes closed completely and he toppled over to his left, the top layer of dirt absorbing the pool of blood as the flow subsided, until it was a mere trickle.

      On that day, Rodoc had met Morlon’s scolding look with understanding. Here was an untrained alien facing the most-skilled—at one time—player in the Nuorean race, and even though Rodoc could have ended the contest at any time, the Human had showed a remarkable ability to adapt to his surroundings. Swords were not the preferred weapon of his race, yet he took to it instinctively. Where he gained such insight was a mystery to both Rodoc and Morlon.

      However, the lesson was learned. Rodoc had met a Human and experienced their craftiness, strength and temperament. He catalogued the contest within his mind, along with the one thousand, four hundred, eighteen other challenges he had won over his playing career.

      From that moment on the Human race was declared Jundac—an alien species too dangerous for standard immunity challenges, perhaps too dangerous for any challenges. The Third Cadre—at the direction of Grand Master Rodoc—began devising plans for the eventual destruction of the Human’s homeworld—the planet Earth. The Human race was too dangerous to exist.
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      Copernicus Smith flew between the bent and twisted girders that had once been the main superstructure of the dead Nuorean battlecruiser. The internal gravity wells of the Najmah Fayd had been shut down, allowing the three-person repair crew to operate in zero-g surrounding the vessel. Coop, Riyad and Kaylor each wore spacesuits with small maneuvering jet packs on their backs. They also carried laser cutters with power packs strapped around their waists.

      The damage to the Najmah Fayd wasn’t as bad as it first looked. Although the ship was buried deep into the broken beams of the much-larger spacecraft, only one of the redundant comm antennas had been torn off. This could have been serious—if they had anyone in this galaxy to communicate with. As it was, the surviving antenna would do fine.

      The Najmah Fayd was being held in place by five arching beams, resembling the rib cage of a blanched desert skeleton. These had to be cut through before they could escape. The team positioned themselves around the base of the first stanchion.

      “I’m worried about Adam,” Riyad said through the helmet comm.

      “How so?” Copernicus asked.

      “He seems to be saving our hides at an accelerated rate these days.”

      “And that’s a bad thing?”

      A brilliant beam of light lit up the tangled mass of metal, wires and floating conduit tubes—along with a few frozen Nuoreans. Kaylor had set to work on the other side of the huge beam with this torch. Riyad ignited his and the pair began cutting through from opposite sides.

      “I’m jealous,” replied Riyad. “We used to share the glory. Now he’s hogging it all for himself.”

      “He’s always been like that,” Copernicus said. “Still, I know what you mean. He’s done some pretty nifty piloting recently. I still have the bruises to prove it.”

      “I could have done the same,” Kaylor countered over the comm line. “Opportunity is often the precursor to glory.”

      Riyad and Coop looked at each other through their faceplates and smiled. An alien with an inferiority complex.

      “I’m sure by the time this mission is over, you’ll have plenty of chances to be the hero, Kaylor,” Riyad said.

      “That is not what I meant. I was simply—”

      “That’s okay, my friend. At one time or another, we’ve all been overshadowed by the magnificence that is Adam Cain.”

      “You know I can hear you?” Adam said through the helmet speakers.

      Copernicus checked his comm controls. “How…we’re on a private link?”

      “You forget about my little gift from the Formilians,” Adam replied. “The ATD can pick up all nearby transmissions, as long as the equipment is controlled by their technology.”

      Riyad chuckled. “It was a compliment, my friend.”

      The first beam was cut, and the Copernicus helped guide it away before giving it a strong shove. The arching piece of metal—fifty-feet long—began to drift away. Kaylor was already at work on some of the smaller entanglements before moving onto the next huge beam. They had four more to cut away.

      “Hey, buddy, if you want command, you’ve got it,” Adam said. “I was enjoying a quiet nap when you came in and woke me up. Hey, do realize that was only three hours ago, and look how much progress we’ve already made.”

      “Progress?” said Copernicus. “We’ve been in four dust-ups with alien warships, made a two-point-five million light-year jump through space and time, and now find ourselves stuck inside the ribs of a dead alien spacecraft…and with no idea where the hell we are. We’ve made something all right, but I wouldn’t call it progress.”

      “Always highlighting the negative, Mister Smith,” Adam said. They could hear the smile in his voice. “You think you have it bad now? Just give it another day or so and you’ll have more context for all your bitching and moaning.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “I’m gonna sign-off now,” Adam said. “Your girlfriend and I have some navigatin’ to do, if you know what I mean?”

      “Just keep it above the sheets, Mister Cain.”

      “That’s Captain Cain to you.”
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        * * *

      

      Sherri shook her head. “What is it with you two?”

      “Just having a little fun with your new boy-toy,” Adam said. “Now…let’s find out where we are and where we’re going.” He leaned in closer to the nav screen.

      “And now you want to get serious?” Sherri said.

      “You heard the guys; they’re counting on me to save their asses—again. I don’t want to let them down.”

      The cold, steady stare of Sherri’s blue eyes made Adam flinch. He’d known her for twenty years and suspected by now she could read him like a book. He had to be careful. She would eventually learn his secret, but for now, he wanted to keep it to himself.

      “Six systems within ten light-years,” he said to distract her.

      Slowly…Sherri turned to look at the screen. “Yet only two have the right size of star and age to have planets that can support life as we know it. We’re going to have to move farther into the galaxy.”

      “The problem is we have no idea where Nuor’s located. If we’re not careful we could end up on the gray bastards front door.”

      Sherri flicked a switch on the console to open a link with the repair crew. She didn’t have an artificial telepathy device imbedded under her skin like Adam—at least not a working model. She had to communicate the old-fashioned way.

      “Any chance of finding the nav computer in the wreckage?” she asked.

      “Not a chance,” Coop answered. “The whole front of the ship—bridge included—got eaten by the singularity. We’re going to have to find another one somewhere else.”

      “Roger that,” Sherri said. Then meeting Adam’s eye with a glint: “Love you. Be careful out there…in space.”

      “Will do, sweetie.”

      “That was so…high school,” Adam grumbled, feeling an unwelcome tightening in his stomach. Over the past twenty years, Sherri had had relationships with all three of the men onboard, and Adam was pretty sure he wasn’t over her…not yet. But her current affair with Copernicus seemed to suit her. He wouldn’t do anything to interfere, so long as Coop didn’t break her heart.

      His quiet snicker made Sherri look at him. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” he said. “Just thinking….”

      Sherri’s expression softened, believing Adam was reminiscing about them and what could have been. She was wrong. Instead, he was thinking about how there was a very good chance that in a couple of days they’d all be dead.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Four hours later, the Najmah Fayd sped away from the mangled alien spaceship, making a beeline for the first of the potential systems from the initial survey. No one expected the first one to have what they were looking for, and they were right. Two days later, and still no luck, Adam passed through the common room with an announcement.

      “Strategy meeting on the bridge in five, all crew required to attend.” With purpose, he kept walking toward the bridge.

      Riyad looked at Sherri and frowned. “Required to attend? Who died and put him in charge?”

      “I know. Just because he was in the military—like a century ago—he thinks he can boss us around,” Sherri added.

      “Delusions of grandeur if you ask me,” Copernicus chimed in.

      “I can hear you.”

      Copernicus coked his head. “But he does have some damn good hearing…for an old guy.”

      Adam had to give him that. Copernicus Smith was the youngest onboard, technically making Sherri the cougar of the Najmah Fayd and Adam the old man at forty-nine. He had no idea how old Kaylor and Jym were. It didn’t matter. They were on a different biological clock than the Humans.

      With mock irritation, the crew gathered on the bridge, slumping into seats, most propping feet onto control consoles. A sea of stars shown through the viewport, casting the room in a kaleidoscope of colors ranging from blue and red, to yellow and orange.

      Adam sat down on the weapons console, careful that his butt didn’t activate any of the fire controls.

      “Okay, here’s our situation,” he began. “We haven’t found any worlds with star-travel capability, just a few with primitive lifeforms more suitable for barbecuing than helping us find the Nuoreans.”

      Sherri was seated in the pilot seat next to Copernicus. “Gee, I must have slept though that part, Captain Obvious.”

      Adam smirked. “I’m glad we’re all in good spirits.”

      “We’re bored, Adam,” Riyad groaned. “When are we going to see some action?”

      Adam patted his pockets. “Let me check my crystal ball—oh, yeah…I left it in the Milky Way. Seriously, I know it’s only a matter of time before we find a star-traveling civilization with a nav computer we can borrow. If not, then we’ll make our way back to the midpoint generator transit zone. There were over five thousand Nuorean ships assembled there, ready to make the jump. That’s enough for two transits, the last coming four days from now.”

      Jym sat up in his chair, suddenly interested. “Are you suggesting that if we do not find a nav computer that we might return to our galaxy?”

      Adam blinked. He hadn’t thought of that. Once a mission was a go, he seldom looked for a way to back out. “That wasn’t what I was suggesting. There’ll be a lot of Nuorean ships around. I was thinking of grabbing a nav computer off one of them as a last resort.”

      “But retreat could also be a last resort.” Kaylor said.

      Adam looked at the faces in the room. The aliens were ready to call it quits, while the expressions on the Humans were that of universal resignation.

      “If we have no hope of finding Nuor—or the LP out to the midpoint generator—what good are we doing here?” Sherri said softly. “I know our mission is important, but without a chance of success, we’re just wasting our time…and potentially a lot more.”

      The original plan called for the team to make the jump to Andromeda and then find the transit zone out to the midpoint generator. Intelligence reports had the Nuoreans calling each of these generator locations LP’s—launch points. The one they were looking for was designated LP-5.

      As the aliens built their bridge to the Milky Way, they first used conventional gravity drive to travel deep into the intergalactic void, where they built the first of the elongated gravity generators. The first was LP-1. It reached from the galaxy out to a point forty-seven thousand light-years into the void. Here the Nuoreans built LP-2, with a range of ninety-four thousand light-years. Through this process, they kept hopscotching farther into the vast emptiness between galaxies. LP-5 reached from Andromeda to the one-and-a-half-million light-year mark. Here the midpoint generators were built—designated LP-6. They were the largest and most-powerful gravity generators ever constructed—how big, Adam and his team had no idea. Scientists in the Milky Way had their estimates, but only the Nuoreans knew for sure.

      This fact confounded Adam’s plans even more. He had no idea how effective the explosives they carried aboard would be on something that big, even using nukes. But that was something they’d assess on site—once they got to LP-6.

      And the way to LP-6 was through the LP-5 transit line.

      “Have some patience,” Adam said. “We’ve just begun our mission. And contrary to popular belief, I’m not calling this a suicide mission. I want to live, just like the rest of you.”

      Sherri snorted.

      Adam wrinkled his nose at her. “It’s always been the belief that the LP-5 transit zone would be close to Nuor. There’s been no need to change it, not like with LP-6. They would keep it static and close to their supply sources. Once we find Nuor, half our job will be done.”

      Copernicus raised his hand but began talking before he was called on. “After our unexpected arrival, the Nuoreans probably have several thousand ships out looking for us. We may not have to go out looking for a Nuorean ship with a nav computer. They’ll come to us.”

      “That’s another possibility. The bottom line is the mission doesn’t really start until we learn the location of Nuor.”

      “I thought you said the mission began when we escaped from the middle of the Nuorean fleet?” Jym pointed out.

      “Or when we made the jump to Andromeda?” Riyad added with a grin.

      “You’re right, both of you. But this is mission-start two-point-oh.”

      “Three-point-oh.” Sherri corrected.

      Even though he knew they were toying with him, Adam could relate to their frustration. “Tell you what. Give it another three days to find a nav computer. If we can’t locate one in that time, we’ll make for the LP-6 transit zone. That’ll give us a day to get into position for a possible jump back home.”

      “And if we miss that, the TZ shifts,’ Copernicus stated.

      “At that point, we’ll have no choice but to continue. The Nuoreans will move the transit zone and the destination point in the Milky Way. After that, the only way to get home will be to learn the new location at the LP-6—or wring in out of some high-ranking Nuorean who knows.”

      “I like the sound of that,” Riyad said.

      “Trust me people, I don’t want to die in the Andromeda galaxy.”

      “Then lead on, Mister Cain,” Copernicus said.

      Adam opened his mouth to speak, but Sherri shut him down. “Don’t! It’s getting really old.”
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      It was with reluctance that Copernicus made his report.

      “Gravity sigs, moderate space traffic and comm chatter,” said Copernicus. “All signs of your everyday, run-of-the-mill star-traveling society.” He knew this meant a continuation of the mission. He wasn’t happy.

      “Have they scanned us?” Adam asked. It was two days after the last meeting on the bridge, and they were just now entering a promising star system on the edge of the Andromeda galaxy.

      “General scans of the system only. They know we’re here, but no one’s making a fuss about it.”

      “Good. Get us within long-range visual distance as fast as you can. I want to see what we’re up against before they send out the welcoming committee.”

      All the crew was on the bridge and at their stations as the Najmah Fayd approached the planet. By then they’d identified five distinct varieties of gravity signatures from the nearby ships, meaning five different manufacturers with slightly different designs. That was a lot. In the Milky Way, nearly all gravity-drives followed the same basic Klin blueprint, with only slight variations. The Human and Juirean designs varied the most, and that was mainly out of racial pride. Neither wanted to be accused of copying the other.

      “Nuorean sigs showing up,” Jym said from the nav station. Sherri confirmed his findings. From experience, they could identify the unique signature of Nuorean grav-drives. The pattern was well-known throughout the Milky Way.

      “As we expected,” Adam said to calm any run-away nerves. “We’re still within five hundred light-years of the current LP-6 TZ. And this is Nuorean territory. They’ve had thousands of years to colonize this part of Andromeda.”

      “There’s only a few of them,” Sherri reported. “Most of the other sigs are different. I thought the Nuoreans were supposed to have wiped out all intelligent life in the galaxy? That’s why they came after us.”

      “Keep us clear of the Nuoreans,” Adam said to Kaylor in the pilot seat. “Put the images on the main screen. Let’s take a look at the planet.”

      Since Nuoreans were classified as Prime in the Milky Way, any world they chose to inhabit would naturally fit a common mold. And this one fit it to a tee. It was slightly smaller and less dense than Earth, but had the same mix of ruddy brown land, covered in vast expanses of green vegetation, yet dominated by huge seas of cloud-patched blue. Sensors indicated an average temperature of fifty-six degrees Fahrenheit around the zones with the largest population concentrations. From this vantage point, there were nine of these major cities visible from space, with countless others of smaller size.

      Adam was in the command chair behind the pilot stations when he leaned forward and pointed. “What are those dark circles to the left of that large city?”

      A moment later, the ship was close enough to recognize the shape of Nuorean combat arenas. There were hundreds of them, filling a great plain to the west of the city, with a rugged coastline to the east. Yet as they achieved orbit and zoomed in closer, they could tell most of the arenas were in a state of disrepair and abandonment.

      “Signs of more a prosperous time?” Copernicus said, “before they ran out of aliens to fight.”

      The camera swept over the city, which didn’t fare much better than the arenas. But here there were signs of habitation, with box-like transports passing along mostly-deserted roads. It was nearing dusk in this part of the hemisphere and lights could be seen popping on in the bulk of the buildings. A large rectangle of evenly-spaced lights came on to the northeast of the city. Upon closer examination, the crew saw the familiar signs of a spaceport—not large—but with a cluster of small-to-moderate sized spacecraft placed haphazardly around the grounds. And each one of those ships would have a nav computer onboard….

      “No challenges?” Adam asked, knowing the answer already.

      Riyad shook his head. “I guess that means free parking.”

      “Let’s see. Kaylor, take us down. And if there are any Nuorean ships in port, park as far away as you can.”

      “As I was planning.”
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      The ship set down on what appeared to be a dirt field but was in reality a concrete pad covered over with years of blown dust which no one bothered to clean off. Kaylor positioned them behind a bulky cargo vessel, with a Nuorean destroyer-class starship on the other side and some distance away. No one was on the field; they were either in town or inside their ships.

      “Oops, there’s someone,” Sherri said from the nav station. She had sensors out looking for any ground movement. A transport was coming their way; a boxy wagon with an enclosed top. They couldn’t tell who—or what—was inside.

      A data stream ran along the side of the main view screen. It indicated a suitable atmosphere outside for Humans and a gravity coefficient equal to point-seven-nine of Earth.

      Adam unbuckled his seat restraints. “Sherri, you come with me, along with Kaylor and Jym. I want them to see we’re a diverse crew, and not manned by only mean-looking Human-types.”

      “Weapons?”

      “Ankle holsters only. We don’t want to make the natives nervous. Riyad, Coop, you have our back.”

      “Yessir,” Copernicus said, seriously. He was all business when facing an unknown race on an alien planet in the Andromeda galaxy.

      A moment later, they cracked the hatch and stepped out onto surface. They wore heavy coats to protect against the rapidly dropping temperature and constant wind blowing in off the nearby ocean.

      The vehicle pulled up to the four crewmembers and an entourage of natives  climbed out of the truck. There were nine of them, smallish creatures with iridescent skin stripped in a rainbow of colors. Their faces were thin, with wide, crazy-looking eyes and mouths that appeared to carry perpetual snarls. They wore thick clothing of a variety of styles—not uniforms—that appeared stained in the fading light of early evening.

      The two groups faced off, neither speaking, as first-contact protocols were observed.

      In the unseen world of electronic communications, translation programs set about searching for established baselines between the various languages being transmitted in the ether. When a match wasn’t found, the programs set out deciphering the languages using a tried and true method. At the speed of a supercomputer, millions of images and videos—displaying actions, emotions, objects and concepts—were matched with those in a variety of languages. Each program had their own set of standards, which were used to match words, building up the vocabulary at the speed of light. The computers knew what they were doing, and within forty seconds of being linked, the basic translation was complete.

      Adam heard a soft ‘speak’ in his ear. He stepped a little closer to one of the smaller creatures.

      “Greetings, we seek landing rights to your port.”

      One of the creatures stepped forward, and without warning, two wide fans of flesh, located on each side of the thin face, flared out and began to vibrate. Startled, Adam stepped back. He’d seen this before, on certain lizards on Earth and in pictures of extinct dinosaurs. But on these aliens, it came as a shock.

      What came next should not have been surprising.

      The alien spit on him.

      A thick glob of yellow mucus hit him in the chest and oozed down the front of his coat. Without thinking, Adam laid the alien out cold with a quick hit to the side of his head.

      “Why did you do that?” This was asked by an older alien. His fans had begun to come out, but were quickly pulled back in.

      “He spit on me!” Adam yelled. “Is this toxic or an acid? I’ve seen this kind of thing before.”

      “I want some of that,” Sherri said, as she leaned in with a datapad in her hand.

      “What the hell for?”

      “To test it, stupid.”

      Every datapad had a sampling wand, used primarily to test food and drink before consumption. It could tell if the slime on Adam’s coat was dangerous or not.

      Two other aliens were on their knees, tending to their fallen comrade.

      The old alien was in Adam’s face. “That was a greeting, a welcoming to our planet.”

      Adam looked down at the front of the alien’s garment. It was stained in a sickly-looking brownish color…as were the fronts of all the others.

      “A greeting?” Adam stammered.

      “Yes. It is custom.”

      Adam looked at the unconscious alien. “Will he be all right?”

      “Yes. She will recover.”

      Adam caught the gender indication. He looked at the creature on the ground and then at the others. They all looked alike. Were they all female? He was afraid to ask.

      “It’s just mucus and saliva,” Sherri reported. “Nothing to worry about.”

      “I’m really sorry,” he said to the old alien. “I wasn’t expecting that type of greeting.”

      “That is apparent. What are you…and why are you here?”

      “We’re a crew from a distant part of the galaxy. We have come to restock our supplies.”

      The alien suspiciously scanned the others, resting his eyes a little longer on the tiny bear-looking Jym. “I have not seen your particular kind here before, either as neutrals or as contestants. You did not give the names of your species.”

      “The names would not mean anything to you. Are you the authority here? What must we do to get permission to land?”

      The alien snickered—a very Human-like expression. His fans extended out half way and began to wave. “Permission? You have already landed. Permission to remain should now be your greatest concern.”

      Adam pursed his hips. He was cold and really wanted to get inside to clean off the slime from his coat. “Okay then, do we have permission to remain?”

      “Remain if you wish. We have no force to stop you, although we could inform the Nuoreans.”

      “Are you affiliated with them?” Adam asked.

      The alien looked over his shoulder in the direction of the Nuorean warship. “You do not know the Nuoreans well if you ask such a question. No race is affiliated with the Nuoreans.”

      “We spotted hundreds of arenas on the way in. Do they still hold games here?”

      “Not for many years, except for a few testing contests.”

      “What is your name?” Adam asked.

      “What is your name, alien?”

      “I’m called Adam.” This time the Human bowed slightly. In almost every culture, a bow conveyed friendship, if not compliance and servitude.

      “I am Afton. I hold the lowly position of port supervisor. My assistant is Nissi.” He looked down at the groggy alien on the ground, who was just coming to with the help of the other aliens. “She will long remember your arrival…Adam. Now what is your true purpose here? Those who are so quick to fight are not the kind of beings who would land with Nuoreans present. You are just what they are looking for.”

      Adam studied Afton carefully. He sensed the alien didn’t hold any love or loyalty for the Nuoreans. In that case, he may be a valuable ally. Besides a nav computer, Adam needed information—information about this galaxy, about the Nuoreans and the general lay of the land. He looked at Nissi as she was helped to her feet. He hoped he hadn’t created an irreparable diplomatic incident with his impulsive fit of anger. He needed the aliens.

      “May I extend my most sincere apologies again to your assistant Nissi,” he said with feeling. “And may I invite the two of you to a dinner aboard my ship? As I said, we are new here, and we seek your wisdom as to the proper protocols and traditions of your world.”

      Afton eyed the eclectic mix of aliens from the alien starship. “If you wish to learn of our ways, then you should join the Us for a meal in our residence. Remaining sheltered and unaware within your craft will only make the lessons harder to learn.”

      Adam bowed again and smiled. “That makes perfect sense. When and where?
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        * * *

      

      The meeting was set for two hours from then; Afton would send a transport to pick them up. Adam asked if it would okay to have four guests total; Kaylor and Jym would stay aboard the Najmah Fayd to keep an eye on her. The alien agreed.

      As the four Humans snapped flash weapons into ankle holsters, hidden under pant legs, Adam briefed Kaylor. “The ghost of my ATD is still active in the ship. I’ll send you a live feed of the conversation through the ship’s comm system so you can listen in. If anything goes screwy, you’ll know. Our location can be pinpointed through the ghost as well.”

      “Will you hear me if we are approached by Nuoreans?” Kaylor asked.

      “Just use the comm. I’ll be monitoring.”

      “Can you trust the alien?”

      “No more than he can trust us.”

      “That’s what I am afraid of.”

      Adam placed a hand on Kaylor’s shoulder before turning to the Humans. “Our ride’s waiting outside. We’re off to have some local grub.”

      “Remember,” Sherri began, “these are the people who spit on you to say hello. Who knows what we’re in for?”

      “Just bring along your trusty sampling wand. It would be a shame to come all this way just to die of food poisoning.”
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      Afton’s home was a simple box made of huge slabs of granite on four sides and the floor, with a lighter wood-frame roof covered with flat tiles. He lived not far from the landing field, at the end of a row of similarly built structures and facing an empty expanse of ancient lava flows that jutted out to meet the vast ocean. Half the homes were dark, and none of the natives were outside as the transport moved along the dimly lit street.

      Most two-legged, mammal-like creatures shared the same basic accoutrements of life. They bent at the knees, which meant traditional chairs for seating. They had tables, running water and electric lighting. Most preferred to sleep on padded mats and somewhere within the structure was a bathroom. And the other trait of most alien homes—a god-awful smell.

      Afton’s house was the rule, rather than the exception. It took a moment for the Humans to adapt to the stench, which came either from the unseen bathroom or from the food being prepared in the kitchen area. Mostly likely, it was a combination of both.

      After sizing up the three huge Human males and the one intense-looking female, Afton introduced them to his mate. Her name was Kies—and she looked just like Afton. Obviously, there were differences in their anatomies somewhere; Adam just couldn’t tell without some probing.

      The female Nissi was present, as well, half her face covered in an angry black and yellow bruise. She showed no emotion when Adam entered the home, seeming to still be a little rattled from the hit she’d taken. Adam was sure that if she had a choice she’d rather be home in bed sleeping it off.

      The chairs they were offered around the large, rectangular dining table creaked as the heavy Humans sat down. Kies didn’t seem very happy about the impromptu dinner party, especially for what to her were a group of smelly aliens. Of course, this was Adam’s interpretation from the scowl on her face. For all Adam knew, this was the native’s look of absolute joy. She didn’t speak a word as she went about her chores.

      “What do you call your race?” Adam asked, attempting to break the ice.

      “We are called the Us.”

      “Us? That translates as a pronoun indicating a group of people,” Sherri commented.

      “That is correct. We consider all of us as the Us. Is there a problem?”

      Adam and Sherri shook their heads. “Of course not. It makes perfect sense,” Adam said. “In fact, we come a planet called Earth—”

      “Earth?”

      Adam could see the confusion on Afton’s face.  “Yes, it translates as dirt in most languages. But we consider it to mean the mother soil, the stuff that makes our world firm and solid.”

      “Which also makes sense,” said Afton. “And where is this Earth of yours?”

      Adam hesitated. He had the feeling the alien was baiting him, having already figured out the answer. Afton stepped into the silence.

      “You are from the Kac, are you not?”

      “Why do you say that?” Riyad asked.

      “For generations, my world of Bancc-Bin has played host to hundreds, if not thousands of races in the Suponac, brought here by the Nuoreans for testing. We have seen nearly all the advanced species on this side of the galaxy—”

      “And we have never seen you before,” Nissi snapped, not hiding her venom for the Humans.

      Adam saw Coop’s and Riyad’s hands slide down their legs, ready if the Us decided to try anything.

      “You’re correct,” Adam admitted. “We are from the galaxy you call the Kac.”

      “Why are you here?” Nissi demanded. She was having trouble speaking through the pain in her face. To her credit, Adam was surprised she was still alive. With his enhanced strength, he could have killed her.

      “From our earlier conversation, I believe you have no loyalty to the Nuoreans. Is this true?”

      “If it were not, do you believe we would tell you?” Afton answered, a slight grin on his snarling lips. His fans flared out and vibrated for a moment before receding. A laugh?

      Adam smiled back, careful not to fully expose his teeth to the alien. The Us were constantly exposing their own sharp, wicked-looking teeth. Still, Adam wasn’t taking any chances.

      “A very good point, Afton. But yes, we are from the Kac and we have come because the Nuoreans are threatening our galaxy with their silly challenges. We mean to stop them.”

      “You…and your solitary ship?” Nissi growled. Literally…she growled. “You must not have experience fighting the Nuoreans. It will take more than that to defeat them.”

      “We don’t want to defeat them—just stop them from entering our galaxy,” said Copernicus, speaking for the first time. His response was a growl itself.

      Afton raised his hand, attempting to calm the tensions around the table. “Your mission is your own, and you have come a long way to accomplish it. I trust you believe in your abilities, so I will not question them.” He cast an angry eye at his fiery assistant.

      The conversation was interrupted by the serving of the evening meal. Kies carried a large tub into the room and placed it at the center of the table. She then brought in seven small torches on wide bases—flames shooting upward three inches—along with seven sharp knives.

      Something moved in the tub. The Humans were taller than the Us and could see over the edge of the container. Just then, a number of pointy tentacles slithered over the edge.

      Afton reached out quickly and grabbed one of the spongy arms, then with his knife, cut it off and placed the bloody end into the flame of his torch.

      “Hurry,” he said. “Cauterize the end to hold in the juice.”

      “The juice…is blood,” Riyad pointed out.

      “Yes,” Afton beamed, as he bit down hard on the charred end of the tentacle. Then he placed the bit end back in the flame to once again seared the flesh—to seal in the juice.

      Sherri reached across the table and grabbed one of the wiggling tentacles. She cut it off and placed the bloody end in the flame. The three men watched her, their mouths agape. Once the tip was blackened, she removed it from the flame and pierced the flesh with the sampling wand on her datapad. After a moment, she sighed.

      “Sorry guys…but it’s editable. Can’t guarantee the taste, though.”

      “Please try,” Afton prodded. “I realize it is alien to you, but even as we must suffer your particularly foul odor, so you should taste our food.”

      Each man took a tentacle and placed it in the flame. Then in unison, they bit into a still wiggling and warm, gooey finger of flesh.

      Blood squirted out the sides of Adam’s mouth, as the foul warmth of the barely dead animal’s blood met his tongue. His eyes grew wide, and he looked at the others, each sharing the same expression. After the first bite was down he looked across the table at his host. “What does this taste like?” he asked rhetorically. “It’s not chicken or beef. In fact I don’t think it takes like meat at all.”

      “Plums,” Copernicus offered. “It tastes like sweet, warm plums.”

      “That’s it!” Adam exclaimed. “It tastes like a fruit rather than a meat.”

      “The body chemistry of each species produces a different reaction,” Afton said. “We have provided gandt to numerous species. All have enjoyed it, to one degree of another. It is a product of our ocean. Others collect them by the thousands each day to be sold in the market. Please, let us eat before resuming the inevitable questioning you have for us. Our appetites may be altered by the grave topics to be discussed.”
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        * * *

      

      After the meal, everyone went outside and sat around a roaring fire, while listening to waves crash against the rocks at the base of the high bluff. The glory of Andromeda was evident in the sky, shining with the intensity of a galaxy twice the size of the Milky Way. Even on its fringe, the light from a billion-billion stars lit up the night, casting a soft, even glow across the landscape and sparkling on the black sea beyond.

      The smell of burning wood made Adam quickly forget about the stench inside the house, and he got the impression even the aliens were welcoming the masking fragrance of the fire. Adam was reminded of his home in Tahoe, and the countless nights with pine-scented smoke wafting through the trees. It was hard for him to believe he was in an alien galaxy. It only proved that atoms were atoms, and molecules were molecules everywhere. The laws of chemistry and physics were universal, and wood in one galaxy burned just like wood in another.

      Taking in the tranquil scene sent a thread of melancholy through his mind. He missed his home—and his homeworld. He wished all the turmoil and conflict would just go away and leave him and his race alone. They had never asked for any of this. But now he and his closest friends were on a desperate mission of life or death in a place unimaginably far from home. Suddenly, all the tasks before him rose up like a chain of Everest mountain peaks, blocking his way. He closed his eyes and tried to wash away the depression. Only the sound of his friend’s voices brought him out of his waking nightmare.

      “How many Nuoreans are on the planet?” Copernicus was asking.

      “Several hundred,” Afton answered. Kies was at his side, huddled close for warmth against the cold ocean air. “They are here when the need arises for nearby races to be drafted for the games. There are few worthy opponents left, so they rarely call them up, not until their numbers increase.”

      “Why are the Us not in danger?”

      Afton smiled. “Look at us. We are small and frail. Although accommodations have been made for us in the past with regards to weapons, we cannot provide adequate competition in the games. You will find that there are many like us. The Nuoreans do not force us to fight, yet they use us for other things. Some worlds provide raw materials, others, food sources. Bancc-Bin has been a preliminary staging ground for several hundred years. Our gravity and atmosphere is a near-match for Nuor so potential immunity races can be tested here, to see if they can stand against the challengers. The Nuor may be heartless savages, but they do like competitive matches.”

      “Do you know where Nuor is located?” Adam asked over the crackling of the ember-producing fire.

      “It is five thousand light-cycles from here, on the other side of the Mournis Gap.”

      “Have you ever been there?”

      Afton laughed. “I have not been outside my system. I may manage a spaceport, yet I am not a star-traveler.”

      Adam moved around the huge fire pit to sit next to Afton. “I have to be honest with you, Afton,” he began. “We came to your world looking for a navigation computer. We’re here to break the link between your galaxy and ours, but we can’t do that without first learning the location of Nuor.”

      “You came all this distance without knowing?”

      “How could we? We’re the first of our kind to come here. Can you help us? Can you provide us with navigational charts for Andro—for the Suponac?”

      Afton looked to his assistant, Nissi. She sat silent, her iridescent skin shimmering in the light from the fire. She looked like she was about to explode.

      “There is a—” Afton began.

      “You cannot help them!” Nissi stood up, the fans on the sides of her head flaring out and vibrating. “They will upset the peace we have on Bancc-Bin. They come here from a smudge in the sky, and there they will return, leaving the Us to suffer the consequences.”

      “All we need is a computer,” Adam countered. “After that, we’ll leave, and no one will have to know where we got it.”

      “They will know. And you said it before, you are not here to defeat the Nuoreans, just to make your galaxy safe from them. And what about the Us? We will still be here and subject to their wrath.”

      “How will they learn that you gave us the computer?”

      “Because I told them where you are. I will not let you hurt the Us.”
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      “The Human ship is on Bancc-Bin!” Morlon reported over the comm link to Rodoc.

      “Where is that?”

      “One of the staging planets, in sector nine.”

      “What is it doing there?” the leader of the Nuoreans asked.

      “Unknown. It landed three hours ago. A local informed us of the arrival.”

      “We must secure the ship above all else.”

      Morlon nodded. “I understand. I have dispatched Third Cadre to the planet. It will take two days to get there. Until then our local forces are tasked with securing the ship and the crew.”

      The disgusted look on Rodoc’s face spoke volumes. Nuoreans assigned to such an insignificant station would not be expected to be the best-trained. Morlon could read his expression.

      “We must rely on what is available, Master.”

      “Yet these are Humans, Commander. The local force will have no concept of what they are facing.”

      “I will inform them.” Morlon looked hard at his superior. “It is the ship that has value at this point. If the Humans become too difficult to subdue or to hold, I will order their execution.”

      “That would be a prudent strategy. Make it so.”
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        * * *

      

      Did you hear that, Kaylor? Adam asked through his ATD, now linked with the ghost program in the Najmah Fayd’s comm system.

      I did, came the response in his mind.

      Lift the ship and then jump. I’ll contact you with a location to come pick us up.

      Does your ATD have the range? How far can we jump?

      That will be a problem, Adam conceded. Slip back near the surface in two hours. I’ll contact you then.

      Adam was on his feet, as were the other three Humans, flash weapons drawn from their ankle holsters. “Do you hear that?” he asked the others.

      “What?” Sherri asked. “I can’t hear anything over the ocean and the fire.”

      “It sounds like the exhaust from jet packs.”

      “I can’t hear it.”

      Adam looked hard at Nissi. “We’re not your enemy,” he said to the defiant female alien.

      “You are not our friends either. You are…a problem.”

      Adam turned to Afton. “What’s that way, along the bluff?”

      “Open territory, out to the point. You can see it in the distance.”

      Adam nodded. “Everyone get going,” he said to his team. “We just need to stay ahead of the Nuoreans for two hours. I’ll have Kaylor meet us at the point.”

      Copernicus, Sherri and Riyad took off at a fast sprint into the dim light beyond the fire. Adam stayed behind with Afton.

      “Are you going to be safe?” he asked the alien.

      “Very unlikely, but I will deal with that.” He cast an evil eye at Nissi. “Hurry; I have seen the Nuoreans swarming tactics.”

      No sooner had Afton spoke before Adam spotted a dozen or more dark figures descending from the galaxy-lit sky. It never got fully dark on Bancc-Bin, so the armored figures stood out clearly against the glow of the night sky.

      Adam set off after the others.

      Only a few yards beyond the fire pit, the terrain turned coarse, the rock-strewn top layer of a massive volcanic lava flow that formed the miles-long bluff jutting out into the ocean. Adam could see the others ahead of him, winding around narrow canyons, cracks in the flat shield flow that were slowing their progress.

      Adam was approaching one of the crevasses himself. It looked to be about fifty feet across. As he drew closer, he figured this was as good a time as ever to test his new mutant abilities. A few feet from the abyss, he felt muscles surge in his legs, having received the message from the bundle of mutant cells lurking in his brain. He jumped, instantly feeling the awesome sensation of flying.

      He landed on the other side with room to spare. Even in the light gravity of Bancc-Bin it was a world-record long jump.

      Three dark figures landed in his path—Nuoreans with jet packs. Without thinking, Adam threw his body sideways and body blocked one of the aliens. Then he twisted in the air and landed back on his feet, squared against another. The alien was armed with an energy weapon in his right hand and a long narrow shield in his left. He struck at Adam with the shield, slamming it into his face and chest. Adam fired his flash weapon point-blank at the alien. The bolt hit the shield and was absorbed.

      Momentarily surprised by the hand-held diffusion screen—he didn’t know something like that existed—he was struck from behind by the shield of the other Nuorean. He stumbled forward into the other one, causing all three to fall onto the sharp, obsidian rock covering the ground. The Nuoreans wore body armor, so they were unaffected. Adam was slowly transforming into a mutant, so he too ignored the cuts and bruises.

      His new-found strength and quickness was enough for him to swarm over his two assailants, snapping necks and busting skulls before all was quiet. He looked across the landscape, where brilliant streaks of light flared out from flash weapons two hundred feet away. The other Humans were engaged in a battle of their own, up against what looked to be a dozen Nuoreans. After a moment, the flashes died away, and Adam could see his friends being surrounded and shackled by the dark figures.

      Another light on his left caught Adam’s attention. It was a small aerial transport, maneuvering for a landing.

      Adam was on his feet, watching his team being taken prisoner, and standing on the opposite side of a wide crevasse across from them. He ran off in the other direction, stopped and turned toward the dark pit. He had jumped one canyon…he could jump this one too.

      Everyone on the other side was watching him—the Nuoreans included—wondering what he was doing. Then he took off at the fastest sprint his enhanced leg muscles could provide. He planted his right foot on the edge of the crevasse and launched his body into the air. A split second later he was fifty feet in the air, his legs running through empty sky, heading for the other side.

      And he almost made it.

      Even with his mutant cells working overtime, it still wasn’t enough. He dipped under the edge of the canyon and hit hard onto the flesh-cutting rock. His head bounced off something hard and he slid to his right, before beginning a long tumble down the rock face. Even though he could tolerate pain more with the changing he was going through, this was asking too much. His mind took over and he blacked out, moments before splashing into the cold surf at the base of the bluff.

      The shock of the water stunned him awake. He fought against the surging current, before being lifted up and dropped against a solid wall of sharp rock. He struggled to stay above the surface but was pulled away again by a return wave. Three times in rapid succession he was lifted up and dropped, before finally surrendering to the relentless battering. He fell into unconsciousness once again, welcoming the warm arms of darkness and the soothing sensation of floating….
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        * * *

      

      “Adam!” Sherri yelled. The Humans gasped when they saw his body disappear into the dark abyss of the canyon. Several Nuoreans raced to the edge, sending probing shafts of light far below. More aliens came forward, these carrying ropes. They began to make their way down the canyon face. Even if he was dead, they needed the body for proof.

      The trio of Humans was shackled and then herded into the back of the aerial transport. Sherri tried her best to catch one last glimpse out the back before the door closed, but aliens swarmed in and blocked her view. She looked at the faces of her companions. Riyad and Copernicus stared back with stern, angry expressions. They had all run over the rocks making up the large lava shield and knew them to be loose and razor sharp. The bluff was made up of a hundred feet or more of the flesh-ripping material. Add to that the pounding surf below, all cast in the dull glow of Andromeda, and hope was in short supply.

      In their depression, none considered the incredible height Adam had reached with his leap. If they had, they would have chalked it up to the light gravity of the planet. All they were thinking at the time was that no one could have survived such a fall.

      Sherri slumped on the bench seat, her body held in place by netting on the bulkhead. The craft lifted into the air and made a steep turn. She tried to focus on the here and now; sadly, Adam’s fate was already sealed. She wondered if he contacted Kaylor before he fell, or did the Nuoreans get to the spaceport first? And even if Kaylor did get away, they had no way to contact him. Without the ship, their mission to destroy the midpoint generator was a bust.

      And now there was the minor issue of them being prisoners of the Nuoreans—master warriors with more fighting skill than the Humans had ever faced.

      She squeezed her eyes shut. She wasn’t about to cry—not in front of the aliens—but she was certainly filled with enough hate to firm her resolve. At that moment, Sherri Valentine vowed that she wouldn’t go out like this, not without taking a few of the grey bastards with her.
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        * * *

      

      Jym spotted the incoming Nuoreans just as Adam was giving his warning. They were approaching in ground transports, as well as in two small destroyers in the atmosphere, directly above them.

      The generators were already charged—Kaylor had a habit of doing this, even on the surface. It made for quicker getaways.

      “Hold on!” he yelled at Jym. The two muleship-drivers had worked together for enough years that their actions were as one. Jym was already strapped in at the weapons station, ready for liftoff.

      But Kaylor didn’t send the ship skyward. Instead, he sent it skidding along the dirt and asphalt surface of the landing field, churning up reddish dust in the dim light of night on Bancc-Bin. The field was illuminated by the light from the galaxy, plus a few lights set along the perimeter, and within seconds the ground was shrouded in a glowing pink cloud of swirling powder. He moved the ship from underneath the destroyers and launched it on plumes of grey and white chemical exhaust, which only added to the smoke screen.

      When five hundred feet off the surface, he jumped the ship.

      He already had a location programmed in, and a moment later the Najmah Fayd appeared above the moon of one of the gas giants in the outer Bancc-Bin star system. Kaylor pitched the nose toward the surface, settling into the dark shadow of a small crater. He immediately cut power, sending the ship into dark mode.

      In the dim galactic light filtering in through the viewport, Kaylor looked at his friend Jym. Their expressions of concern mirrored each other. They would wait here for the two hours Adam asked them to, before quietly making their way back to the planet.

      On the off-chance that Adam’s ATD could reach this far, Kaylor sent out a call. “Adam, can you hear me? Adam, come in if you hear me.”

      Even if he was within range, Adam Cain was in no condition to answer his friend.
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      “The Human ship has escaped the planet.” Morlon regretted the report to his leader, but he didn’t hesitate to make it. It was reality, and reality is what future strategies were based on. He watched the reaction of the Grand Master on the comm screen. He didn’t appear very pleased with the news.

      “And the Humans?”

      “Three are in custody.”

      “Who’s piloting the spacecraft?” Rodoc asked.

      “Unknown.”

      “Adam Cain?”

      Now Morlon smiled. “No, Master. The local informant has identified Adam Cain as being with the other three Humans at the time the ship lifted, in a residence along the coastal bluff. Our forces report he attempted to jump a wide crevasse and fell to his death on the rocks below.”

      “I want proof, Morlon.”

      “They are searching for the body now. It is still night on the planet, and the surf is high. They will stay with it until the body is found.”

      Rodoc stared hard at his Third Cadre officer. “Did the ship…vanish, as you earlier suggested?”

      “Yes, Master. It was barely off the surface—with our ships posted above—when it simply disappeared. No trace signatures of movement within a cloaking shield.”

      “Then you could be right about this being something more. How do we stop such a vessel from reaching LP-6 when we cannot track its movements?”

      “I have a plan,” Morlon said without hesitation.

      “Make it a strategy, Morlon. I need assurances.”

      Morlon nodded. “The informant told us the Humans were seeking a navigational computer for the Suponac. This makes sense. The Humans have no knowledge of our galaxy. They apparently do not even know the location of Nuor.”

      “That would be to our advantage, I would imagine, Commander.”

      “I suggest—strategize—that we let the Humans know the location of the transit point for LP-5, which is their gateway to the LP-6 control station…their ultimate destination.”

      Rodoc studied the face of the Cadre officer before responding. With his player’s instincts, the Grand Master already saw the possibilities, as well as the risks. “We control the time and location when the alien ship will appear, and then be ready when they arrive.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      “Yet can we guarantee success? We have yet to stop the ship, or even track it. And destroying the vessel would steal away our chance to learn its secrets.”

      “I have been studying the reports of the ship’s appearance at the LP-6 entry point,” Morlon continued. “The alien vessel was in the area for over ten minutes before it disappeared. On Bancc-Bin, it lifted and jumped in a matter of seconds. I believe the teleportation drive is disabled for a longer period when the ship transits through an LP singularity. It affects our standard drives…why not this new technology?”

      “Are you further suggesting we allow the Human vessel through the transit to LP-6? That would place them just where they want to be.”

      “Yet if I’m right, they will be susceptible at that point. And making the offered transit would be an impossible-to-dismiss opportunity on their part.”

      “If we can stop them at LP-6; it is a risk.”

      “A calculated risk, Master. When the Humans first arrived in the Suponac, our forces were not expecting them. This time we will be ready, and have ample units waiting at LP-6 to disable the vessel. I will also send ships through the LP-5 transit point with them, to form a compression point at LP-6. As they appear, we close the trap. The prize will be ours, as play concludes.”

      “The game sounds…stimulating, Morlon. We play the Jundac Humans, with both a high chance of success and a challenge factor worthy of our planning. However, the Humans could—should—sense a trap.”

      “Of course, yet from my research, Humans are arrogant and believe in their own myth. They—like us—will see this as a challenge.”

      “Perhaps, but Morlon, if there appears even the slightest chance the Humans could fulfill their mission, the ship must be destroyed, regardless of the technology it holds. Is that understood? We cannot risk losing LP-6.”

      “I understand. And I will be on station awaiting their arrival.”

      “Do not underestimate the Humans, Morlon. Others have before, with tragic consequences.”

      “Adam Cain played a role in those tragic events, Master. He is no longer a factor.”

      “I would have more confidence in your statement if we had a body to view. Do not stop looking until you do.”
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      A splash of cold salty water snapped Adam awake.

      He opened his eyes slowly to see a brilliant, cloud-streaked morning sun rising fifteen degrees above the horizon, reflecting vibrant orange on the shimmering sea below. He smiled, thinking how beautiful it was.

      His next reaction was a laugh. Here he was pressed against a slab of rock, a bed of barnacles biting into his skin, his right foot wedged in an opening and unable to move, his clothes in tatters and stained in blood from the numerous cuts he’d suffered throughout the night…and he could still admire a beautiful morning sunrise.

      He rested against the rock for a while longer, taking in deep breaths of thick ocean mist. The tide had receded leaving him atop a rock fall about ten feet above the surf. Not much of his clothing remained, and sometime during the night he’d lost his shoes. His bare right foot was stuck in an opening in the rock, sharp points tearing into water-logged flesh with every tiny movement.

      His mutant cells helped lessen the pain, and a quick survey of his exposed arms showed a rash of red dots where once open cuts had been. He didn’t heal with the speed of a Panur, but as he’d observed before, this was far better than the old way of doing things.

      He shifted his head to look at his trapped foot. The ankle didn’t feel broken, but it was wedged in there pretty tight. He bit his bottom lip and took a deep breath. It was time to test his new found tolerance for pain.

      Adam pulled, groaning gutturally as layers of skin were ripped away on the prickly barnacles. His bloody foot appeared, leaving trails of red liquid coloring the shallow pool of ocean water trapped in the opening.

      He pushed off the rock and sat up.

      “Damn,” he said to the vast ocean. “Now what?”
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        * * *

      

      He rested for another thirty minutes. By then his foot had stopped bleeding and the open cuts were beginning to close. Strength was returning, but slowly. He stood up and tested his injured foot. He could put weight on it, but the ankle was badly sprained. Walking barefoot on the sharp rocks was another challenge, but he had no choice. He looked toward the top of the craggy bluff, trying to identify a path to the top. He had to get off the beach before the tide came back in, and the only way was up.

      Adam moved gingerly on the rock, closer to the cliff, trying his best to ignore the new cuts on his feet. The climb wouldn’t have been too hard…if he wasn’t barefoot.

      Suddenly he ducked into a shallow crevasse in the cliff face, slicing his shoulder open on a razor-sharp piece of lava in the process. Two Nuoreans were making their way along the rocky beach, heading his way. They were armed with flash rifles slung over their shoulders and pistols in holsters around their waists. They scrambled from rock to rock with ease and confidence, but more aware of their footing than what was in front of them. They were looking for a body, not an adversary.

      Adam took a loose rock in his right hand and prepared himself. They would be on him any second. Unfortunately, the Nuoreans weren’t traveling side by side. The trailing alien was a good twenty feet behind the other.

      When the first alien came parallel to his hiding place, Adam jumped out and slammed the rock into the gray-skinned face, leaving the rock embedded in the crushed skull. He caught the slumping body in his arms, removing the flash pistol before letting the corpse fall to the rocks and off the side into the surf. Before the other Nuorean could react, Adam took aim and placed a bolt square into his face.

      Adam rushed to the dead alien and removed his shoes. They fit—if a little big. Next he took off his uniform jacket, flash rifle and holster. A moment later, Adam was dressed, armed and ready for the climb up the cliff.

      He scanned the beach for more aliens. They were there, but farther away, looking out at the sea or into crevasses in huge rock boulders deposited on the shore from the bluff above. They weren’t looking for him per se…just his body.

      Adam began climbing, gaining strength and energy as he went. It was a strange sensation. Rather than growing fatigued by the climb, his cells were being fed energy through a mysterious process. Adam didn’t look the gift horse in the mouth; without his unexpected mutant gift, he would have surely died from last night’s fall.

      Of course, he also wouldn’t have attempted a hundred-foot leap in the first place.
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        * * *

      

      It took less than five minutes for him to reach the top of the bluff. He looked down, surveying the area where he’d fallen the night before. The base ended in a pointed canyon where the high surf surged up, amplifying the force of the waves. Fortunately, his mind protected him from the memory.

      There was an alien car sitting about a hundred yards away; on each of the sections of the lava flow, between the periodic cracks that were the wedge-shaped canyons, another car sat. The search for his body was extensive, along several miles up and down the shoreline. Fortunately the Nuoreans were below and not on the bluff.

      Adam ran to the car. Alien vehicles seldom had locks or even ignition keys; this one was no exception. He rummaged through the back seat and then into the holding trunk where he found cold weather gear, including a slick raincoat with a hood. He slipped the garment on. It would help disguise his alien face.

      He set the electric transport in motion, following a fresh set of tracks in the red-colored rocks and soil. The ride was bumpy and he had to take it slow to make sure he didn’t puncture a tire on the sharp obsidian shards.

      After a while, he came upon a paved road. It was narrow with little traffic, running north and south. He turned left, toward the city.

      Nearly all the light traffic was heading in his direction and he slipped in behind two off-white vehicles similar to his. He hoped they were official Nuorean vehicles that would lead him to their headquarters.

      With mental acuity, Adam accessed his ATD.

      Kaylor, can you hear me?

      After a brief pause, Jym’s excited voice came into his mind. Adam! Are you okay?

      I’m fine. Where are you?

      We are on a moon of one of the gas worlds in the system. We came to the coordinates you gave us last night yet no one was there. We feared the worst.

      Adam remembered seeing his friends being surrounded by Nuoreans and an airship coming in for a landing. That was moments before his drop into the abyss.

      The Nuoreans have the others. I’m free and going after them.

      Adam! Is it you? Kaylor said, coming into his mind as well.

      It is, my friend. I want you to stay where you are until I call. Don’t try to be the hero. That’s my job.

      Indeed. Yet I thought your ATD could not reach this far?

      I gave it a little boost. Now stay put and safe. I’m going after the others.

      He broke the connection.
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        * * *

      

      Kaylor was right; his ATD should not have been able to reach across billions of miles, even to the ghost program embedded in the computers aboard the Najmah Fayd. It was only possible from the small cluster of mutant cells forming a tiny tumor within his brain.

      He didn’t know how he knew it, but he understood the workings of his residual mutant cells, at least in a general sense. They sent out instructions to his normal cells, causing muscle cells to fuse together tighter and in greater numbers, making him stronger when needed. They also sent surges of electricity to other parts of his body to quicken his reaction time. They enhanced his healing time and helped with memory and recall. His eyesight was sharper; even his spirits brighter.

      These enhancements weren’t omnipresent, however. Most only manifested themselves occasionally, as the brain sensed they were needed, before his body would return to normal. He felt there was more he could do with his new powers but was frustrated that they only showed themselves when called upon. He wasn’t able to sit around and play with them. And as evidenced by his fateful leap the night before, they did have their limits—limits he wouldn’t know until it was too late.

      He also felt this was as good as it was going to get. Immortal mutant cells didn’t need to grow or multiply. They were what they were, and Adam only had a finite number of them. In a way he was relieved. This meant he had the best of both worlds—enhanced abilities, while still retaining his humanity. He didn’t complain. All he needed was a little help now and then from his little friends.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, he came to a three-way split in the road. To the left was the spaceport and Afton’s neighborhood. Straight ahead was the city. The two cars he was following went right, to the west and the graveyard of Nuorean combat arenas. He followed them.

      A few minutes later, he began to pass dozens of dilapidated arenas, their high walls crumbling and overgrown with vines of dry, brown vegetation. The farther he traveled, the better the condition of the arenas, until the two cars in front of him slowed and pulled onto the grounds surrounding a huge rectangular building similar to a domed football stadium.

      The place was a chaotic mess, with hundreds of natives scampering around the building, in the process of painting the exterior. They had huge, hand-held sprayers and looked to be about a third done. Dozens of Nuoreans were also on site, guiding the actions of the natives.

      Adam merged with the trucks, cars and pedestrians crowding the parking area, winding his way toward the rear of the building. He spotted a lone Nuorean, hunched over the hood of his transport, studying one of the square databoxes the Nuoreans used, rather than the thinner datapads common throughout the Milky Way.

      Adam pulled next to him, placed the hood over his head and stepped out, drawing the flash pistol as he approached the alien. He stepped next to the thin, young-looking Nuorean and poked the barrel of the weapon into his ribs.

      The alien turned, reacting instantly to Adam and his gun. There was only a moment’s thought of fighting in the alien’s eyes before he surrendered to his situation.

      “You are Adam Cain,” the young Nuorean said with enthusiasm. “I recognize you from the video images. You are presumed to be dead.”

      The alien’s apparent joy was unsettling, but Adam appreciated the fact he wasn’t putting up a fight, not out here in the public parking lot. “Yeah, I guess they presumed wrong.”

      “Obviously. I am Second Player, Lower Level Joris (435) Voden-Mor.” He glanced down at the weapon pointed at his midsection. “I assume I am now your hostage.”

      “Good guess, Joris,” Adam said, still a little uneasy at the alien’s pleading—almost hopeful—attitude. “Where are the others…the other Humans?”

      “They are within the facility.”

      “Where within the facility?”

      “In the holding pens, sub-level one. Do you want me to take you there?”

      Adam blinked several times. “Well, yeah, that would be helpful.”

      The alien began to move away. “It is wise that you keep the hood over your head and stay close as to not reveal the weapon you hold on me.”

      “Thanks, good advice. I hadn’t thought of that.”

      Joris led Adam through one of the open doors. Nearly every door in the building was open to help ventilate the paint fumes. They passed several creatures, mostly Us, with a few other species thrown in, along with half a dozen Nuoreans. Joris made no move to signal his people.

      “What’s with all the improvements? You expecting guests?”

      “Yes, Adam Cain. There is a Third Cadre squadron on the way. They will be here tomorrow to take you and others to Nuor. Grand Master Cashin (1,345) Kallen-Noc is with them. There is to be an upgrading of the base as they search for your spacecraft. There is much enthusiasm surrounding its discovery.”

      “But you haven’t found it.” Adam said, hoping he knew something the Nuorean didn’t.

      “Not yet. But an all-out effort is being made. This is Nuorean space. It will be found.”

      The pair came to a wide stairway leading down. With his new-found mental powers, Adam could read the Nuorean writing on the wall: Sub-Level One. His talkative friend was still babbling on.

      “The holding pens below are where we keep aliens awaiting trials and classification. In a past time, hundreds would be here,” Joris volunteered. “We Nuoreans will face any creature with the proper challenge factor. Often this involves races with different atmospheres and air pressure. Within the holding pens we can regulate such factors, then either the alien or the Nuor will be provided gear to accommodate such differences. This facility is where the matches are held to verify challenge factors. Beings who can tolerate our atmosphere will meet in the outside arenas.”

      “What are you, some kind of tour guide?”

      “No, I am just a standard player, but I must say I am quite excited to be living out a T35R scenario. We learned about this in school, but seldom does a Nuorean get to participate in real life.”

      “What’s a T35R scenario?” Adam asked, almost afraid to hear the answer.

      “It is a hostage-taking for the purpose of accessing restricted areas.”

      “You learn this in school?”

      “Yes, it is all part of our game strategy training.”

      They were moving along a wide corridor, passing several glassed-in chambers on the right and monitoring stations on the left, with very few Nuoreans at the stations. Sub-Level One looked mostly deserted.

      “So tell me, Joris, how does this T35R scenario usually play out?”

      “That depends,” the alien answered with barely restrained enthusiasm. “If the hostage-taker has a relatively good chance of achieving his goal, then we are taught to deceive and manipulate the truth. If the chance is poor, we tell the truth. At that point, it matters not and will help put the hostage-taker at ease.”

      “And what have you told me?”

      “I’ve told you the truth.”

      Adam was afraid he was going to say that. “And why do you believe I have a poor chance of succeeding?”

      Joris stopped and turned to face Adam. “Because…I activated an emergency alert within my uniform the moment you confronted me. Our conversation has been monitored ever since.”

      The corridor was suddenly filled with more aliens than it should have been able to hold, all with flash weapons aimed at Adam. The whole operation was quiet, quick and efficient. Adam nodded with admiration.

      He turned to his young Nuorean guide. “Well played, Joris. Well played.”

      The alien beamed. “I thank you, Adam Cain. To a Nuorean, that is the greatest compliment we can receive.”

      The alien was still bubbling over with pride as Adam was hustled away.
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        * * *

      

      Two minutes later, Adam was pushed through a doorway and into a large glass chamber, filled with cots, a toilet, a washbasin…and his three companions. They rushed to him, looks of utter shock on their faces. Sherri wrapped her arms around his neck and didn’t let go for a full minute, leaving the men to pat his back or shake his hand.

      “For a bunch of superheroes, we sure do get captured a lot,” said Riyad wryly.

      “It’s not the getting caught part that makes us heroes,” Adam corrected. “It’s all the damn escapin’ afterwards.”

      “You know, you’re supposed to be dead,” Copernicus Smith said matter-a-factly. “When we saw you take a nosedive into the canyon, we thought you were toast.”

      Sherri let him go. “Yeah, how did you survive?” She looked at him, deep furrows on her forehead. The Nuoreans had removed his raincoat and uniform jacket; they let him keep the shoes. His shirt was ripped and stained with blood, his pants in matching condition. She focused on the red splotches on his arms, anger building on her face.

      “What the hell, Adam?” She took his arms and held them out in front of her. “These were open wounds only a few hours ago, they shouldn’t be healed this much. And don’t think I didn’t notice the cut on your arm that Nuorean bastard gave you in the arena. You tried to hide from me how fast it healed. But I’m no fool; this isn’t right.”

      “What are you saying, Sherri?” Riyad asked.

      “I’m saying he’s exhibiting some of the same abilities…as a mutant.”

      “That’s crazy,” Adam said. “I’m not a mutant. You’ve known me—”

      “Yeah, that would explain a lot, actually.” Coop interrupted.

      “So what is the truth, my friend?” Riyad asked. “Is there something you’re not telling us?”

      Adam studied their faces. One part of him was reluctant to reveal the truth; another wanted to let it all out. It looked like now he had no choice.

      “Why don’t all of you sit down; this is going to take some explaining.”
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, he had told them about the mind-meld between him and Panur, and how a small portion of the immortal mutant’s brain cells had been left behind when he withdrew. Since then, Adam has been feeling out his new-found abilities; some experiments successful, others not so much—like his attempted leap over a hundred-foot-wide canyon.

      “This is great!” Copernicus exclaimed. “Now use your magical powers and get us out of here.”

      “It doesn’t work like that,” Adam said. “They only enhance my natural abilities, and only when needed.”

      “Let me get this straight,” Copernicus started. “You have an Artificial Telepathy Device, latent mutant superpowers and, well…you’re Adam friggin’ Cain. And still you can’t get us out of here?”

      “I didn’t say that. Just give me a little time to come up with a plan. Oh, and by the way, there’s a squad of Third Cadre on their way to pick us up, along with a Grand Master. They’ll be here tomorrow.”

      “To take us to Nuor?” Sherri asked.

      “Yep.”

      “Have you contacted Kaylor?”

      “Uh-huh. He’s safe and waiting for my call.”

      Riyad smiled. “So it looks like we may get to Nuor after all, even without a map.”

      “Seems all roads lead to Nuor,” Sherri said, “at least in the Andromeda Galaxy.”
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      The holding pen was like living inside a racquetball court. There was no place to hide, and now the outer corridor was swarming with Nuoreans. Some were on guard, while others just came to gawk, curious about the prisoners. They’d heard a lot about Humans from their comrades in the Milky Way, while others had never seen a Jundac race in person.

      After having no effect on their audience, Adam and the others stopped flashing them the bird. They didn’t grasp the insult.

      The Nuoreans observed a day-night cycle within the building, dimming the lights by half as evening fell. The strong smell of fresh paint gave them all headaches—Adam’s lessened by his helpful mutant cells—but it still lingered, just behind his eyes. Eventually, they all claimed cots and fell asleep—again, all except Adam. He could get by on less than hour’s sleep per night; the rest of the time was spent working out escape scenarios in his mind.

      He contacted Kaylor again through his ATD and filled him in. They briefly discussed the possibility of the Najmah Fayd sweeping in to save the day, but that was discarded as being too risky. The Nuoreans were after the ship, and if they succeeded in capturing it intact, not only would their mission fail, but the Milky Way would be in worse shape than it was already.

      The best time to attempt an escape would come during the transfer from the holding cell to the Third Cadre ship arriving sometime the next day. Would it land at the spaceport or somewhere near the Nuorean base? Throughout the night, Adam categorized the various options; if this…then that, and so forth. By the time the lights came back to full strength in the cell, Adam had about a dozen escape plans all locked away in his mind.

      What actually happened was not one of them.
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        * * *

      

      Adam was starving—this was a constant since becoming part mutant. Panur and the others could absorb energy directly. Not Adam. He had to wolf down all the food he could to help feed the energy requirements of his mutant tumor.

      “Can we get some food in here?” Adam yelled through the glass wall.

      A Nuorean on the other side shook his head. “You will not be here long enough. The Cadre is on site.”

      At least now Adam had a timetable to work with. But he was still hungry.

      Sherri and the others knew something was in the works. They could also see that the best time to escape would be once they were out of the cell. Tensions were high, their future uncertain. Adam simply considered it SOP—Standard Operating Procedure—at least for his band of Human heroes.

      Feeling like animals in a zoo, Adam and his team stared through the glass at the huge entourage of Nuoreans who showed up a couple of minutes later. One old alien was deferred to more than all the others. He was tall, wide-shouldered and wearing a tan cape over his simple clothing. This had to be the Grand Master, one of the council of leaders of the Nuorean race. Adam knew they achieved such status through years of combat wins, against both Nuoreans and aliens. Although he was old and past his fighting years, Adam could sense the strength and confidence in the alien. He was part of an elite class, and one based on ability, and not politics or backroom maneuverings.

      The alien stepped up to the glass; the Humans moved to join him on the other side.

      “Some of the other Grand Masters have met Humans in private combat; I, unfortunately, was not afforded the opportunity,” the Nuorean said in a strong, clear voice. “Perhaps when we get to Nuor, I will remedy that.” He focused on Adam. “I recognize you as Adam Cain, and the other members of your support team.”

      “Support?” Copernicus snorted.

      The Nuorean eyed him for a moment before returning his attention to Adam. “You are well-known, and as one player to another, I offer you respect for your many accomplishments. You will find our two races are very similar in make-up and attitude.” The Grand Master smiled. “That is why we cannot allow you to exist.”

      He motioned for the door to be opened and the prisoners removed.

      “I am Grand Master Cashin (1,345) Kallen-Noc,” he announced as the Humans were shackled in wrist restraints. “The Kallen-Noc blood-team is the largest of the six prominent families within our race. There are others, yet they have not joined to form more powerful teams. At this time, the Kallen-Noc rule the Nuoreans.”

      Adam turned to his friends. “I believe this is a version of the T35R scenario; he’s telling us the truth because he doesn’t believe we’re going to live.”

      The look of shock on the face of the Grand Master was priceless. “I have no understanding how you could know that? That is truly impressive, Adam Cain. Yet I have no need to employ such a strategy. You are my prisoners, and as prisoners you will die. Move them along.”

      Cashin held back, discussing something with a few of the Third Cadre officers. The Cadre was distinguished from the others by the three yellow stripes on the chests of their black uniforms.

      Adam and his team were led along the corridor and up the wide stairway to the main level of the huge building. The smell of paint was especially strong here, as Us workers still scurried about, putting the final touches on a job that obviously hadn’t been completed in time for the Grand Master’s arrival. Adam imagined there would be hell to pay for the missed deadline.

      They exited through the same doorway the alien Joris had led Adam through the day before. It was early morning, and the brilliant Bancc-Bin sun glared over the distant pillars of the Us city—the name of which he never learned. Nuorean guards rushed forward to clear away the painters, opening a path to two boxy trucks, one with the back open, waiting for the prisoners.

      Without warning, the right side of Adam’s face was sprayed with a sheet of off-white paint. He raised his shackled hands to wipe the thick liquid from his eye, as he caught glimpse of chaos erupting outside the stadium door.

      Several of the natives were armed with powerful sprayers, each with long nozzles aimed at the Nuorean guards. Paint was everywhere, as blinded and soaked Nuoreans thrashed about, slippery hands unable to hold flash weapons against the continued onslaught of even more paint jetting their way.

      Strong hands took Adam by the arm and pulled him away. A moment later, he was thrown into the back of a truck—not the Nuorean truck, but another—and the door slammed shut. The vehicle shot away at reckless speed.

      Adam rolled over, still blinded in his right eye, but able to spot Sherri, Riyad and Copernicus on the floor next to him. They too were covered in paint.

      Someone offered him a wet towel. It was Kies, Afton’s mate. She was on a bench seat running along the inner wall of the truck. She was strapped in and able to stay in place as the truck swerved and bounced away from the Nuorean base.

      Adam wiped his face with the cloth. “You’re going to get in some major trouble for this,” he said to the Us female—he still couldn’t tell the genders apart.

      “It is to be expected,” she said. These were the first words he’d heard her speak. “My cherished was taken away last night and killed by the Nuoreans, simply for affording you courtesy, betrayed by that insoric Nissi. I have never liked her; she had interests in Afton. Now with my life shattered, I will get my revenge on her by helping you escape.”

      Adam and the others sat up, with Coop and Sherri taking a seat across from Kies. “Thank you for helping,” Sherri said. Kies nodded, accepting Sherri as a female of the Human race, and therefore more relatable. “Where are we going?”

      “I witnessed your space vessel at the Windward Point last night. It did not find you, so I assume it is still free to act.”

      “That’s right,” Adam said. “I can make contact, tell them where to find us.”

      “We are going to the Grand Park in central Linnor-Kis. Your ship can meet you there.”

      “Is it visible from the air?”

      “Very much so. And I also believe you were looking for one of these.”

      Kies leaned over and pulled a three-foot-square metal box from under the seat. There were slots on the front and connectors along the other three sides.

      “Is that what I think it is?”

      “It is a navigational module from a cargo vessel. It should have the information you seek, if you can find a way to connect it to your system. That is beyond my knowledge.”

      Adam smiled and took the thin hand of the alien in his. “We’ll manage, Kies. Thank you very much. And along with you, we mourn the loss of Afton. He seemed to be a decent being.”

      “He was. As are all the Us…except for Nissi.”

      “Yeah, she was kind of a bitch.”
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      The comm screen in Rodoc’s private office flashed on, signifying a priority message coming in from the capital. The Nuorean leader slipped into his chair and activated the return signal.

      “Master, good news,” said the Third Cadre officer Morlon. His face was animated. “Adam Cain was captured yesterday on Bancc-Bin. He is now with the others.”

      “I thought you said he was dead?” The accusatory tone was biting. “Now you see why I insisted on viewing his corpse.”

      “You were correct, Master. He is an elusive and worthy opponent. But now he is in the holding pens at the screening facility. He—and the others—are secure. No alien has ever escaped from the pens.”

      “Where is Grand Master Cashin?”

      “He arrived a while ago on the planet with the Third Cadre force. I am sending in additional units to assist in the search for the Human space vessel. And Master Cashin has requested a challenge match with one of the Humans. He mentioned Adam Cain.”

      “Of course he would,” Rodoc said, grinning widely.

      Morlon grimaced. “That would not be recommended. Adam Cain is extremely dangerous.”

      Rodoc smiled and cocked his head. “You wish to save him for yourself, is this not true?”

      Morlon turned serious. “I have proven my combat skills, Master, as has the Human. It is not pride or ego with which I propose this immunity challenge, only common sense. Even in a controlled environment, the alien may prove…unpredictable. I would not want the Grand Master—or any Grand Master—to risk his life in such a challenge.”

      Rodoc waved his hand. “Your words are convincing, yet I know you better than most, Morlon. Your concern for the Masters is noted, yet I know your true motivation. I will take your request under advisement. Now…get the Humans safely to Nuor. And find their ship. There have already been too many disappointments to date.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, the comm screen flashed again. The Grand Master was still at his desk and was annoyed at this new disturbance. He had work to do.

      It was Morlon again. This time his face was sullen and grave, not animated like before.

      Rodoc spoke before the Cadre officer. “Adam Cain has escaped,” he stated, almost with humor.

      “That is correct, Master.”

      “Is the Grand Master dead?”

      Morlon eyes grew wide. “No. He was still in the building when the escape took place. The Humans were assisted by the natives.”

      This information intrigued Rodoc. “In such a short time, aliens to our galaxy were able to elicit the assistance of the natives, even at the risk of their own wellbeing? I find that fascinating.”

      “All the facts are not in.”

      “And the prototype vessel?”

      “It appeared in the local city and took the Humans away. We have no track on the vessel.”

      Rodoc let out a deep sigh. “Then it is time to implement your plan to trap the vessel. There is no option. It will appear at the transit point, whether we want it to or not. There should be a strategy in place when it does.”

      “Yes, Master. I will begin immediately setting up the scenario.”

      “And Morlon?” The cold intensity in the voice of the Grand Master made Morlon freeze. “There have been far too many miscalculations with the Humans. And now you are lighting the path for them to our most important facility. I only hope you take the proper precautions, because if you fail, I will not be able to protect you from the consequences.”

      Morlon stared back at his leader. He wasn’t afraid, only insulted that his skills were being questioned. “I understand, Master. But if I fail, my fate will be deserved.”

      “Remember that, Morlon…if that time ever comes.”
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      “It does not go in that way!” Jym exclaimed. “The ports face to the side and connect with these attachments.”

      Copernicus shook his head. “You don’t know what these ports are for, so how can you know?”

      “It makes sense. These are transmission lines. They must be connected to a reference device.”

      “I really wish the two of you would stop arguing,” Adam said. Jym and Copernicus were stuck in an opening under the nav console trying to install the computer they’d gotten from Kies. It barely fit under the station, and the connectors had to be cut and replaced to mate with those of the Najmah Fayd. Adam knew both of his friends were wrong; neither knew what the connections did until they were hooked up, which was turning out to be into an agonizingly long process.

      “With all your mutant genius, we could really use some help,” Copernicus barked.

      The barrage of mutant-this and mutant-that had been non-stop since the Najmah Fayd jumped into space after leaving Bancc-Bin. They hopped six light-years away, and since then had been cruising along on standard gravity drive. Sherri was at the comm station doing her best to bring in local broadcasts, searching for any word about their escape or the region-wide search underway for the trans-dimensional starship. As was always the case, acquiring the advanced technology of the Najmah Fayd had taken precedence over the capture of the crew, and somewhere in the vastness of space, hundreds of enemy ships were on the hunt.

      Adam had scanned the data manuals for the nav system aboard the ship, learning all the intricate details of how it worked. His mutant abilities helped, and now he had superior recall of the details. That’s why he was just about to take over the install process, rather than let Jym and Copernicus continue to screw things up.

      “Jym’s right, Coop,” he said. “The unit follows a logical in-out configuration. But, Jym, the ports on that side are for the input, not the output. Flip it around. Try that and see if it lights up.”

      “But that….” Jym studied the three-foot-square box. “Oh, I see. Yes, let us try that, Copernicus.”

      “You mean he’s right?”

      “Possibly,” Jym scowled. “He will be even more insufferable than before if this works.”

      A moment later, the lights on the module flashed on and the screen embedded above the nav console came to life.

      “See,” Adam said with pride.

      “You scare me, Cain,” Copernicus said, no humor in voice.

      Adam slapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Coop, I scare myself sometimes too.”

      Jym and Copernicus extricated themselves from under the console, with Jym slipping into the main seat to begin working his magic. Jym had been raised in spaceships, having accompanied his mechanic birth-father on his assignments, beginning at seven years of age—in Fulquin years. He took to the intricacies of starship systems with uncanny skill, and his small size allowed him to move within the tight confines with ease. Now his stubby, fur-covered fingers danced over the input board, searching data files for the information he needed. Within seconds he was able to bring up a schematic of the major star systems for this section of the Andromeda galaxy.

      “There it is—Nuor,” he announced proudly. All the crew gathered around. Jym punched a few more buttons and a distance measurement appeared on the screen: five thousand six light-years from their present location. Within an area of competing gravity sources, the Najmah Fayd was restricted to TD jumps of about six hundred light-years at a time. With recharge times, they could be there in less than a day.

      And then what?

      Adam leaned back against the command chair. “Anything about the location of the transit points for the LP stations?”

      “Not on here,” Jym said. “That is not something I would assume to be public knowledge.”

      Riyad cleared his throat. “Adam, you once proposed to wring the information out of some high-ranking Nuorean,” he pointed out. “Is that still an option? Please say it’s still an option.”

      Adam laughed. “That’s always an option, if not for information, then for sport. A guy has to have his hobbies.”

      “There’s a lot of broadcast chatter,” Sherri said. “It’s a jumble, but we may be able to pick up something.”

      “Again, I do not believe they would be speaking publicly about this subject,” Jym reiterated.

      Kaylor raised a hand for attention. “The transit zones we are looking for are old and well-established, and as pointed out before, stationary. The LP-6 transit zones keep changing, as the Nuorean switch the landing points in our galaxy. But the others are more like roadways to distant stations that must be serviced on a continual basis. And with no apparent enemies in their galaxy, the Nuoreans would see no need to keep these locations secret.”

      Jym grunted. He hated to be contradicted, even by his oldest friend.

      “Sherri, have the comm record all the chatter,” Adam ordered. “Then set up an algorithm to search for any references to LP stations, transit points, zones—or whatever they call them. Hopefully something will show up.”

      Sherri stared at him with her wide, blue eyes. “And exactly how do I do that? I’m not a computer expert, but I assume you are…now.”

      Jym placed a furry hand on Sherri’s arm. “It is not that difficult, really. I will assist you.”

      Adam smiled back at Sherri. “See, even Jym can do it.”

      That last statement didn’t go over very well with his little furry friend.
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        * * *

      

      “We should not go much closer until we have a better idea where we are going,” Kaylor said over his shoulder to Adam sitting in the command chair. “Traffic is building. I suggest we remain hidden here until…well, until it is time not to stay hidden.”

      “Good idea,” Adam said wryly.

      The team had taken a leisurely tack on their way to Nuor yet were frustrated at the lack of progress in identifying any of the elusive transit zones. Only Jym seemed pleased with the outcome; it would prove he’d been right all along. Now they were only four hundred light-years from the Nuorean homeworld, cloistered in a violent triple star system that looked ready to blow at any moment. They’d chosen the location because most of the other space traffic in the area was avoiding the system like the plague. Kaylor kept the trans-dimensional jump batteries charged and ready, with his finger never too far from the launch button—just in case the locals knew something he didn’t.

      “All this electromagnetic interference isn’t helping with the comm chatter,” Sherri griped. “We’re closer to Nuor but only receiving about…. Wait!”

      Her comm screen had just begun displaying streams of Nuorean writing. She slapped the console with her right hand. “Dammit Jym, did you set this thing to display notices in Nuorean?”

      Jym scurried over to her. “I apologize. I did not set a preference. This must be a default, displaying in the native language.”

      “That’s okay,” Adam said as he lifted out of his chair and went to Sherri’s station.

      She looked up at him with utter disgust. “Don’t tell me you can read Nuorean now? This is getting ridiculous.”

      Adam dismissed her sarcasm as just one more case of mutant-envy. For days now, most—make that all—of the crew had been experiencing the illness to one degree or another. He wished he could share the wealth, but he only had a limited number of mutant brain cells…and he was keeping all those for himself.

      “I tapped into the translation program a few days ago. Let me take a look.”

      Station chairs were affixed to a sliding rail in the deck. Sherri pushed her chair to the side but didn’t surrender it to Adam. She would make him stand as he read the message.

      Adam pursed his lips and furrowed his brow, while placing his right hand on his chin in ‘Thinker-like’ fashion. “Well, let’s see. Uh-huh, very good. Yes, definitely,” he mumbled as he read.

      “You pompous ass,” Sherri grumbled.

      “Now children, let’s not get personal.” He stood up straight to make his report. “Multiple references to LP transit zones, announcing some kind of anniversary celebration commemorating the date of the initial completion of LP-1.”

      “Does it say where, and any mention of LP-5?” Riyad asked.

      “It mentions LP-5, but no specific location. It seems this should be common knowledge to all who are interested.”

      “Look! I have something on the nav board!” Jym yelled, prompting a wholesale shift in the crew across the bridge to where the tiny bear sat. Jym pointed. “See these faint red spots, they were not there before.”

      Jym was indicating five slowly pulsating dots, all in a line and radiating out from Nuor. “These are transmission beacons, now activated. As I said, they had not been active before.”

      “They turned them on to show their people where the celebrations will be held?” Kaylor asked.

      “Or they turned them on to let us know where they are,” Copernicus suggested.

      “It does seem a little coincidental,” Adam said. “The Nuoreans are master strategists. They probably figured out our endgame the moment we showed up in Andromeda.”

      “Now they’re inviting us to take a run at LP-5,” Riyad said.

      “Why would they do that?” Jym asked.

      “Because they’ve been stymied at every attempt to find the Najmah Fayd, so why not set a trap and see who walks in?”

      “They would do this only if they believe their plan will succeed,” Riyad added. “Otherwise they’re opening up the front door for us. They’re not that stupid, but they expect us to be.”

      Adam studied the screen for a moment. The dots were in a line, but which one was LP-5? He considered how the build-out would have progressed. Once the smaller, hopscotch stations were built, they would be essentially shut down as new ones came online. The last one—the one servicing LP-6 and the link with the Milky Way—would be the second most-important station and the one getting the most standard traffic, tasked with keeping the midpoint generators maintained and the station manned. It would make sense from a long-range perspective that this last station would be the closest to the main population center and supply lines. He focused his attention on the dot closest to Nuor. It was actually within the system, placed between two of the ubiquitous gas giants nearly all systems had.

      There was a conspicuous silence on the bridge, as everyone waited for Adam to speak. When he did, it was accompanied with a thin smile.

      “If they’re going to roll out the red carpet, I say we don’t let them down.”

      “It’s a trap, Adam,” Sherri said with sarcasm.

      “Of course it is. But I say we accept their invitation, just not on their time schedule. The report said the celebration is to take place in four days. I suggest we hang out here for eight. Then when we don’t show up on time, they’ll start to doubt their plan. Security will relax as alternative strategies are worked up. Then we show up. Surprise!”

      Sherri looked out the forward viewport. “That might work…if this damn system doesn’t blow itself apart within that time.”

      “Don’t sweat it,” Adam said. “Kaylor, work up an alternative jump site, just in case we have to bolt from here.”

      “Already plotted.”

      “Good man—or I mean Belsonian.”

      “I know what you meant.”
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      The home star of the Nuorean system was called Or, and the native word for two—or a pair—was nu. Located on the second planet from Or, the homeworld of the race became known as Nuor—Second from Or.

      The Nuoreans had advanced basically to the stage of the ancient Romans when the aliens arrived, yet a thousand years before, they had taken a different path to building the culture that would one day dominate a galaxy. The Nuoreans had developed a society where combat was the accepted means of advancement, as well as achieving wealth and possessions. Yet in those early days, nearly all challenges were to the death. That changed when the aliens arrived.

      The Nuoreans received star-travel—along with most of their other advanced technology—like most other races: They got it from others. The Juireans took theirs from the Klin; Humans, from everyone else. In those ancient days, the Nuoreans didn’t have much to contribute to galactic society; however, the arrival of the aliens on Nuor changed the race dramatically.

      They continued to hold their gladiator games, yet in light of their new-found place in the universe, the Nuoreans began to value their own kind more, at least enough to stop the wholesale slaughter in the arenas. They retained the tradition of combat to attain wealth and status, but they made these contests more ritualized rather than lethal. An injury of a significant degree was enough to call the match and declare a victor. This way the race maintained their fighting skills as their population grew.

      When the inevitable wars began with their galactic neighbors, the Nuoreans had neither superior technology nor weapons. What they did have were superior gaming skills. These initial clashes—three thousand years ago—were hardly contests. Every move the aliens made, the Nuoreans were already one or two steps ahead. Soon, the natives of Nuor had expanded their reach across half the rim, with no alien species able to stand against them.

      But still they felt the bloodlust for combat to the death.

      Having conquered hundreds of worlds, the Nuoreans began staging contests against the most-worthy aliens. Fighting other Nuoreans was a predictable endeavor; they had all been trained in the same techniques, almost from birth, so the challenge was limited. With the aliens, however, it was a whole new game. They fought unconventionally and with enthusiasm, especially after the Nuoreans introduced the concept of immunity challenges. It became a matter of life or death for the aliens, with nothing in between, which only made them fight harder.

      The Nuoreans reveled in this new opportunity to hone their skills and achieve fame. Yet the aliens had no possessions the Nuoreans wanted. So instead of wealth transfer, these contests ended with the awarding of immunity points, which could be used to shield native combatants from loss of their own wealth, at least to a degree, depending on the challenge factor of the opponent. This new system flourished, and at the height of Nuorean power and influence, over five million immunity challenges were fought every day on a variety of worlds.

      It must also be noted that the Nuorean claim of having killed off all the advanced races in the Andromeda Galaxy was an exaggeration. A billion years before, the interior of the huge galaxy had suffered a collision with a smaller galaxy, turning that region into a living Hell for space travel. What species had been there were wiped out, and the deadly conditions made any new attempts for life to gain a foothold almost impossible.

      The surviving species developed along the rim of the galaxy.

      And not every race—advanced or not—became the target of the Nuorean’s alien games. In fact, over eighty percent of advanced life along the rim was considered not worthy of combat, while less than one percent were classified Jundac, and too dangerous to fight.

      The Nuoreans focused only on the most-challenging races, and primarily the combat-aged males. Children, females and the aged were spared. Yet when most of the able-bodied males of a world are taken away to be killed, societies tend to suffer. In the early days, the Nuoreans didn’t care—there were still hundreds of worlds to draw from. But when the truly competitive races began to grow fewer in number, the Nuoreans began a program of population management. This worked to a point, yet the Nuoreans still longed for the halcyon days of near-unlimited immunity races and the subsequent contests. Immunity challenges allowed for more aggressive ambition among the Nuoreans and faster advancement up the ladder.

      The Kac was their answer.

      The Nuoreans discovered the means to travel between galaxies quite by accident. While experimenting with a dual-singularity space drive, the Cadre One scientists noticed how when the two blackholes interacted, they produced their most-prominent gravity effects along a straight line, rather than in a sphere. By building generators in pairs, the Nuoreans were able to create series of matching blackholes that would fight to join up, elongating the structure and confining their influence to what could be best described as gravity tunnels—hundreds, then thousands and finally millions of light-years long.

      This breakthrough wasn’t for normal space travel, however, since the massive generators required had to be stationary to work properly. But the opportunity to enter a narrow gravity well at one end…and reappear thousands of light-years away at the other, was revolutionary.

      The only drawback to the new technology was that it couldn’t be used near any competing gravity sources. This was the same as with traditional gravity drives. The theoretical top-end for a standard grav-drive could never be reached within a galaxy. Only in the great void between the star islands could truly impressive speeds be attained—and the true reach of the dual-singularity device realized.

      For thousands of years, not only the Nuoreans, but most of the advanced races in Andromeda, had studied the Milky Way—the Kac in the Nuorean language. Here was a smaller galaxy, yet free of the convoluted mess that was the interior of their own. The players of Nuor could imagine the opportunity for more and challenging immunity contests in the Kac—if they could figure a way to get there.

      Their new gravity technology—designated Launch Points, or LP’s—would give them that access. It would open up a new era in the history of the Nuoreans, while some even suggested moving their entire race to the Kac. That idea had never caught on but plans to invade their neighboring galaxy were begun in earnest.
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        * * *

      

      Morlon (783) Voden-Mor was the fourth highest ranking member of the Third Cadre. He was fifty-one Nuorean cycles old and had spent the first twenty of his challenge years within the Second Cadre—the military arm of the Nuorean government. Even back then, he was a legend within the race, having in the shortest time accumulated more points than any other Nuorean before or since. He was on the fast track toward Grand Master status, with the potential to eclipse the record points for the species and become its greatest leader.

      And then Morlon joined the Third Cadre. Very few understood his reasoning, yet once it was done, there was no turning back. Members of the Third Cadre were different than all other Nuoreans. They had to have an extremely high level of points—both possession and immunity—show unrivaled skill at tactics and strategy and possess a more-independent mind than most other Nuoreans. This last trait was the reason Morlon chose the Third. Members of the Cadre were the trouble-shooters of the race. Although many worked in teams—evaluating alien races for their potential as viable immunity races—others acted more independently, investigating the various oddities that faced the race as they encountered more of the universe around them.

      Rodoc (1,401) had met Morlon twenty-two cycles ago, when the future Grand Master had first achieved Qualify status at the first level. Morlon was assigned to secure the residence and other privileges of the rank, as well as make accommodations for the former QM. Individuals at the bottom of the ladder were the most vulnerable to the up-and-comers, be they QMs or GMs. The current Qualifying Master in that position had been living on borrowed time for two cycles; it was only a matter of time before someone beat his point total.

      There was some grumbling from the much-older QM as the relatively young Rodoc took his place, but other than that, the transition was uneventful. Morlon went on to become the primary supplier of Rodoc’s immunity aliens, personally testing each race before allowing them to face Rodoc. In his private arena, Rodoc would stand on the sidelines and marvel at the skill of the young Third Cadre officer, knowing without shame that he would not prevail in a contest between the two.

      But victories against fellow Nuoreans was not what Morlon sought. He saw in Rodoc the opportunity to challenge far more aliens than he could have otherwise. For every alien Rodoc faced, Morlon had dispatched five beforehand.

      It was the killing of aliens that Morlon lived for, not the rule of an empire.
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        * * *

      

      But now Morlon (783) was upset, probably more than he could ever remember being.

      He stared at the black comm screen, which only moments before had displayed the angry face of Grand Master Rodoc—the leader of his race. Morlon had just suffered a verbal beating like never before, and there was nothing he could do in his defense. He had pleaded for more time, telling Rodoc that he believed the Humans would eventually show up in their enhanced starship. The fact that they didn’t during the mock celebration at LP-5 only meant they had figured out his strategy. That aside, the Humans still had to use LP-5 to achieve their ultimate objective. The aliens were still in the Suponac, and it was only a matter of time before they showed up at the transit zone.

      What upset Rodoc so much was that Morlon could not give him an estimate when the Humans would show. Originally he had—the date of the celebration. But that had come and gone three days ago. Being a smaller generator complex than the much larger midpoint station, LP-5 recycled every twenty-nine hours, rather than the seventy-two it LP-6. Three transits had already taken place since the celebration—and still no Humans. Nuoreans were used to controlling the game, and now it looked as though it was the Humans in command. The aliens could hold off for months if they chose. All the while Morlon’s ships had to remain on station and alert at every jump.

      Morlon understood Rodoc’s frustration, yet he felt it unfair that he should suffer all the blame. He had done his best to lure the Humans into his trap—and it would still work—if Rodoc would only give him time.

      Instead, he’d tasked the Cadre officer with devising another plan, something more proactive. Already, four hundred ships were blanketing the region between Bancc-Bin and Nuor. But with the capabilities of the Human’s jump ship, they could be anywhere by now.

      Anywhere except back in the Kac.

      This knowledge gave Morlon hope. His prey was still around. He would find them—or he would make their mission moot.

      Morlon (783) began work on a new strategy. This one would be sure to impress the Grand Master—all the Grand Masters.

      But first he had to test his theory.
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        * * *

      

      Rodoc trusted Morlon implicitly—or he had up until his latest failure. In reality, Rodoc had been venting his own frustration on the young Cadre officer. He had fully supported the plan to set a trap for the Humans, even against the advice of some of the other Grand Masters. They believed revealing the location of LP-5 was too risky, and now that the plan had failed, the others voiced their concern for the long-term effect of the failure. They said the Humans now knew the way to LP-6, and in theory, could achieve their mission. That would have the effect of isolating Nuorean forces in the Kac and be a major blow to their overall plans.

      The worst part—as Rodoc grumbled—was the plan should have worked. The fact that the Humans—and he used the name Adam Cain as a placeholder for the entire race—had detected the trap and turned it against Morlon and his forces, was troublesome. The Nuoreans had faced clever and strategic adversaries before, but Cain was becoming a dangerous anomaly. Rodoc’s people even had the Human in captivity several times, and yet still it did not matter. He always found a way to escape and cause even more problems for the Nuoreans.

      It was clear to Rodoc, one way or another Adam Cain had to be eliminated.
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        * * *

      

      It was three days after the browbeating, that the Third Cadre commander came to Rodoc, requesting his presence at a demonstration he’d prepared. It would take place off-planet, and the Grand Master would have to put all his other affairs on hold.

      The brashness of the request piqued Rodoc’s curiosity. Morlon had to know this would be his last chance to redeem himself, not only to Rodoc, but the rest of the Grand Masters. He was taking an awful chance—and it was the seriousness of the situation that convinced Rodoc to go.

      Morlon apologized for the time this would take out of the GMs schedule, but he assured him it would be worth it. They left Nuor in the early morning and journeyed to the LP-3 transit zone nine hours away. This was an extremely long time for Rodoc to be away from either his residence or the capital, but as the hours passed—and Morlon offered no explanation—the Grand Master began to treat the day as a game and refused to ask Morlon for more detail. He would let Morlon run his gambit.

      The LP-3 transit line was the third to be built as the race reached farther into the galactic void. The generators had been constructed by workers traveling through the LP-2 line to their limit range of ninety-four thousand light-years from the Suponac. Here the generators for LP-3 were built, extending the reach out to one hundred ninety thousand light-years. The LP-4 station followed at three hundred seventy-five thousands light-years. LP-5 completed the transition to the midpoint between galaxies, and the construction site of the massive generators at LP-6.

      The LP-3 transit line was now used mainly for maintenance and shift changes for the small crew manning the space station at LP-4, near its huge gravity generators.

      The small starship—with a security escort of six other vessels, assumed their positions in the center of the transit zone, and moments later, were all transported to the end-point. Rodoc still marveled at the technology, as he gazed out the viewport at the blaze of stars that was the Suponac Galaxy. From this distance he could make out the edges and the general shape, with its huge, glowing center dome and fiery inner ring, which was the remnants of a collision with a much smaller galaxy a billion cycles ago. That collision had increased the size of his galaxy, but at a cost.

      This frustrated Rodoc, knowing that a galaxy so huge and with so much potential, was mostly an illusion. What life there was now hugged the edges, away from the deadly center of the Suponac.

      Now that they had reached the final destination for Morlon’s demonstration—there was nowhere else to go from here—Rodoc was anxious to learn what all the mystery was about. But he had to wait a while longer. The ship proceeded to the space station at LP-4 and entered a huge hangar bay. Electric carts awaited the small entourage, and within thirty minutes of arriving at the destination-point, Rodoc and Morlon were in the command center of the station, with four huge video screens active, techs at their controls.

      There was a large clock on the wall, counting down the minutes.

      “Now, my friend,” Rodoc began. “You have brought me here—at a distance equal to twice the width of the Suponac. I’m sure you intend to impress me with this demonstration of yours.”

      Morlon’s expression remained passive. He seldom expressed emotion. He was all business, all the time. And after their last conversation, Rodoc sensed tension between the pair.

      “The purpose is not merely to impress, but to show…viability.” Morlon looked at the clock and then nodded to one of the Cadre One techs.

      The top left screen displayed a distant view of a mostly brown planet, with a thin white line of an atmosphere standing out in relief against the black backdrop of space.

      “This is a world designated 465-DSK. It is uninhabited and of no commercial value. Its location is within the A-4 Sector, approximately four hundred light-years inside the recognized boundary of the galaxy. This is an active view, transmitted by wormhole communications. Please observe.”

      Control panels surrounding the pair began to light off. The screen below the one with the planet came to life, showing a large section of space with a dotting of stars off in the distance, toward the galaxy. A circle appeared on the screen, a graphic representation of the transit zone at this end of the LP-3 gravity tunnel. The generators for this point were much smaller than those needed for the intergalactic transits, so the recharge time was greatly reduced. Still, it had only been less than an hour.

      Rodoc looked at Morlon, the question on his face.

      “I supplied additional batteries to the LP-3 generators for this demonstration. I know your time is valuable. Now observe the planet.”

      It took only a moment before Rodoc noticed a change. At first he had trouble understanding the meaning of what he saw, as a thin white cloud was forming on the right side of the planet, being drawn into space to form a sharp point. Then the cloud turned ruddy in color, mixing with the white of the atmosphere. The camera zoomed in, showing huge chunks of the planet—the size of mountains—being ripped off the surface and joining in the catastrophic exodus into space.

      That’s when Rodoc noticed something on the screen which displayed the transit zone for LP-3. As he watched, his jaw fell slack. Appearing within the four-hundred-thousand mile diameter jump zone—and racing off into space—were the same massive chunks of rock, interlaced now with frozen sheets of atmosphere and ice. The area continued to fill, resembling a disjointed asteroid field consisting of thousands of objects. This continued for another fifteen seconds until the transit was complete.

      Rodoc stared at the screen for several seconds, watching the mass of debris race from the transit zone. He looked at the screen with the planet. The brown globe was now grossly misshapen, with a large, ragged bite taken out of the right side. The atmosphere no longer glowed as a massive cloud of brown haze was already beginning to fall back on the planet, obscuring some of the most catastrophic damage.

      Rodoc looked at Morlon. “Why?”

      “To prove it was possible. No one has ever transported a planet through an LP before. There was a possibility the singularities could rupture or disintegrate.”

      “And you tested it now, with me nearly two hundred thousand light-years from Nuor? What if there is damage to the generators?”

      Morlon turned back to the controls. “This was not our first test, Master. I would not have risked your life if so.”

      “You’ve done this before…destroyed a planet?”

      “Yes. Three. This was the fourth.”

      “Again, I ask why?”

      “This is a potential solution to our Human problem in the Kac.”

      Immediately, Rodoc grasped the meaning. “Yet the Earth is located much farther into their galaxy than was this planet. We would need a direct line…and the use of the LP-6 generators.”

      “That is what we are looking into. I already have Cadre in the Kac taking precise measurements of the location of Earth. I will know more in a few days.”

      Rodoc looked back at the rapidly expanding debris field. “Why was the planet not transported here complete? The zone is adequate in size to hold such an object. And the objects at this end are moving. That is not normal for a transit.”

      “Our transit lines work best without opposing gravity fields. That is why we aim them at the outer edge of the Kac—that and because the entry points on our side would have be placed farther into the Suponac. In this case, a planet exerts its own strong gravitational field which resists the transit pulse. As these forces oppose, the planet is ripped apart. We may not be able to pull the Human’s homeworld entirely out of the Kac, but what will be left could hardly be classified as a planet. And we could always link again in three days and do even more damage if necessary.”

      “And the movement of the debris?”

      “The transit zone at the target world was offset slightly. Debris was drawn into the zone, which produced momentum. When the material appeared at this end, the momentum was maintained. Once we passed through LP-3, I had the transit zone shifted to the target world, which set the corresponding exit point at this end further into the void. I will return it to normal for our journey back.”

      “And what happens on our end, as the Human world is drawn to us?”

      “It matters not. The destination point will be somewhere deep in the Suponac and of no interest to us.”

      The idea of killing billions of creatures in a single act did not weigh on Rodoc’s mind. What dominated his thinking was his renewed admiration for the Third Cadre officer. After his failure at LP-5, he had taken the initiative to act on his planning, enough to have already destroyed three worlds before this one. Rodoc chided himself for not seeing the potential of the gravity generators as a planet-busting weapon. Yes, the Humans were Jundac and deserved to die in the most efficient manner. Yet this new use for LP-6 could be employed against other problem worlds or even huge fleets of warships—if their position could be discerned in time to adjust the aim of the generators.

      And the other advantage of this new use for LP-6, it required no additional equipment, construction or even fleets of warships. With selected targeting, the Nuoreans could beat the Kac into submission without losing a single player. Take out Juir and Formil—along with Earth—and surrender would be next. The enemy would have no defense, no place to hide.

      Rodoc could tell by the stern look on Morlon’s face that the Cadre officer had already thought of all the uses for his strategy—and how this would restore the Grand Master’s respect for him. Morlon was right.

      Then Rodoc’s stomach tightened.

      “Adam Cain?” he said to the Cadre officer.

      “He becomes a non-factor. Once I have the precise coordinates of Earth, I will personally travel to LP-6 and make the adjustments. Cain may eventually reach the station—even manage to return to the Kac by some manner—but his homeworld will be gone.”

      Rodoc frowned. “As will be LP-6.”

      “We will rebuild. We are a patient race, and once LP-6 is back in operation, planets all over the Kac will begin to be ripped apart. They will know who is doing it yet will be helpless to do anything about it. And that, Master, would be the worst case. If not, then Adam Cain dies and LP-6 remains. As I said, he is no longer a factor. His world will be destroyed long before he can do anything to stop us.”

      The Grand Master beamed at the Cadre officer. “You have my full support, Morlon. Well done. You may have just single-handily conquered an entire galaxy.”
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      Adam had had enough. The Najmah Fayd was small enough already and the conditions cramped, but this was too much.

      He went aft—to one of the small staterooms—and pounded on the door.

      “C’mon you two! You know we can hear you.”

      “Sorry!” came Sherri’s breathy voice. “Lot of tension…need relief.”

      “Well…we’re jumping in a few minutes. And I mean through space, and not bones.”

      He heard Sherri’s squealing laugh through the door. “That was…funny,” she moaned.

      “Well hurry up.”

      Copernicus’s deep, throaty voice now came through the door. “Aye—” grunt, “aye—” grunt, “Mister Cain.”

      Adam breathed a deep sigh and walked away. “That’s Captain Cain to you,” he whispered. He couldn’t help himself; it was habit by now.
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        * * *

      

      Adam had amended his original plan and stayed away from the transit zone for a full ten days. They had left the triple star system several days before and jumped in closer to Nuor, following a checkerboard of systems, planets and asteroid belts to stay hidden. As they drew closer, they were able to learn more about the Nuorean homeworld from their sensors and comm chatter. That’s when Adam noticed a major increase in both incoming and outgoing ships every six days. Since the LP-5 transit zone was within the system, it would be very hard to get close without being noticed. This cycle of traffic flow could provide some cover.

      He was also sure his delay was causing a significant amount of confusion on the part of the Nuoreans, or at least those who had been expecting him to show up at the so-called celebration. For master tacticians, their plan was pretty transparent, which in a way insulted Adam. They weren’t taking him as seriously as they should—or will—once he made the transit to LP-6….

      The good thing about where the LP-5 transit zone was located meant they didn’t have to go all the way to Nuor to reach it. It was barely in the system, about three billion miles from the planet, and the stream of space traffic avoided the zone for fear of gravity contamination. Adam also noticed that the TZ became active every seventeen hours, according to the increased gravity readings detected. This was a good thing as well. It meant a quicker return if they were able to make it to LP-6 and set the bombs.

      Adam still wasn’t ready to accept this as a suicide mission. He was still planning on making it back home.
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      “Any idea how we’re going to get through?”

      Sherri always asked a lot of questions, and mainly concerning how Adam was going to do one thing or the other. Most of the time he just made something up just to get her off his back. But this time he had a real answer.

      “This TZ cycles every seventeen hours. The next one is coming up in thirty-four minutes….” All eyes were on their fearless leader—more so now that they knew he had mutant abilities. Adam had always been their default leader, but now he was even more so.

      Sherri grew impatient with his pregnant pause for effect. “And then what? We just waltz in?”

      “Not exactly waltz. I was thinking more like a tango.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “We time the jump exactly, then pop in at full thrust and shoot right through before anyone notices.”

      Adam was in the pilot seat, ready to make any super-human evasive maneuvers should they become necessary.

      “That would take some precise navigation to make a moving jump into a specific area,” said Jym from the nav console.

      All eyes returned to Adam.

      “Yeah, I can do it,” he said, answering the unasked question.

      “I’m not so worried about this end,” Riyad said. “It’s the other side I’m worried about, when we’re operating on just chem-drive.”

      “Our momentum will help with that. We’ll land already moving at a pretty good clip. But still, it’s a chance we’ll have to take. Floundering around like we did the last time came as a surprise to everyone. This time we’ll be ready.”

      “Ready for what?” asked Sherri, still not convinced. “Another Nuorean fleet waiting for us? I was hoping for something a little more creative, maybe even spectacular.”

      A thought crossed Adam’s mind, triggered by what Sherri just said. He turned to Copernicus, who was seated—as always—at the weapons console; he liked playing with high-powered ordnance. “What if we send in a little insurance policy ahead of us? You know, give the Nuoreans something else to think about?”

      “Like what, a Hades?”

      “A full complement of them, about five seconds ahead of us.”

      Sherri shook her head. “You know those metal balls will shred our hull just as easily as they will a Nuorean ship. It will only take a few to poke enough holes in us to put me in a bad mood.”

      “You’re always in a bad mood,” Copernicus said with a smile, “so how would we know?” He was sleeping with her, so he could get away with saying things like that. He was also telling the truth.

      Unlike the Nuoreans, Copernicus fully understood the meaning of the hand gesture Sherri made in his direction.

      “I have another idea,” Adam said, “a corollary from my last brilliant contribution. First of all…Sherri, you’re right about the ball bearings.” She stuck her tongue out at Copernicus. “So what we have to do is exit the landing zone in the quickest and safest way possible. And that would be with a ninety-degree turn to the side, while the ball bearings shred everything in front of us.”

      Kaylor picked up on the idea. “An auxiliary thrust vector, designed to turn us, even without gravity-drive.”

      “Exactly,” Adam said, pointing a finger at his Belsonian friend.

      “Assuming we could do that, making such a radical turn at speed could tear the ship apart,” Copernicus pointed out. Although he was an intergalactic super-spy in his covert life, he was also a damn good starship mechanic. He knew the limits of Human engineering and construction. “We’d have to re-route the primary exhaust jets to one side. It wouldn’t be a true ninety-degree turn—not if we want to stay in one piece—but we should be able to overcome our forward momentum to avoid the ballistics. I would also recommend spacesuits for all, just in case we take a few hits.”

      “And remember,” Adam said, “we only have to avoid the bad guys for around ten minutes. Once we get our battery power back, we’ll be gone and they’ll never catch us.”

      Riyad stepped over to Coop and Jym. “C’mon guys, let’s start the re-routin’. If you haven’t noticed, Captain Cain is far too important to get his hands dirty anymore. He’s too busy thinking.”

      Adam grinned. “Someone has to do the thinking around here—for all of us.”

      Riyad sent his own hand gesture Adam’s way. “Think on this for a while.”
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      Morlon (783) barely had time to return the Grand Master to Nuor before he was back in a transit zone and waiting to be hurled over a million light-years into space. He took a squad of ten First Cadre technicians with him, specialists who knew better than anyone the procedure for realigning the gargantuan generators at LP-6. With the target so far into the Kac, the precision required was above the paygrade of the standard generator techs on the space station. He recruited the top experts for the task, knowing he couldn’t afford a miss, even if it only meant a three-day delay before attempting another shot. His reputation had to be restored, and in spectacular fashion. He had to get it right the first time.

      In addition, Adam Cain was still out there. A tingling on the back of Morlon’s neck was a warning that something was about to happen regarding the Human, something that would take all his skill and training to overcome. That’s why when his ship appeared at the end-point for LP-5, he insisted on taking a personal tour of the sentry ships on duty, the ones waiting for the Human’s eventual entrance. He sent his personal ship along to the LP-6 station so his techs could get a start on the realignment, using the precise coordinates he had just received from his spies in the Kac.

      As expected, discipline was lax on the ships he visited, a condition that quickly changed when news of his presence spread throughout the fleet. Nuoreans don’t normally shirk their duty, and it would be wrong to assume the crews aboard the forty-eight waiting starships had done that. Instead, it was boredom that infected the crews. They were players, and most of them would have engaged in some level of challenge combat in the ten days they had been on station halfway between galaxies. There was an arena on the LP-6 station, but they were not allowed the rotation time to use its facilities. With the unpredictable nature of the enemy, no one could be spared, not with the seventeen-hour recycle time for the transit zone.

      Morlon moved among the crews, made up primarily of Second Cadre military types, with a few Thirds thrown in as supervisors. It was the Third Cadre officers who received the brunt of Morlon’s admonitions. They were the cream of the crop within Nuorean society and were therefore responsible for the actions of the crews.

      Still, as Morlon boarded a small shuttle for the four-hour journey to LP-6, he felt the frustration of a job left undone. Cain had come to the Suponac to stop his people from invading the Kac, yet every three days, more Nuoreans made the passage through LP-6. Morlon had to imagine the Human was under some form of deadline. He couldn’t afford to wait weeks—even months—before making his move on the LP. And yet still he remained hidden, a ghost.

      Perhaps something had happened to him and his ship? That was a possibility; after all, they were in a foreign galaxy with dangers unknown. Morlon laughed. If that were the case, then his forces would spend weeks, months—even cycles—waiting for an enemy that never arrives.

      Morlon had been correct in his summation to Grand Master Rodoc, regarding the fate of Earth and the LP-6 station. Even if the Humans did destroy the station, it could be rebuilt. Yet it was his casual acceptance of this fact that had been disingenuous. Morlon feared for the station’s destruction, whose reconstruction would not be completed within his lifetime. He also worried he would never see the end result of his glorious game—that being a cloud of rock and debris in space that had once been the planet Earth. He so wanted to see that before he died.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Morlon was pleased to find the LP-6 space station a buzz with activity when he rejoined his team. He had never been to the space station before and was in awe of it size. It was the largest such station built by the Nuoreans; even so, it was dwarfed by the massive metal and composite object floating in space nearby.

      The Cadre officer stood in rapt admiration of what his race had built, and only after he learned the massive silver tube was over five thousand miles from the station did he come to grasp the full scope of LP-6. The generators looked to be only a few miles away, yet it was their sheer size that caused the optical illusion. They were two long tubes, each measuring seven hundred miles in length by forty wide. Morlon had trouble imagining a building seven hundred miles long, and that was just what the generators were—both of them. The tubes were connected in the center by a spherical metal framework measuring ninety miles in diameter. This was the venting area where the double blackholes were created. The pressure was so intense that the frame had to be replaced every ten transits or so, which meant down-time and a constant stream of workers and materials coming through the LP-5 transit line. The scheduled maintenance wasn’t due for another four shots—twelve days from now.

      Morlon wondered if that was what Cain was waiting for, but then he questioned how the Human would even know the maintenance schedule? Impatiently, Morlon shook his head. He was giving the alien too much credit and letting him dominate his thinking. He would put the Human out of mind for now, to concentrate instead on his plans to destroy the birthplace of the Human race.
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        * * *

      

      As with most plans, Adam once again modified his. Instead of barreling into the Nuorean system with engines ablaze, they approached quietly, merging with the incoming traffic, in order not to attract too much attention. Even still, they had all space drives aboard—both conventional gravity and trans-dimensional—fully charged and ready. It was decided they would make the balls-out run for the TZ only if and when they were challenged.

      Long-range sensors showed the transit zone for LP-5 to be less populated than the TZ’s the team was used to. Their only other experience came from LP-6 and the jumps between galaxies. These staging areas were always packed with either invading warships or those returning home after a tour of duty.  There were barely nine ships waiting at the LP-5 transit zone.

      Even if this side of the gravity tunnel looked innocuous enough, they knew it wouldn’t be the same at the other end. That was where the trap would be sprung, and Adam was sure the Nuoreans had enough firepower on hand to overwhelm his small ship while its engines were down.

      As they moved slowly through the outer reaches of the Nuorean system, Jym noticed a new cluster of grav-sigs lining up behind them. The jig was up, and that’s when Adam realized this was the Nuoreans plan all along—to trap the Najmah Fayd between two fleets of alien warships, one in front, the other from behind.

      The re-routing of the chemical engine control thrusters was complete, allowing the powerful exhaust to be channeled through a makeshift conduit and nozzle strapped to the starboard side of the ship. The stream could be toggled between the aft jets and the exhaust tube. Once shifted, the ship would make an abrupt left turn—and hopefully stay in one piece.

      Copernicus was set to launch two quick barrages of Hades IV missiles ahead of their flight path, fourteen rockets in total. He set them to spread out, covering a radius of one hundred twenty degrees. With the detection of the ships behind them, he set another fourteen to cover their tail. All-in-all, the stage was set for an extremely dangerous environment for any metal-hulled vessels within the transit zones, the Najmah Fayd included.

      As per Coop’s recommendation, all the crew dressed spacesuits and the atmosphere throughout the ship was evacuated, eliminating the possibility of pressure explosions from within.

      Adam watched the clock as the time to the transit drew closer—as did the ships behind them. The Nuoreans apparently had the same idea: to accelerate into the TZ the moment it activated. They would have fifteen seconds to make it into the TZ before the portal closed.

      The Najmah Fayd was four thousand miles from the edge of the transit zone when gravity readings began to go haywire. The portal was opening.

      Coop released the missiles—both front and rear—as Adam waited an excruciating-long five additional seconds more before gunning the chemical engines, currently channeled out the tail of the ship. He couldn’t use a gravity-well because that would eat up the screen of Hades IV missiles shooting out in front of the ship. Once on the other side, he would switch to the jets to the starboard side nozzle for the turn to port.

      Even before they made the transit, enemy warships were exploding in the rearview mirror.

      The journey to the LP-5 end zone was half the distance they’d traveled getting to Andromeda, so only a second went by before they burst into the space of the opposite TZ. The threat board exploded with contacts, with several of the Nuorean ships already underway after only a couple of seconds’ delay. They were definitely waiting for them, and extremely quick at the controls.

      “Hold on!” Adam yelled as he diverted the chemical exhaust stream and turned ship.

      It was strange what happened next.

      With no air in the ship to carry sound waves, rivets popped and welds snapped in absolute silence. A thin crack opened up along the portside bulkhead of the bridge, and one of the ship’s stubby wings broke off.

      The crew screamed in their helmets as the g-force tried to tear their bodies apart—as it was doing to the ship—while pressure from the chair restraints threatened to rip open the fabric of their suits.

      Just then, something small and unseen pierced the forward bulkhead and passed through the bridge, creating another small, round hole in the aft wall. Adam caught sight of Riyad. They shared a look, knowing that the metal projectile would continue to rip through multiple walls and bulkheads until it exited the ship—hopefully without hitting anything critical.

      Adam returned his attention to his course board. They were turning, making a severely arching track to port and out the transit zone. Another five seconds passed before he cut the engines.

      The effect was immediate and welcoming—to the crew and the ship. The pressure ended and they could breathe again.

      The bridge was dark, except for the fluorescent glow from the still-active monitoring screens and the red flashing light of the emergency alarm. They couldn’t hear the alarm, not through the vacuum within the ship. Internal gravity was off as well.

      Jym was feverishly working the nav sensors, looking for any ships in the vicinity that could pose a threat. There were plenty around, even after making the turn; however, the momentum of the Najmah Fayd was moving them away from the deadly cloud of invisible hull-shredders spreading ever-wider within the TZ. The plan had worked—to a point. Now all they had to do was repair the extensive damage to the ship.

      That’s when Adam noticed something strange about the alignment of the alien warships. They had all changed course and where now heading away from the transit zone at flank speed. It took him only a moment to realize what they were doing: matching the direction and velocity of the metal ball bearings. It was masterful, not only for the simplicity of the strategy, but also for the speed at which the entire fleet had adopted it. Most the forty-odd ships were now ahead of the cloud and again changing course, this time heading in the direction of the Najmah Fayd.

      “We got trouble,” Adam called out. He unbuckled his restraints and floated into the center of the room. “The Nuoreans are on their way. We have to do damage control and get the TD drive back up pronto. Coop, Kaylor…you’re with me. Riyad…see if we still have weapons control. Sherri, Jym…start patching holes.”

      Adam led his workers to the aft engine room, where both the gravity generators and trans-dimensional drive were located. The monitoring screen to the TD drive was dark—which wasn’t good. Kaylor hurried to the console and fastened small anchor lines to his suit so he wouldn’t float away as he worked. He booted up a backup diagnostic screen and began to run the program. Moments later he began to bark orders.

      “Panel four, seventh circuit—replace it.”

      Copernicus was at the box first.

      “Adam, go to the auxiliary power generator. We need to prime the system.”

      At the base of the twin grav-generators was a smaller, oval shaped unit resting on a pair of metal legs bolted to the deck. There were two large switches on top. Adam planted his magnetic boots to the deck and began to flick the switches back and forth several times before leaving them in the on position. Although he still couldn’t hear the hum of generator being spun up, he could feel the vibration through his boots.

      The lights came on in the room, and the main screen for the TD drive lit up. Kaylor shifted his position and began typing at the console. The vibration on the deck grew stronger, and a moment later Adam felt his stomach turn. He looked at Kaylor with a frown.

      “Did you just jump the ship?”

      “Yes, but only half-a-light from our last position. I used what was left in the storage batteries and the aux. They are drained again, so we have at least another ten minutes before we can jump again.”

      “Half-a-light isn’t very far,” Coop said. “The Nuoreans can be here in about six minutes.”

      “How about the grav-gens?” Adam asked Kaylor. “Can we get anything out of them?”

      “Possibly. The problem is the stress that the gravity drive places on the hull. We have numerous cracks and broken seals already. We could literally fall apart if we activate the drive.”

      “Sherri, how are the patches coming?” Adam asked through the suit comms.

      “Okay. We’re using chemical welding panels. They work great. Just slap one over a crack and they go to work melding with the bulkhead. It’s like it never even happened. The problem is we have five more cracks to seal and about a dozen small puncture holes before we can restore atmosphere. I heard what Kaylor said. I wouldn’t risk engaging the drive until we have more of the cracks repaired.”

      “Heads up everyone,” Riyad’s voice echoed in their helmets. “We may not have a choice. The bad guys are coming fast…and our weapons are down. Our only option is to run.”

      Adam looked at Kaylor and nodded. “Take is easy…and we may catch a break seeing that there’s no atmosphere in the ship creating internal pressure on the hull.”

      “That is a very good point, Adam. But still, I will go easy. Get ready…I’m activating the gravity drive.”

      If Adam thought the vibrations through the deck had been bad before, he hadn’t seen anything yet. Something was off-balance in one of the huge generators spinning up in the room, and if the pull of the singularities from the grav-drive wasn’t enough to tear the ship apart, the violent shaking was only moments away from doing the deed itself.

      Kaylor cut the drive and the shaking cycled down.

      “Another light-year was all I could do, Adam. I couldn’t risk running it any longer.”

      “That’s fine, buddy. Riyad, where are the Nuoreans?”

      “Coming about and tenacious as ever. We’re going to need the TD drive if we expect to survive.”

      Adam unhooked his magnetic boots from the metal deck and floated over to Kaylor. He scanned the data on the diagnostic screen, surprised he could understand the readings with relative ease. Once again, he thanked the mutant tumor in his head.

      “We need to tap directly into the gravity generators—at least the one that isn’t out of balance. But we can’t channel the power in directly, it has to be filtered through the batteries.”

      “They’ll explode,” Kaylor said.

      “We need an inverter—the ship’s power module!”

      “It is too weak, Adam.”

      Adam began to tap on the keyboard of the control console. “Capacitors…I’ll stream it through the matrix. Hold on everyone. This should work.”

      Twenty seconds later, a new and steady vibration was felt through the deck as the working gravity generator spun up. After a moment, a power bar on the screen for the TD drive began to fill in, climbing higher up the scale.

      “Ten seconds. We’re set for a fifty light-year jump out into the void. Hopefully that will give us breathing room to make the repairs before the Nuoreans show up.”

      The ship jumped.

      “Threat board quiet, Captain Cain,” Riyad reported a moment later. “Looks like we’ll live to fight another day.”

      “That’s always the objective, Mister Tarazi,” Adam sighed. He looked through his helmet lens at the relieved faces of Kaylor and Copernicus. “Okay, let’s get the repairs going. There’s still a lot of work to be done before we can go home.”

      Sherri’s voice came through the speakers. “I’m glad you added that last part. I was afraid you’d tossed that option out the window a while ago.”

      “Believe me, sweetheart, suicide is the last thing on my mind. Besides, we’re just at the point where our true mission begins.”

      A chorus of moans was heard through the speakers. Adam figured his constant string of mission resets didn’t sell any longer, not with this crew anyway.
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      Morlon was in the main control room of the LP-6 space station, surveying the progress of the specialists realigning the massive gravity generators, when a Third Cadre messenger rushed into the room

      “Commander, the alien warcraft has breached the LP-5 transit zone.”

      Morlon stared at the young officer, questions exploding in his mind. “It survived? How?”

      The messenger handed a databox to his superior. He spoke as Morlon read. “The aliens flooded the landing area with tiny metal ballistics. The waiting ships had to deviate course to avoid damage.”

      “It says here the Human ship shifted course dramatically once entering the zone. How was this possible? Their engines were offline.”

      “Chemical reaction jets, Commander. The turn was sharp and unexpected. By the time our ships were able to resume the pursuit the enemy ship had vanished.”

      Morlon paced the room, not out of anger or fear, but from excitement. Adam Cain was indeed a worthy opponent, and the only regret Morlon had was that the two of them would never meet in the arena. But now he had to play the game, calculate the odds, create a new strategy. The Humans were coming to LP-6, that was a given. That gave Morlon the place. And the time was soon.

      “Alert the station’s security forces. Prepare for outside intrusion. And set a screen of defenders around the generators and venting complex. Pull all ships from the transit zone to assist.” He glanced at the huge clock on the wall that was constantly counting down the time to the next transit. Sixteen hours. Adam Cain would move within that time if he hoped to catch the return pulse through LP-5. Yet what would be his strategy?  Morlon needed time to think.

      He dismissed the Cadre messenger before barking out additional orders to the station commanders. There were fourteen hundred Nuoreans onboard, plus another six hundred scattered over the huge generator complex. Cain had a single ship with a crew estimated to be less than eight. Surely the complex was not in danger.

      But that’s just the type of thinking Morlon dismissed. He couldn’t afford the luxury of assumptions.

      He retired to his assigned stateroom—the largest and most-luxurious aboard—to think. Previously, his only concern was how Cain would make it to LP-6. Now that he was here, Morlon had to put himself in the Human’s place and determine how he planned to destroy the station. Only when enemy plans were deciphered could truly effective deterrents be put in place. Morlon had to think like a Human if he expected to defeat a Human—a Human named Adam Cain.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “We’re screwed,” Copernicus said to Adam. They were in the engine room staring at the thick iron shell of one of the gravity-drive generators. “An internal fan blade broke off and shredded a couple around it. We can’t replace them and we can’t run the generator the way it is.”

      All the breaches in the hull had been repaired and atmosphere restored to the ship. The two men wore jeans and t-shirts, after spending almost three hours in the spacesuits.

      “The other generator still runs,” Adam pointed out.

      “Yeah, but it takes an incredible amount of energy to feed the dynamos that create the singularities. We can get maneuvering wells out of the one still operational, but nothing above light speed.”

      The TD drive was smaller—yet infinitely more complex. It had been designed by the immortal mutant genius Panur and consisted of a bank of modules anchored to the aft bulkhead of the engine room. The drive didn’t require generator power to constantly feed the unit, only a store of electricity from a series of batteries set in the inner wall lining and deck plates of the spine corridor. All the drive had to do was open a portal to another universe and then another back into theirs. There was no real propulsion taking place—just a manipulation of time and space. The drive was an amazing piece of technology, and one the scientists back on Earth had yet to fully comprehend. They could duplicate the effect, but only through the application of prodigious amounts of energy. Panur’s device did it with only twelve ordinary fuel cells linked together.

      The TD drive was fully functional now, but that wasn’t the problem. The problem was they couldn’t go around jumping everywhere. At some point they needed to use conventional gravity propulsion—even chem drive—for precise movements and maneuvers. The chem drive only had twenty percent of its fuel reserves left, and the grav-drive could only achieve sub-light speeds. And to make things worse, the missiles they carried were launched through a rail-gun apparatus, which also required a considerable amount of electricity—electricity normally pulled from the grav-generators. With only one unit operational, it was either run the engines or fire the missiles. You couldn’t do both at the same time.

      With all these limitations and considerations, Adam’s mutant-enhanced mind was working overtime on workarounds.

      He shook his head at the disassembled gravity generator. “It is what it is,” he said to Coop. He accessed the ship’s comm system with his ATD and made an announcement. “Okay team, let’s meet in the common room. We’re pretty much set for the run on LP-6. We just need to figure out what we’re going to do when we get there.”
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      Morlon lay on his bed, an arm resting across his forehead and staring wide-eyed and unblinking at the ceiling. He was attempting to recall everything he knew about Humans—and Adam Cain in particular. The Third Cadre was tasked with studying the thousands of alien races the Nuoreans encountered, be they innocuous or Jundac. The Humans had been classified Jundac several months ago—with some of his kind suspecting they were so even before the invasion of the Kac. As a result, the species was the most-studied and analyzed of all the races in the alien galaxy. Morlon was privy to all this data. In fact, he was the ranking officer charged with this information, making him the foremost expert on the Human race.

      Over the past thirteen days, all his superior knowledge had done him no good. Cain still succeeded against every obstacle Morlon set before him. Yet in most cases, the Cadre officer had been merely reacting to events, and when he sought to control them, artificial timelines were placed on him that gave the appearance of failure on his part. The only true setback Morlon felt responsible for was the failure of his ships to destroy or capture the Human starship when it appeared at LP-5. That round he awarded to Adam Cain. But the contest was far from over. In fact, it was just beginning.

      Morlon’s first step in predicting the actions of Adam Cain was to determine the ideal outcome for the alien’s plan. He and his fellow saboteurs would want to destroy the midpoint generators…yet not before they could travel back to the Suponac and catch the last pulse through LP-6 to their home galaxy. That meant the ordinance would have to be time-delayed and impervious to disarming. Next, they would have to know the location of the LP-6 transit zone and have the time to reach it before the next launch. Following the best-case scenario, Cain would expect the zone to be located somewhere along the rim of the galaxy—as were all the others—probably within a thousand light-cycles or so of Nuor, a destination easily reachable using his teleportation drive.

      If all these factors came to fruition, the Humans would consider their mission a success.

      Now Morlon had to think of obstacles and countermeasures to make sure their mission failed.

      The fact that Cain was unaware the generators were now aimed at his homeworld made little difference at this point. That would come as a surprise. And add to that, the new transit zone for LP-6 was not within a thousand light-cycles of Nuor, but rather over six thousand inside the galaxy, dictated by the target at the opposite end of the transit line—the planet Earth.

      Could Cain set his bombs, transition back to the Suponac, and travel six thousand light-cycles to the transit zone in—Morlon checked the time again in his personal watch—a little over fifteen hours? Highly unlikely…but not impossible.

      If faced with this scenario, would the Human choose suicide over complete victory? The Nuoreans long understood the concept as a viable means of achieving a goal, yet they did not respect it. Sacrificing one’s life in a losing cause was not the way of the skilled player. The strategy was taught in school, but not widely practiced.

      Morlon considered what Cain would do knowing his world was about to be destroyed? He would surely seek to either destroy the generators or change their focus. By diverting the aim, the Earth would be saved and the Humans would still have an opportunity to make it back to the Kac. This would be their preferred option over suicide.

      Yet if Cain couldn’t shift the focus, then he would certainly hasten the destruction of LP-6, even if it meant being trapped in the Suponac for the rest of their short lives.

      So Morlon’s next challenge became: Stop Cain from changing the aim of the generators, which he would attempt to do before choosing suicide as the last resort.

      The fifteen hundred miles of generator complex was controlled from the space station. Hundreds of maneuvering jets could change the alignment by fractions of a degree or by miles if necessary. Morlon could disable the controls aboard the station, but there would always be the possibility Cain could find ways around that. The only sure way was to destroy the link between the station and the generators. Morlon was not a technician, but he knew there was a control room in the Io-Generator—the number one generator—where all comms were centered. He would break the link there…as well as on the station. He would build challenge upon challenge in an effort to confound his worthy adversary.

      Following his thinking further, Morlon next had to figure a way to stop Cain from destroying the complex prematurely—as a last resort. To do this, Morlon would have to stop any explosives from being set or disarming any that were. Although the Humans had never seen the midpoint generators, they had to imagine they were of incredible size and come prepared for the challenge. This would involve the use of either nuclear or even gravitational bombs. Morlon had no idea how hardened the generator facilities were, or whether the builders had even considered the possibility of sabotage? Would one bomb set off a chain reaction that could destroy the entire complex? He would investigate this question further when he made his journey to the Io-Generator.

      That’s when Morlon laughed. All his careful planning and strategizing would become moot if he could hold off Cain for another fifteen hours. There may be some follow-up damage done to the facility, but the fate of Earth would be sealed.

      After that, if Adam Cain wished to visit his homeworld, all he would have to do is travel six thousand light-cycles to find the shattered half of his world that had been transported to the Suponac. If that fantasy ever came to pass, Morlon hoped he could play host. It would be immensely satisfying to see the look on the Human’s face.

      He got up from the bed, straightened his uniform and then set out for the main launch bay for the space station. He would personally inspect the generator control room and remove the comm link. He also wanted to get a feel for the security measures in place on and within the huge complex.

      He checked his watch again. Fourteen hours, forty-eight minutes.

      Morlon had to admit he would be disappointed if Cain didn’t show up on schedule. He so wanted to meet this particular Human.
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      It was Riyad’s turn at the nav computer, and when he coughed and cleared his throat, everyone on the bridge got the message.

      “You know that fleet that was chasing us a couple of hours ago? Well I found it.” The main screen lit up, showing a long solid object next to a much smaller round contact. And intermingled between and around the two objects was a minefield of contacts classified as enemy warships. There were more than forty—the strength of the contingent at the transit zone. A quick computer count placed the number at sixty-one, plus a dozen small shuttles zipping between the major structures.

      “Looks like someone is serious about keeping us out of their playground,” Coop said.

      Adam was in the pilot seat, crunching numbers for the next jump of the Najmah Fayd. In a normal situation, he would accelerate the ship to a respectable velocity outside the range of the enemy ship’s sensors and then go dark, coasting in without being detected. But the maneuvering wells and chem drive couldn’t get them going fast enough. In addition, it was almost impossible to go dark with a TD charge building up for the next hop. The aliens knew they were coming and there was no subtle way to make the approach without being seen.

      Another complication: Adam needed to learn the current TZ for LP-6 in the Andromeda galaxy. Assuming they could place the charges—and they weren’t disarmed—they needed to know the way back home and the quickest way to get there. That meant boarding the space station and wringing the truth out of the aliens. Riyad was chomping at the bit for a little Human-on-alien action, and whole-heartedly volunteered for the duty. That was normally Adam’s job, however, so he denied the request. Besides, Riyad had another task to perform.

      Fortunately, most of the Nuoreans ships weren’t coming out to meet them. They were content to form a screen around their precious LP-6 complex and shoot anything that came in range.

      “That’s a damn big station,” Sherri pointed out. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they have a thousand or more crew aboard. That’s a lot of heads to bash. And that’s after we get past the starships.”

      The chronometer on the bulkhead had been reset to count the hours until the next pulse through LP-6. A smaller clock was mounted below it that showed the time to LP-5’s next transit. Although the launch points operated on different recharge schedules, they were nearly synced up for their next shots. LP-5 was four hours fifty-two minutes away; with LP-6 at five hours forty-one minutes. Theoretically, this was a near-perfect scenario for the team. They could set the bombs and pass back through to Nuor in just under five hours, followed by a TD jump to the LP-6 transit zone and the pulse back to the Milky Way forty-nine minutes later.

      And then the bombs would go off.

      Mission accomplished.

      That was assuming no one tried to mess with their time-table….
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        * * *

      

      Time-tables would be studied later. For now, the crew was distracted by the long, thin tube floating in the void between galaxies. The white line on the screen was deceptive, until numbers began to appear next to the object.

      “Am I seeing that right?” Copernicus asked. “Almost fifteen hundred miles? That thing is that long?”

      “Yeah, that’s what she said,” Riyad joked.

      Kaylor didn’t get the ribald humor and continued in a more serious vein. “The Klin Colony Ships are twenty miles in diameter,” Kaylor pointed out. “And they are the largest objects ever built in space—until now.”

      “And how many nukes do we have onboard—six?” Coop said, answering his own question.

      “Relax people,” Adam said. “We don’t have to blow up the whole thing, just enough to put it out of commission. I’m sure something that big and complicated is also very delicate. Half a dozen nukes going off on the surface should do the job.”

      “And nuclear devices do have a wider range in space than they do within an atmosphere,” Jym added, wanting in on the conversation.

      Adam had brought the Najmah Fayd to a stop relative to the space station and the LP-6 generators. Both the warring parties now sat motionless, staring at each other on contact boards, waiting for something to happen. It was obvious the Nuoreans were content to run out the clock, knowing that if Adam and his team didn’t make this next transit, they’d have to wait another three days.

      They wouldn’t survive another three days, not with a broken ship and nowhere to hide.

      Adam looked over at Copernicus and Riyad. “You guys ready?”

      Riyad snorted. “When is a guy ever ready to hop aboard an open-air flitter with three atom bombs strapped to his back and travel seventeen thousand miles through alien-infested space to reach the largest damn gravity generator he’d ever seen?”

      “Well, consider yourself lucky,” Adam said. “You don’t have to run a gauntlet of sixty deadly warships, only to force your way into an alien-invested space station, and hope they let you stay and gain access to their most sensitive data files.”

      Riyad considered Adam’s words for a moment. “Yeah, you win. I think I’d rather take my chances in outer space.”

      Adam tapped his console. “Well then, let’s get started. The damn generator complex isn’t going to blow itself up.”
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        * * *

      

      Contrary to popular belief, there had been some advance planning done before Adam and his crew embarked on their mission. Knowing that they would have to pass back through the midpoint generator before blowing it up, the brains back on Earth came up with what they thought was a brilliant plan. Their theory was about to be put to the test.

      Adam and the team assembled in the small launch bay of the Najmah Fayd, where they stood staring at the two small vehicles that resembled over-sized jet-skis more than spaceships. These were PAVs—Personal Assault Vehicles—one-man rocket ships designed to avoid enemy contact and reach a target in space as far a hundred thousand miles away. Riyad and Copernicus each had one, and they would strap in and lean forward, while the tiny speeders zipped through space on a combination of compressed gas and minimal chem drive. The goal was to produce the lowest detection profile possible—both from the small size and minimal exhaust. They could reach speeds of ten thousand miles per hour or more in the vacuum of space, while leaving barely a trace.

      Adam actually envied his two friends. He imagined it would be a blast riding one of these things. And he would have been right—if it wasn’t for the presence of the two, eight-foot-long tubular-shaped objects strapped to each side, with a third attached underneath.

      These were the SENOs—Specially-Enhanced Nuclear Devices—with each having an effective yield of seventy-five megatons. Riyad would take his nukes to one of the huge generators; Copernicus to the other.  Adam had seen a lot of exotic weapons in his day—both Human and alien—yet he was still amazed that such destructive power could be contained in such a small package.

      Before setting out on the mission, it was assumed there would be opposition in place trying to stop them. That’s why this approach was chosen. However, it was hoped that huge structures in space, guarded by faster-than-light starships, would also assume any assault on the complex would be grand in scope and execution. The small—almost microscopic by space dimensions—PAVs could pass through any defensive screen. At least that was the plan.

      They were about to find out.
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        * * *

      

      Riyad and Coop were in specially-designed spacesuits which would integrate with the tiny spaceships, providing extended oxygen supply, along with a whole array of heads-up displays to help carry out the mission. Contrary to Riyad’s earlier pronouncement, he was anxious to hop aboard and get things going.

      Jym stepped up to the first PAV, looking small and insignificant next to the vehicle. “I have programmed the guidance systems with the location of all targets. Automation should provide a reliable track to the generators while avoiding the defenses. Once on site, you will take over individual control to place the bomb locations.”

      The two Humans climbed aboard their respective machines. Automatically, securing clamps closed on their legs and torsos, while life-support connections were secured. Thrust and guidance controls were placed on a pair of traditional-looking handlebars, which only added to the jet-ski-like resemblance. The men were now lying prone on the vehicles, with all systems green.

      The generators were located seventeen thousand miles away, which meant it would take just under two hours to reach them, factoring in deceleration time. To meet the LP-5 transit pulse, Riyad and Copernicus could remain on station for no more than fifteen minutes before having to leave for the space station, five thousand miles from the generator complex. Hopefully by then, Adam, Sherri and the two aliens would have the information they needed—namely the location of the LP-6 transit zone—after which the team would make a timely retreat to the LP-5 TZ for the trip back to Andromeda.

      It looked good on paper. Reality could be a whole different animal.
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        * * *

      

      All those not leaving for the generator complex exited the launch bay and the chamber was opened to the vacuum of space. Riyad gave a thumbs-up just before gripping the control handle. On tiny jets of air, his PAV moved gingerly out the back of the Najmah Fayd, followed closely by Copernicus. Once a few hundred yards from the ship, each man engaged their engines—and at a pace designed not to kill the Human passengers—each PAV accelerated away at incredible velocity.

      The Najmah Fayd disappeared almost instantly on Riyad’s screen. The g-force was noticeable, but tolerable. He looked up, along his flight path, and could see nothing but the glowing ten-degree arc of white light that was the Andromeda Galaxy. There were a few individual stars showing up as single points of light between here and there. Space between galaxies wasn’t completely empty, with a few rogue stars drifting helplessly in the void, having escaped their mother galaxies in some far distant past.

      The acceleration continued, adding weight to Riyad’s body, until reaching terminal velocity when weightlessness returned. They couldn’t continue to accelerate all the way to the generator complex; that would require a deadly deceleration at the other end of the journey. Instead, halfway to his destination, he would turn the PAV and begin slowing down.

      Just then, he felt a shift in his inertia as the vessel changed course slightly. It changed back a moment later, apparently moving to avoid an unseen target. Riyad looked at the glowing screen in front of his face. The range was set to a much narrower field than a normal threat board, but still it showed two contacts, identified as Nuorean battlecruisers. He moved to within a thousand miles of each before reaching clear space again.

      Again, Riyad looked up and round at the vast emptiness of space. He had no sensation of movement; this wasn’t like shredding a lake with radical spins or feeling the rush of ocean spray on his face like he’d experience on a terrestrial jet-ski.  In fact, so far the trip was a letdown.

      He could see the generator complex on his screen now, growing larger and brighter as a contact. He settled into the monotony of the voyage, knowing the peaceful interlude would be short-lived.

      But so far…the plan was working.
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      Adam was finished with his calculations. In the back of his mind, he knew they were correct, even though confidence in his enhanced mental abilities was still lacking. Part of him didn’t trust the new Adam Cain, failing to understand the change taking place. The other tried to suppress the doubt. Only through constant checking and rechecking was he finally convinced his numbers were right.

      Jym, however, wasn’t convinced.

      “It is too precise,” the tiny alien stated. “I cannot see a favorable outcome if you continue along this path.”

      “Trust me,” Adam said. “I’ve left a little wiggle room.”

      “We could materialize inside the space station, not above it.”

      “It doesn’t work like that—”

      “I know! We would not fuse with the station,” Jym barked back. “But our volume would appear and force all other solid material away, resulting in a catastrophic explosion.”

      Adam tried to reason with the alien. “What would you do if Panur was making the jump? Would you protest as much?”

      Jym’s mouth snapped shut. He was about to say something rude but thought better of it. The question had validity.

      “I suppose I see your point. Yet you are not Panur—not yet.”

      “And I never will be. But I’m close enough.”

      Adam looked at Sherri at the weapons station. With Coop gone on his ride to the generators she got to play with all the neat stuff. Kaylor was in the co-pilot seat and Jym at nav. Adam was piloting, and moments away from making the most-technically challenging trans-dimensional jump of his life.

      It had been decided there was no realistic way they could run the gauntlet of sixty-plus alien warships between here and the space station. The only solution was to hop over them. Adam had a target destination lined up two thousand feet above the top center of the circular-shaped station. If all went according to plan, they would pop in and then send out magnetic grapples to pull them to the outer surface of the station. From there, they would cut an air-tight access into the interior. Any defenders would think twice about firing on the ship for fear of damaging the station.

      The only concern came from the fact that none of the apparently stationary objects—the space station, the generator complex, even the Najmah Fayd—were truly stationary. Each was moving through space, and all on slightly difference vectors and at varying velocities. With relative positions changing constantly, Adam’s jump calculations were too. That’s where a slice of mutant genius came in handy.

      With one hand on the TD controls, and the other on the attitude jets of the Najmah Fayd, Adam made the jump.
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        * * *

      

      The distance to the space station was the shortest hop Adam had ever made, so the time interval between transferring to an alien dimension and back again was barely noticeable.

      “Watch out!” Jym yelled from his station.

      Adam knew instantly what he meant.

      Fortunately, the Najmah Fayd did manage to materialize just above the huge space station, yet it carried with it a certain thrust vector from its previous location. In English…the ship was racing toward the station at about a hundred miles per hour.

      The small gap between the two objects closed in a matter of seconds. Adam fired a strong blast of maneuvering gas to slow them down. It wasn’t enough. The Najmah Fayd slammed onto the top of the station, deforming hull metal, which quickly rebounded, propelling the ship back into space. With the exhaust jets assisting, Adam watched as a mile—then ten—separated them from the station.

      Nearby Nuorean ships noticed the widening gap and felt confident they could take a shot at the Najmah Fayd without hitting the station. They were right. A pair of plasma bolts erupted from launchers, streaking through space toward the ship.

      At the last second, Adam sent a short burst of chem exhaust through the still-functional starboard side nozzle. The ship slid sideways, causing the two bolts to slip past without impacting. Next he sent air through the topside jets, reversing course. The ship raced for the top of the space station…again.

      Kaylor was ready with the grapples, and when they slammed against the hull for a second time, he let them out. Their banged-up starship rumbled with a high-pitched vibration, as the harmonics of both ship and space station synced up.

      They were now locked on top of the station, not exactly at the center, but close enough.

      There was a docking port on the bottom of the Najmah Fayd with a ten-foot long access tube that could be extended to form a secure airlock. Everyone quickly unstrapped and left the bridge, using the stolen gravity from the station to give them traction. The access port was located just aft of the common area. Adam pulled the hatch open and they all jumped inside.

      Laser cutting tools had already been placed in the chamber, and after donning dark eye shields, Adam and Sherri set to work on the now exposed surface of the space station. Adam had no idea as to the construction and layout of the station, but the metal fell away easily, exposing an inner hull with a skeletal array of bracing beams.

      He slipped inside the void between the hulls and located an area of clear metal between the braces large enough for them to pass through. He made quick work of the sheet metal before it fell away, crashing to the floor of an inner compartment. The room was vacant.

      In the light Nuorean-based gravity, Adam dropped to the floor, followed by Sherri. Kaylor and Jym began to pass weapons to the Humans; the aliens would stay aboard the ship and prevent any Nuoreans approaching along the outer hull from gaining access.

      Adam nodded to Kaylor and the Belsonian backed away, securing the access hatch behind him.

      The Humans geared up.

      At first, Adam had ordered Sherri stay behind and let him—and his new mutant abilities—take it from here. But she wouldn’t have anything to do with it. And when Sherri Valentine made up her mind, a supernova couldn’t change it. Adam had acquiesced, but insisted he take the lead.

      Adam had a Xan-fi flash rifle slung across his back and an M-101 assault rifle in his hands. He also had eight flash-bang grenades, two flares, a .45-cal Colt and a 9mm Glock on his utility belt, plus a supply of extra ammo and extra battery packs enough to choke a small elephant. Sherri was similarly armed, the lighter gravity helping with the load. Yet even counting up all the ammo and bolt capacity they carried, it still wouldn’t be enough to kill all thousand-plus aliens aboard the station.

      That’s where Kaylor and Jym would help.

      Two of the bunker-busting nuclear-tip weapons had been modified with a trigger device on each, rather than the automatic timer they normally carried. Once the aliens made it back to the bridge, Kaylor launched the rockets.

      They arced high above the vast expanse of the space station before returning to plunge through the metal hull and deep into the interior. Then using an acoustic contact placed against the hull, Kaylor gave the crew of the station the bad news.

      The weapons could be set off by his command, so all Nuoreans wishing not to become radioactive waste should evacuate the premises post haste.

      Of course, Kaylor didn’t use exactly those words, but the Nuoreans got the message. And as Adam and Sherri left the compartment and entered an outer corridor, a steady stream of unarmed alien techs was seen executing a rather organized and orderly evacuation. They eyed the heavily-armed pair of Humans with neutral expressions, yet none tried to engage.

      That would be left to others.
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      The audio and video links to the space station were still intact—only the control links had been severed. Morlon had also destroyed all the local controls to the maneuvering jets for the generators and the pulse shot. Even if Adam Cain could make it to the generators, he would be unable to divert the alignment or stop LP-6 from firing.

      But now Morlon was looking at a video screen of the Human starship sitting atop the control station. Reports were coming in of a hull breach, followed moments later with news of nuclear weapons aboard the station.

      What was Cain planning, Morlon wondered? Did he think destroying the space station would render the generator complex inoperable? The Human couldn’t be that naïve. But still, there had been no detection of bombs on or in the generator complex.

      Morlon shrugged off his questions. At the moment he felt secure that LP-6 would fire on time and on target. That left only one task to accomplish. And for that he had to return to the space station.
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        * * *

      

      Having flipped around, Riyad now felt the artificial gravity of deceleration in his head and upper torso. It wasn’t uncomfortable, just a little annoying as he approached the huge generator complex ass-end first. He couldn’t look up and see his target, just the image projected on his video monitor.

      But soon the signal sounded and the tiny ship came to a stop relative to the generator, five hundred miles below. This is where the fun began. Riyad took manual control and spun the PAV around to get his bearings. He checked the contact radar and decided here looked as good as any place. He released his bombs to float leisurely in the vacuum of space.

      Next, he cranked the handlebars around and shot off toward the looming surface of the generator. Moments later he was skimming along the surface, feeling like Luke Skywalker in an X-wing fighter. His destination was the area just this side of the spherical network of girders and ribs connecting the two massive generators. He didn’t know the purpose for the ninety-mile-in-diameter sphere, but it was decided this would be the weakest part of the complex. Copernicus was targeting the same location on the other generator.

      Hostile contacts appeared on his board, these being small, one-Nuorean worker pods. Riyad didn’t know what type of armament they carried—if any—but he wasn’t taking any chances.

      He dove closer to the surface, which looked to be a combination of metal and composite material. Near the edge where the round, metal cage connected the generators, Riyad began to circle the tube, releasing the contents of his sprayers at three equal distance patches along the circumference.

      When brilliant lines from laser weapons passed by him, he knew it was time to split. He could see Copernicus on his screen making his departure as well, after painting the surface of the other generator. The pair raced away from the complex, heading for the space station five thousand miles away and just ahead of a small swarm of repair pods.
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        * * *

      

      Within minutes, nearly all the Nuoreans onboard the station had departed, taking escape pods to the small fleet of starships encircling the station. That didn’t mean Adam and Sherri were out of the woods. They encountered spotty resistance in the form of the black-uniformed aliens with the yellow strips on their chest—the Third Cadre.

      At one particular corridor intersection, they came upon ten of the pesky aliens and had to expend a lot of their ammo reserves to eliminate the threat. Farther along, at a deserted control station, Sherri plugged in a datapad while Adam utilized his newly-acquired talent for alien computer hacking. Soon they had the layout of the station, with the main control room set as their destination.

      They met additional resistance, but nothing they couldn’t handle, and when they entered the huge room, with its multiple banks of computer terminals, they found it deserted. Yet more of the Third Cadre was just behind them. Adam shut and locked the door, placing Sherri on sentry duty.

      Adam rushed to what looked to be the central console and sat down. He began tapping on the keyboard, which had a combination of letters and short-cut symbols as options. He could read the screen, and soon was on the hunt.

      “I got it!” he called out.

      “Great, hurry,” Sherri said. “We only have forty-eight minutes before LP-5 sets off and we’re nowhere near the transit zone.”

      Adam scanned the data—which revealed the staging area for the LP-6 station in Andromeda—their way home. Then he scanned it again…and again. This wasn’t right.

      Sherri was looking at him, baffled by his long silence. “What’s wrong?”

      “The LP-6 transit zone….”

      “What about it?”

      “It’s six thousand light-years into the galaxy beyond Nuor.”

      “Six thousand!” Sherri fell back on her butt, leaning against a console, M-101 rifle cradled in her lap. “We can’t make that in time, no matter what we do.”

      There was another long silence in the room before Adam began tapping again on the keyboard.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I have an idea.” He spoke as he typed. “This station controls the generator complex, including the alignment. All I have to do is figure out how to do that and I can bring the transit zone in closer.”

      “You can do that?”

      “I should. I can’t see why not.”

      He continued to feverishly tap the keys—until be pushed back in his chair, staring at the console.

      “Now what?” Sherri asked.

      “The links…they’re gone.”

      “What links?”

      “The links to the generators, or at least to the alignment and fire controls. I can’t even stop the firing from here.”

      “You mean they’ve been disabled? Well…we’ve got to find a way to bypass it.”

      “They haven’t been disabled, but totally cut. They no longer exist between the two locations.”

      Adam left the chair and ran to where Sherri sat. “I have to get to the control room at the generator complex. It’s the only way to change the alignment.”

      Sherri was on her feet, checking the load on her weapon.

      “I need you to stay here.”

      “No frigging way!”

      “Really. I need you to monitor the alignment. I have an idea that just might save our asses all around, but I need you to help guide me.”

      He took her to the main console screen and pulled up a graphic representation of the generators and their programmed alignment. “I’ll link with your ear comm with the ATD. Five thousand miles is nothing for the device, so we can stay in contact. I’ll take the Najmah Fayd to the generators.”

      “You think the Nuoreans will just let you hop over there without putting up a fuss?”

      “I’ll deal with that. You just stay here and monitor the screen.”

      “You know there are Nuoreans outside the door?”

      “I’ll take care of that too,” he said with a wicked grin.

      “Go for it Superman!”

      Adam removed all his gear except for the M-101 and laid it at Sherri’s feet. “In case you need it.” Sherri nodded.

      Then Adam set himself at the pressure door to the control room. With another nod, Sherri activated the controls.

      The six Third Cadre troops in the outer foyer were caught off guard by the door’s sudden opening. They weren’t expecting a counter assault, but that’s just what they got. Adam sprayed the area with hot lead, ripping apart five of the aliens. A sixth appeared to his left, and promptly ate the butt end of the M-101’s stock.

      The door to the control room was still open, with Sherri standing in the portal. Adam sent her a wink before racing away.
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      Adam’s ship was sitting atop the space station, nine levels above his current location. Yet as he ran through deserted hallways, he began to encounter an inordinate number of closed and locked pressure doors. They hadn’t been closed before, and with nearly the whole crew off the station, it didn’t make sense they would be closed now.

      He had memorized the layout of the station, so he kept altering his path back to his ship to avoid the locked doors. His task became more difficult, until only one path remained.

      He burst into a large circular room, with a double-high ceiling and a deck covered in dirt. Adam instantly recognized this as being one of the Nuorean combat arenas, albeit on a much smaller scale.

      Someone moved on the other side.

      Adam unleashed a spread of M-101 bullets following the path of the running Nuorean but didn’t strike him before he ducked behind a metal partition along the circumference of the arena. Adam’s weapon clicked empty; all his spare magazines were with Sherri in the control room.

      The alien hiding behind the partition heard the clicking, as well, and understood the meaning. A well-proportion and fit-looking Nuorean stepped out from behind the barrier, wearing the uniform of a Third Cadre, yet with two sets of three stripes each on his chest. He stepped forward a few paces before stopping, a standard Nuorean combat sword held in each hands.

      “Who the hell are you?” Adam asked, as he tossed the useless M-101 to the side.

      “I am Morlon (783) Voden-Mor. I am the Third Cadre officer who has been your primary opponent since your arrival in the Suponac.”

      “My opponent?” Adam said with a smirk. “Well, you haven’t done a very good job of it. You haven’t stopped me from getting here.”

      Adam saw a vein in the alien’s neck pulse and his jaw set. “No, I have not,” Morlon said. “Yet you will go no farther.”

      Adam knew the only way to the Najmah Fayd was through the door behind the alien warrior. He eyed the two swords in his hands. Even with that, Adam was sure his mutant abilities could get him past.

      “Before you contemplate any rash movements, I must warn you.”

      “About what?”

      “Who I am.”

      “I don’t care who you are.”

      Adam’s comment surprised the Nuorean, but he recovered quickly and smiled. “You should, Adam Cain. Before I joined the Third Cadre, I had acquired more points for my age than any Nuorean before me. I did that because I’m the best—the best player the Nuorean race has ever produced. Yes, you may be able to dispatch others of my kind with relative ease—even my Cadre teammates—but you will find I am at an entirely different level. You will not defeat me.”

      “Not with you holding all the swords.”

      Morlon laughed and looked down at his weapons. “Oh, both of these are not for me.” He tossed the one in his left hand over to Adam. “I intend to make this an honor match: the Kac’s greatest player against the Suponac’s greatest. I only regret this challenge will not be broadcast. It would be a match for the ages.”

      Adam didn’t have time for this. The clock was ticking down to the launches of both LP-5 and LP-6, and this alien asshole was standing in his way.

      Adam twirled the lightweight sword with a flick of his wrist. Morlon did the same, before beginning a defiant march toward Adam.

      A surge of energy coursed through Adam’s body, a sign that his mutant cells had got the message. And it was needed as Morlon made his first attack.

      With seven consecutive slashes at phenomenal speed, it was all Adam could do to counter the blows. He wasn’t expecting this, and only his enhanced reaction time saved him from being sliced to bits. His mutant healing abilities helped with cuts and bruises; but he doubted they would make much difference if he was decapitated.

      The attack resumed after only a brief pause, with Morlon displaying remarkable footwork and balance, along with his speed and agility. Adam could counter the strength of the alien; that was no problem. But it was Morlon’s skill with the blade he couldn’t overcome. Only through luck and residual mutant cells, did Adam manage to slip back just as the tip of Morlon’s blade sliced open the front of his shirt and split the skin. The cut wasn’t deep, but it was bloody—for a moment.

      Morlon was aware of everything on the battlefield, and he watched wide-eyed as the cut stopped bleeding almost immediately. The wound was still open, but the first thing Adam’s mutant cells did was order the surrounding skin to seal the broken blood vessels. In addition, the pain was minimal, allowing Adam to send a thin smile back to his alien opponent.

      Morlon’s confusion only lasted a moment before he was on the attack again. This time he combined his strikes with fantastic cartwheels and flips. It was really quite amazing, because each time he landed he was balanced and in position for another thrust or slice.

      This went on for a full minute before Adam’s mind finished cataloguing most of the alien’s moves, at least enough to send instructions to his muscles and limbs, allowing him to counter each of Morlon’s strikes, almost by instinct.

      The alien had enough combat experience to know something wasn’t right. He had defeated thousands of opponents—both Nuorean and alien—yet this felt different. He was giving it his best, and still it wasn’t enough. Adam could see the concern clouding the alien’s eyes.

      The pair separated, at which point Morlon asked: “What are you? In all my research on Humans—including live demonstrations of your fighting skills—I have never witnessed anything like this.”

      “It’s because I’m Superman, dickhead.” Adam pulled back his torn shirt, showing were the cut was now only half the width it had been a minute before. His healing juices were working overtime, perhaps triggered on the adrenalin in his blood. He was healing at even a faster rate than before.

      “You are not…normal.”

      “Normal is a relative term. But now—what did you say your name was…Morpheus?—I have something to do and you’re in my way.”

      “It is Morlon (783), and if you are referring to the realignment of the gravity generators, you are embarking on an impossible mission.”

      The wicked confidence of the Nuorean made Adam’s stomach churn.

      The alien stepped into the silence. “I assume because you are rushing to the generators that you have discovered the location of staging area for LP-6. You believe you can shift the transit zone, possibly bring it closer. As a master strategist, I have foreseen your actions and have destroyed the controls for all the attitude jets, as well as for the launch sequence. You cannot adjust the alignment and you cannot stop the launch.”

      Morlon was growing more excited by the moment, reveling in the shock on Adam’s face. He continued: “As defeated as you feel now, I have more to tell. This information you will find of particular interest. Have you considered why the staging area for LP-6 is so far from the rim? It was done for a purpose…so we could reach a particular point within the Kac. Do you know where that might be?”

      Adam broke out in a cold sweat. “Let me guess…Earth.”

      Morlon smiled. “Yes, your planet Dirt.”

      Adam’s mind began to work overtime deciphering what he just heard. It made sense, and when considering what a transit pulse could do to a planet, he knew the next one through LP-6 was no ordinary transit between galaxies. This next one—the one he intended to ride back home—would mean the destruction of Earth.

      Morlon was overjoyed, watching Adam’s reaction to the news. There was no doubt the alien was telling the truth, but what Morlon didn’t know was Adam was already thinking ten steps ahead. Because of this, Adam had no more time to waste on the alien.

      Accessing the genius in his mind, Adam calculated the weight and length of the sword, as well as the distance to Morlon. Then he smiled at the alien, which caused the grin on the alien’s face to vanish.

      “Well—Morlon—did you foresee this?”

      Adam drew back the sword and then hurled it at the Nuorean.

      It twirled through the air before the blade entered the center of the alien’s chest tip-first and just to the right of the double set of yellow stripes. Wide brown eyes displayed the shock coursing through Morlon’s body, as the unthinkable became reality. He dropped his own sword and grasped the hilt of Adam’s. He tried pulling it from his chest but was too weak from the rapid loss of blood. He dropped to his knees, still clutching the sword.

      Adam didn’t pause to consider the dying alien. Instead he ran past him and through the portal on the other side of the arena. A minute later, he was banging on the hatch to the Najmah Fayd.

      “Kaylor! Open up. It’s me!”

      Ten seconds later the hatch lifted away; Adam was through the opening before it had fully opened.

      “Seal the hatch,” Adam ordered as he ran for the bridge. “We’re leaving.”

      “Trouble?” Kaylor yelled after him.

      “Always.”

      Adam slipped into the pilot seat, and three seconds later had the ship released from the grapples and streaking away from the space station on a shallow maneuvering well.

      “They’re firing at us!” Jym yelled from his station. With only one gravity generator working, they didn’t have power for both the well and the shields…or even the weapons for that matter. With only twenty nine minutes left before the LP-5 generators lit off, propulsion was the priority.

      The fortunate thing about plasma bolts is that once they left their launchers, they acted more like ballistics than guided missiles along their flight path. Because of this, Adam was able to perform some fancy evasive maneuvers to avoid the bolts, and as he covered more of the five thousand miles between the station and the generators, the bolts came less frequent—again for fear of hitting the complex.

      His target zoomed up in front of him. Here’s where the tricky part came in.
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      Riyad and Copernicus had linked up and were now flying in tandem toward the station. That’s when they noticed a familiar contact on their screens. It was designated the Najmah Fayd—and it was bolting away from the station, heading for the generator complex. Their flight paths were within twenty-six miles of each other.

      Riyad opened a channel to the ship, even knowing his comm signal could be traced. He didn’t care; he had to know what was going on.

      “Riyad to Kaylor—or whoever’s piloting the Najmah Fayd.”

      “I’m here, Riyad,” Adam replied, sounding hurried.

      “What’s up? We saw you blast past us like a bat outta hell.”

      “The generators are lined up on Earth, Riyad. If they go off, it will destroy the planet.”

      Riyad and Coop turned their PAVs. “We have to set off the bombs before the launch!” Riyad said.

      “That’s not possible,” Adam stated. “You know that. They’re designed to be tamper-proof and only activate after the transit pulse.”

      “Then we have to stop the pulse…somehow.” Copernicus said through the comm.

      “Get back to the station,” Adam ordered. “Sherri’s in the main control room on the fifth level, across from the landing bays.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I have a plan. Now go. I’ll be right behind you.”

      Riyad and Coop turned their little ships around again and raced off for the space station. There were still a lot of alien ships around, and the ones not shooting at Adam had homed in on Riyad’s comm. They were coming about. Fortunately, the Nuoreans knew something was out there; they just couldn’t lock on.

      Ten minutes later, the PAVs passed through the huge open portal of the now-empty landing bay. They didn’t bother with closing the door and pressurizing the space. Instead, they clunked on metal shoes for one of the three airlocks leading into the ship.

      Emergency lights were flashing and alarms were going off. They kept their helmets on as it became obvious part of the station had lost atmosphere and pressure, undoubtedly from when Adam pulled the Najmah Fayd from the hole he’d cut in the hull. Most of the station was sealed with pressure doors, but the pair soon came upon an internal emergency airlock designed for just these occasions. Once through and into fresh air they took off their helmets.

      “Sherri, we’re on our way,” Coop said through his throat mic.

      “Where are you?”

      “In the station, about a hundred yards from your location. Any hostiles around?”

      “Not anymore,” she snickered. “Adam’s gone off to the generator complex.”

      “I know. We passed him on the way back. What’s he doing?”

      “He thinks he can realign the generators from there.”

      Riyad began to bang on the closed door to the control room, assuming he had the right place from the pile of dead Nuoreans on the floor outside. Sherri opened it and jumped into Coop’s space-suited arms.

      The trio then rushed to the main monitor console.

      “Those fucking bastards,” Coop said after he deciphered the graphic on the screen to be the transit line for the LP-6 generators.

      “Did Adam tell you the transit zone for LP-6 is six thousand light-years away?” Sherri asked. “He’s going to see if he can bring it closer so we can catch the jump in time.”

      There was something about Sherri’s tone that didn’t sit right with Riyad.

      “You do know the pulse is aimed at Earth, don’t you?” he asked.

      Sherri jerked her head in his direction. “What did you say?”

      “You didn’t know? That’s why it’s so far into the galaxy on this side.”

      “We have to destroy the generators…now! Or stop the pulse.”

      “We can’t use the bombs,” Coop said. “But Adam thinks he has a plan.”

      “He thinks he has a plan?”

      “It’s Adam, babe. Don’t tell him I said this, but I have confidence he’ll do the right thing.”

      “So do I. But if he screws up, not only will we die, but so will everyone on Earth.”

      They turned their eyes to the screen again. “I’m just glad it’s him out there and not one of us,” Sherri said. “No offense intended.”

      “None taken,” the men said in unison.
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      Adam steered the Najmah Fayd to what would be the right side generator and approached near the outer end. He turned the ship on its nose and gently maneuvered it toward the surface. Tiny gas jets burped at his command until contact was made.

      “Sherri!” he said aloud for the benefit of Kaylor and Jym.

      Her response was channeled through his ATD and into his mind. The tiny tactical comm units the team wore didn’t have the range to reach the generator complex.

      I’m here. So is Coop and Riyad.

      “Good. Now watch the red dot I placed on the screen. I’m going to try to line up the transit line with that dot. Understood?”

      Aye, aye, sir.

      “Okay, here goes.”

      Adam truly had no idea if the relatively tiny starship could make the fifteen-hundred-mile-long monster move even an inch. But an inch, over intergalactic distances, would be enough to save Earth. The question after that: Could he do enough to save the team?

      He lit off the chemical engines, gently at first. He had to apply slow and steady pressure rather than a strong heavy burst. If he did that, all he’d do is punch a tiny hole in the hull surrounding the generator and smash the nose of his ship. After thirty seconds, he opened the link with Sherri again.

      “Anything?”

      Not that I can see, but the scale is pretty big.

      “Press the button on the left side of the keyboard with the infinity symbol. That should zoom in.”

      That worked, but still no change I can tell.

      “Patience. This is a big-ass muther I have to move.”

      Adam checked the chronometers. LP-5 was due to go off in twenty-one minutes, LP-6, an hour later. He felt pretty sure he could move the behemoth. What he wasn’t so sure about was how long it would take.

      He increased the thrust a little, which reminded him of another problem. He was running low on chemical fuel. Normally, the rockets were used only for lift offs and landings, so a small supply could last a while. But they’d been using the chem jets for everyday propulsion. He checked the gauge and shook his head. Like everything else, it was coming down to the wire.

      It’s moving! Sherri screamed in his mind.

      “How much?”

      Enough to be noticed. Can you shift it a little the right?

      “Your right or mine?

      More toward the station.

      “Got it.” Adam angled the nozzle deflectors a fraction, which changed where most of the pressure was applied on the generator shell.

      That’s it. It’s really moving now.

      Adam couldn’t tell that it was moving at all. But it didn’t have to shift much.

      You’ve done it, Adam! Earth is saved!

      “Thanks, but there’s more to do. Let me know when the line is on the dot.”

      Get ready. Okay! Stop.

      Adam cut the thrust and held his breath. This was the moment of truth.

      “Is it still moving?”

      No, not that I can see. Is it supposed to?

      “No; I was worried it would just keep moving.”

      What about the distance to the TZ?

      “That’s my next project. I’ll be in touch.”

      Adam pulled the Najmah Fayd away from the generator tube and skirted along the surface. Half a dozen Nuorean warships hovered above him, matching speed, but refusing to fire toward the generator complex. He wrapped around the huge metal-frame sphere and dropped down toward a box set on top of the left generator. At first it looked small and insignificant, but the closer they got, the bigger it became.

      “What is that?” Kaylor asked.

      “It’s the airlock and auxiliary control room for the generators.”

      Adam set the ship down next to the entrance to the airlock.

      “I’ll be back. Don’t go anywhere.”

      Before the aliens could react, Adam was off the bridge and sprinting down the spine corridor for the landing bay. Once there, he pulled a spacesuit out of a closet and slipped it on. Two minutes later, he opened the back door and stepped out onto the surface of the midpoint generator.

      It was an eerie feeling. The surface extended into the distance with no edge in sight, looking like a flat sheet of metal in space. Above him was the black emptiness of space—along with six Nuorean warships keeping an eye on things.

      He took in the sights for only the twenty steps it took to reach the airlock. He opened the door then sealed it behind him. Automatic sensors took over and air filled the chamber. Adam passed through the inner door and into a large compartment lined with basic monitors, consoles and chairs.

      There were also two Nuoreans in the room who didn’t much appreciate his arrival. Fortunately, they were unarmed. But they were Nuoreans. One of the aliens swung a balled up fist at his helmeted head. Adam ducked, hearing a loud thud on the top of his helmet. The alien stepped back, holding his injured hand in the other.

      Adam was wearing spacesuit gloves with heavy copper fittings. He lashed out a wide, powerful swing that caught the injured Nuorean across the side of his head. He was dead before he hit the deck.

      The other alien then jumped on his back, grasping for Adam’s life support hoses. Adam dropped to one knee, sending the Nuorean tumbling over his shoulder. Another straight punch with his now super-human strength, and his last obstacle was gone.

      Adam surveyed the controls set about the room. It wasn’t hard to see where the alien Morlon had ripped units from the walls and consoles. But Adam was looking for something else.

      He found an undamaged console and sat down. He took off his gloves and pressed a button that lit up the screen, after which his fingers began to dance on the keyboard at warp speed, while he read at a pace that made the symbols blur. Then he froze the screen. He read the information displayed in more detail.

      He began to type again and more images flashed by. He slowed the progression until one particular screen appeared. Adam smiled.

      Sherri? he said, this time completely within his mind.

      I’m here.

      Watch the length of the line. Let me know if you see any change.

      He began to rapidly punch the same key over and over again.

      Whoa! That’s doing something. It’s almost to the dot.

      Let me know when.

      A few more taps and then….

      That’s it. Bullseye. Are you done now? If so, get back here. We’re running out of time.

      On my way.
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      Three minutes later, Adam was back in the landing bay of the Najmah Fayd.

      “I’m back, Kaylor. You can take off.”

      “Pardon me, Adam, but there is a force of alien warships sitting overhead. I would prefer if you were at the controls.”

      Adam smiled. “Yeah, that might be a better idea. Be there in ten seconds.”

      Adam took the controls and sent the ship racing along the seven hundred mile length of the left side generator, skimming barely twenty feet off the surface. He was on chemical drive and gaining speed as he went. The Nuoreans ships above him had no problem keeping up.

      But then Adam made a sharp left turn, channeling the exhaust through the starboard side nozzle. He’d given Kaylor and Jym a heads up before making the turn, but it didn’t make a difference. They began to bitch and moan immediately after regaining their senses.

      The ship was now in open space, and although the six alien ships were surprised by the sudden move, they recovered quickly and sent nine deadly plasma bolts racing his way. Nine bolts were a lot for Adam evade, at least without killing his crew, but he did it. Now his alien friends were too battered and weary to complain. Adam would take the peace and quiet when he could find it.

      After engaging a shallow gravity-well, five thousand miles of space was a hop, skip and a jump for the Najmah Fayd. The inertia compensators helped with the rapid deceleration at the space station. Adam steered the ship into the landing bay, crushing one of the team’s PAVs in the process. Adam grimaced as the metal crunched but was secure in knowing the tiny craft would no longer be needed.

      Adam told Kaylor and Jym to stay put, saying the rest of the crew would be joining them in a few minutes. Then stilled dressed in his spacesuit, he left the ship and passed through the airlock into the space station.

      Adam followed Coop’s directions for the fastest route to the control room using the internal airlock. Once in the room, he removed his helmet and gloves. Sherri, Riyad and Copernicus all congratulated him on saving the Earth, although their spirits didn’t match their words. Adam knew why.

      The LP-5 generators were set to go off in twelve minutes, which was about thirty minutes too short. He had adjusted the TZ for LP-6—making it possible for them to reach it between the pulses—but without making the first connecting train, they were doomed to miss all the others.

      “Hey, cheer up,” Adam said as he sat at the main control console. “All is not lost.”

      “I hope you’re not just screwing with us,” Copernicus said.

      “Not this time.” He began to type on the keypad.

      Sherri leaned in closer, although she couldn’t read a word of Nuorean. “What are you doing?”

      “Let me ask you: What is my main function within the team? Don’t answer that, I’ll tell you. I’m the ass-saver onboard. I save asses for a living.”

      Riyad put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “So what do you have in mind this time, Adam the Ass-Saver?”

      He continued to type as he talked. “All these stations are linked together by wormhole communications…and right now I’m trying to link up with LP-5.”

      “Why? They aren’t going to hold up the shot until we arrive at the TZ,” Sherri said. “As a matter of fact, they probably have another fleet waiting at the other end to reinforce their comrades at this end.”

      “Ah…there, I’m in.” Adam turned to his friends. “I have just hacked into their controls.”

      “Can you stop the launch?” Riyad asked.

      “I don’t want to. Instead….” He turned back to the board and typed some more before shifting the screen display to a graphic of the LP-6 complex, including the space station. Slowly, a small round circle came on the screen and began to move toward the station.

      “Remember, these transit lines can transport two-thousand-ship fleets at a time,” Adam said.  “So why can’t they also transport a space station?

      A moment later, the rest of the team was hovering over his shoulder, watching the red circle move closer, until the space station was just inside the line.

      “Is that the TZ for LP-5?” Sherri asked.

      “It will be…as soon as I give the order. I don’t want to change anything until I know the gray techies can’t change them back.”

      The LP-5 transit zone covered an area of two hundred thousand miles, which was a little less than the distance between the Earth and the Moon—LP-6, had twice that volume because of its larger generators. Adam had to be careful not to move the TZ too close to the midpoint generator complex otherwise it would affect the aim, or possibly even damage the inner workings. Adam wanted to make sure LP-6 lit off on time.

      Sherri made contact with Kaylor through her throat mic and let the aliens know what was going on. They had been climbing the walls as the clock ticked down, thinking their chance of survival was ticking down as well.

      “Get ready everyone,” Adam said. “Ten seconds before I take over…fifteen to jump. Six…five…four….

      When Adam commandeered the generator alignment controls for LP-5 dozens of attitude jets fired off, making the almost infinitesimal change required to move the TZ to the space station. The distance the transit zone had to move was only half a million miles. It took only a shift of three-quarters of an inch to make that happen.

      The generators fired the moment the TZ shifted.
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      The space station disappeared from the region around the LP-6 generator complex and reappeared a split second later half a million miles from the original transit zone within the Nuorean system. Sherri had been right. There were thirty additional warships ready to make the jump. Now their captains were scratching their heads wondering what went wrong?

      They weren’t the only ones.

      Grand Master Rodoc (1,402) Kallen-Noc had been kept abreast of the events taking place at LP-6. He had open wormhole comms with the generator complex as well as the ships on station, even after contact was lost with the space station. He knew Morlon (783) had disabled the alignment controls for the generators and then returned to the station. He hadn’t been heard from since.

      As the time drew closer for the two LPs to activate, Rodoc moved a monitor tech into his estate and set up the equipment in his office. He knew Adam Cain was in the station, and with a combination of nervous energy and game tension, the Grand Master was anxious to see what the Human would do next.

      The fact that Cain and his team were at LP-6 was a testament to their tenacious skill, as well as Morlon’s many failures. If the Human was able to disrupt the operation of the midpoint generator complex, then Rodoc could do—would do—nothing to protect the Cadre officer. Even in Nuorean culture, losing had consequences, beyond loss of points and possessions. Someone in Morlon’s position was also subject to punitive actions, as determined by the GMs.

      For now, the verdict was still out. LP-5 would set off any second from now, with LP-6 forty-nine minutes later. This session was coming to an end, and the score was still in question.

      “LP-5 has launched, Master Rodoc,” the tech informed him.

      Rodoc came into the room, stepping through the open double doors from the wide balcony that wrapped the entire western face of his estate, overlooking the tranquil, azure sea. He looked over the tech’s shoulder at the large screen set on a table across from his desk. The monitor had a graphic representation of the transit zone for LP-5 within the system, three billion miles from Nuor. Rodoc was sending additional ships to LP-6, still holding out hope that he could capture the teleportation starship of the Humans.

      He would know better once he learned whether or not the Humans had made the LP-5 transit.

      The two Nuoreans stared at the screen in silence, knowing something wasn’t right.

      “Check the time again,” Rodoc ordered.

      “It is correct,” answered the tech. “And there is confirmation of the pulse taking place.”

      “So why are my ships still there?”

      Comms began to come through from various sources throughout the Nuorean system. The tech tried to correlate them for the Grand Master yet there were too many arriving at once.

      “What’s happening?” Rodoc asked with impatience and frustration.

      “The transit zone…it has shifted,” said the tech. “It is now near Lios, half a million miles from its last location.”

      “It shifted? How is that possible?”

      The LP-5 transit zone had never shifted, not since the complex had been completed forty cycles ago. It was a permanent presence in the system, the gateway to LP-6 and the Kac galaxy.

      “Who authorized the realignment of the generators?”

      “Reports are coming from the station. The computers were taken over by an outside source…originating from LP-6.”

      Rodoc stepped back and bit his bottom lip in anger. Adam Cain. It had to be Adam Cain. Yet how had the alien acquired such ability? With each new revelation and every setback, it became apparent they had all underestimated the Human and his team. The invaders from the Kac had accomplished far too much against the obstacles placed before them. Even for a Jundac race, this was contrary to all the data the Nuoreans had on the Humans.

      “Master, the LP-6 command station—it is in the transit zone…the new transit zone!”

      “Clarify.”

      “The space station, it has been transported here.”

      The tech worked the controls and a live image of the new LP-5 transit zone appeared on the screen. There was a tiny white dot in the center, and as the Cadre One specialist manipulated his board, the image grew larger.

      It was indeed the LP-6 space station, resting one-and-a-half-million light-cycles from where it should be. Reports were also coming in that nineteen of the warships in the vicinity of the station had also been transported back to the Nuorean system. This was good. It would save Rodoc time sending units in to secure the station.

      Yet where were the Humans? The last information Rodoc received from LP-6 had the prototype vessel returning to the station after a brief run to the generators. Still, no bombs had been detected at the complex, so the purpose of the journey was unknown.

      Rodoc smiled as the truth came to him, and he sent a small nod toward the screen, an acknowledgement to Adam Cain.

      Realizing they couldn’t make the transit zone for LP-5 in time, Cain simply shifted it to the station. It was a brilliant move, and once more established the playing credentials of the Human. Although the move allowed him to transition back to the Suponac, he was still six thousand light-cycles from the LP-6 staging area, and with only forty-nine minutes to get there.

      Rodoc wondered if Cain had discovered his homeworld was the target of the next LP-6 gravity pulse? He couldn’t imagine how that would have been possible. Or has the Human surrendered his plan to return to the Kac? Maybe he was acknowledging his defeat and looking now for a place to hide within the Suponac? The questions were many, the answers few.

      From previous analysis, the teleportation and gravity-drives of the prototype vessel would be inoperable for a short period after transit. That was why the Humans had not shown themselves. But they would.

      “Open a link with the senior commander of the units on station,” Rodoc ordered.

      “Yes, Master.”

      A moment later the image of an older Nuorean in a gray uniform came on the screen.

      “Lead-Player,” Rodoc began, “the Humans are aboard the station and will attempt to leave the system in approximately ten minutes. Do not destroy the ship when it exits the station.”

      “Master?”

      “With the LP-6 generator complex secure, there is no need to destroy the vessel. It employs a revolutionary type of teleportation drive that would prove valuable to our cause. Track the vessel, and only engage if there is confidence of its capture. Is that understood?”

      “Of course, Master Rodoc. Your orders will be followed.”

      The tech cut the line and returned to the screen to the overview of the transit zone.

      Rodoc checked the time. Then he smiled. For all the success the Humans have experienced in the Suponac, they really hadn’t accomplished much. LP-6 was still operational, the planet Earth was about to destroyed, and the Nuoreans still roamed the Kac. In consideration of all that, Rodoc (1,402) may have to amend his impression of Adam Cain.
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      “The Humans have left the station, Master!” the tech announced.

      Finally.

      It had been far too long beyond the time required to recharge their drives—and still the Humans remained cloistered within the station. Out of frustration, Rodoc had stepped out on the balcony. He spent most of his time there, mesmerized by the constantly shifting surface of the ocean. It was soothing.

      But now the Humans have left the space station, with only five minutes remaining before the LP-6 transit.

      Rodoc came back to the tech. “Report.”

      “The ship is moving away on chemical drive.”

      “Maintain tracking. It is unclear whether they travel in a straight line or can change course during a teleportation event. Alert our stations in the sub-worlds and production systems. I cannot believe they are still attempting to make the LP-6 staging area, not unless the teleportation drive has the required range.”

      “They have established a course, Master, yet it is not out-system. They are lined up on Nuor.”

      Rodoc studied the screen. Just then, the Humans engaged a weak, sub-light drive.

      What was Cain proposing? Did he intend to make a desperate attack on Rodoc’s estate, a final blow at the end of a losing game? How would he even know of Rodoc and the location of his estate? Even so, the Grand Master would not underestimate the Human.

      “Activate the property shields,” he said to the tech. “And place a screen of ships above.”

      “Master—the ship has disappeared!”

      Rodoc relaxed. Cain was now acting according to expectations—

      “It has reappeared,” the tech reported.

      Rodoc saw the contact dot on the screen. “Where is that?”

      The aspect of the screen adjusted, and the crescent shape of a portion of the planet Nuor appeared. Rodoc’s heart skipped a beat. Cain is intending to attack.

      “The ship is maintaining a stationary position. It is moving no closer.”

      “Relative to Nuor?”

      “No, Master, relative to a point in space, fourteen hundred miles from the surface.”

      A moment of profound denial swept through the Grand Master, as an impossible thought came to mind. However, he didn’t have time to contemplate the possibility beyond its initial impression—before a massive seismic quake struck the estate.

      Columns crumbled and ceilings crashed, as a huge crack opened along Rodoc’s precious balcony. Half the structure fell away, dropping into the now-roiling sea below. Rodoc and the tech were thrown to the floor, all the monitoring equipment with them. And the shaking continued—in fact it grew more intense by the second.

      Just then, a horrific wind erupted without warning, swirling through the building and into the sky above the ocean. Rodoc crawled outside, onto what remained of his balcony. What he saw was both frightening…and familiar.

      He gasped as he saw the impossibly long spiral of white and gray atmosphere reaching into the sky, culminating at a distance point. The sea was a chaotic mass of hundred-foot waves topped with frothing foam, also being drawn into the vortex. Trees on the nearby hills were being ripped out of the ground—land which followed a moment later in the form of huge chucks of black soil racing into space. The roof of the building lifted away, revealing more of the apocalyptic vision filling the sky.

      Rodoc knew what was happening; he’d seen it before, through images of a distant, uninhabited world a thousand light-cycles away. But this was happening to Nuor.

      Just before Rodoc (1,401) Kallen-Noc was sucked away into space, he spoke his final words into the deafening cries of a dying world: “Well played, Adam Cain. Well played.”
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      A moment later…they were home.

      Even though they had no idea where they were, the blazing star located only a few million miles away was welcoming and with a familiar feeling. Adam breathed a sigh of relief. Seeing a huge yellow star this close meant there had been the possibility they could have materialized inside the ball of fusing hydrogen gas. But they were lucky.

      They were back in the Milky Way, safe and—

      Jym’s ear-piercing scream rang throughout the bridge. “Behind us! Oh the Gods of Fulquin!”

      A view from the aft camera appeared on the main view screen. At first it was hard to comprehend what they saw. It was a brown and white ruddy mass, resembling a dull-colored nebula, growing in size behind them. But then individual features within the cloud could be made out as they came closer. It was rock, mixed in with frozen atmosphere and ice. And each piece was the size of a mountain…or a continent.

      “Get us out of here!” Copernicus yelled.

      Adam was a heartbeat ahead of him.

      He activated the chemical drive—the only propulsion source he had for the next ten minutes—and the ship took off from a dead stop. He shifted between the aft nozzles—for acceleration—and the starboard side jet—for course correction. It was a losing tradeoff. Looking at his monitor, Adam saw that the debris cloud was moving faster than the chem drive could push them. They couldn’t outrun it, so Adam had to move them out of the path before it was too late.

      Yet this was different than trying to avoid a relatively small cloud of ball bearings. This was the mass equal to half a planet filling the space behind them. And the huge remnants were constantly crashing into one another, altering course and shattering large pieces into millions of smaller chunks. The cloud was expanding. Nothing within a one-eighty-degree circular arc was safe.

      Adam Cain—semi-mutant—was doing all he could to avoid the vengeful remains of the planet Nuor, but even he had his limits. The Najmah Fayd was being pummeled by the smaller bits, the only saving grace being the fact that most of the debris was heading in the same direction they were, which lessened the force when they hit.

      “To your right, Adam!” Sherri yelled.

      Adam checked his screen, having trouble at first comprehending what he saw. It looked to be a hundred-mile-long rectangular slice of frozen ocean, tumbling slowly as it flew through space.

      Adam had an idea.

      He shifted course slightly, moving closer to the huge slab.

      “What are you doing?” Sherri asked. “I told you about the giant sheet of ice so you could avoid it, not head straight for it.”

      “We need something to protect us. Besides, I’ve always loved the ocean.”

      “Me, too, stupid, but not in the form of a humongous iceberg in space.”

      Adam concentrated on the rendezvous. The slab was moving up on them rapidly. He knew they couldn’t match its speed, but he might be able to lessen the impact if he made contact when part of the slab was rotating away from them.

      The crew gasped as the object drew closer, awed and frightened by the massive size of the frozen slice of Nuorean ocean. One side was impossibly smooth and slick, having sheared off from another piece. The other side—the side they were heading for—was a frozen relief of a roiling surface, with hundred-foot high waves caught in mid-crest.

      Even at full power, the icy surface was racing toward them at incredible speed, and when they made contact, the impact was like hitting a brick wall at forty miles per hour. The hull compressed and screamed yet managed to stay together. Why that was possible? The answer came a split second later.

      The slow rotation of the slab had the Najmah Fayd sliding along the surface, which helped lessen the force of the impact. But it also caused another problem. This was the side with the stormy ocean relief, and a few seconds after making contact, the ship slipped up the tall slope of a cresting wave—and flew off into space like a ski-jumper off a ninety-meter ramp.

      The ship flipped several times as Adam fought with the attitude jets to correct the orientation. The other end of the ice slab then rose up to meet them. The Najmah Fayd was flipped over at the time, and hit the ice from the top, crushing every antenna and monitor they had except for a few cameras set in recessed cans in the hull. Bridge screens went dark.

      “This is supposed to be better?” Sherri screamed.

      “It seemed like a good idea at the time!” Adam yelled back.

      His idea to ride the slowly tumbling slab of ice became moot a few moments later, when once again they were hurled into space. This time they made it clear of the huge iceberg. Adam activated the chemical drive again and raced away once more into the maelstrom.

      Well, Adam thought. That didn’t work.

      And that’s when the chemical drive sputtered and shut down.

      Adam shook his head, thinking of all the time for this to happen, why now? But he knew it was inevitable. Now all he had were the attitude jets…at least for another four minutes—

      Something large, hard and fast struck the Najmah Fayd amidships. The speed of the impact was such that ship barely reacted to the collision. Internal gravity died, along with just about everything else. The previously-repaired bridge crack reopened, but only a little—however, it was wide enough to allow atmosphere to race through the opening. Riyad was the closest to the breach. He took off his outer shirt and threw it at the opening. The stream of escaping air guided it through the zero-g, until the cloth hit the bulkhead and sealed the crack, at least most of it.

      Sherri unfastened her restraints and floated to the pressure door at the rear of the bridge. There was a small window in the hatch.

      “Holy crap, it took out the entire floor of the common room back to the state rooms. The aft section looks to be okay. I can see light coming through the launch bay window.”

      “Do we have any other data?” Kaylor asked.

      For an answer, Adam accessed his ATD. He scanned the ship for working systems before making his report.

      “The landing bay is secure and has atmosphere. So does the engine room. However, half the batteries for the TD drive have been ripped out, so we can’t jump when the time comes. And I wouldn’t put faith in the gravity-drive, either. The one thing we having going for us: The iceberg gave us a velocity assist. We’re now moving at about the same speed as everything else around us—all except that linebacker who just blindsided us.”

      It was already growing noticeably colder on the bridge, and air was still leaking from the crack. Sherri went to the damage control locker and opened it. Inside was an ample supply of tiny oxygen tanks and yellow nose masks. She passed them out.

      What she was ignoring—or chose not to mention—was the fact that only four light spacesuits hung in the locker. There were six people on the bridge.

      “We have to get to the landing bay,” Adam announced. “It has atmosphere, survival gear and an air lock.”

      “Which the bridge doesn’t have,” Riyad pointed out. “How are we going to get from here to there?”

      Adam had an answer, but they weren’t going to like it.

      “The four of you take the suits. I can withstand the cold better than the rest of you, so I’ll take Jym with me, holding him against my body for warmth. And his fur will help too.”

      The rest of the plan was obvious.

      Adam and Jym moved to the door, yellow oxygen masks secured over their noses—which was a problem for Jym since he had a snout. The tiny alien crawled into Adam’s arms and wrapped his furry arms around the Human’s torso as best he could. He was silenced by fear and cold, shaking noticeably.

      “It will be all right, buddy,” Adam said softly to his little friend. “I’ve got you.”

      Once the rest of the crew was suited up and ready, Adam braced his feet against the side of the weapons console and prepared himself. He nodded to Sherri.

      The first thing she did was dump all the air from the bridge; the temperature dropped by fifty degrees in a second. Then she activated the door controls.

      Adam pushed off with legs and flew through the open portal like the real Superman, one hand extended out in front of him, with the other holding Jym to his chest. The bottom of the ship was open to the absolute cold of space, and although they had oxygen, the penetrating numbness made it almost impossible to breathe.

      Fortunately, the ship wasn’t that long, and a moment later Adam crashed into the bulkhead of the t-corridor at the aft end of the ship. This was where the spine corridor ended. To the left was the engine room, to the right, the cargo bay and the airlock to landing bay.

      Fighting through the stiffness overtaking in his muscles and joints, Adam floated to the right. Through his ATD, he already had the airlock cycled for entry. With his free hand, he worked the latch, opened the door and floated inside. He secured the hatch and activated the controls with his mind. Three seconds later he and Jym floated into the landing bay, drifting toward the ceiling.

      Adam uncovered Jym and felt for a heartbeat. His black fur was nearly frozen through, but there was a slight pulse. The problem: Like on the bridge, the temperature in the landing bay was dropping fast. Without the life support generators running in the engine room, no heat was flowing through the ship.

      Still holding Jym against his chest, Adam reached out his free hand and concentrated. With help from his ATD, he pulled ions from the air to form a sparking, arcing ball of static electricity in the air above his hand. In the dry, cold atmosphere, there was plenty of random electricity around for his needs.

      But Adam wasn’t done. He commanded the volume of the ball to become smaller, compressing the atoms until the sphere became a brilliant point of light. And as the ball grew smaller, it gave off more heat.

      Adam could feel the welcoming radiance—but again, he wasn’t done.

      He created six more tiny points of light. When he was done, he grasped a support beam along the ceiling and looked down, cradling Jym’s softly purring body in his other arm as the air around them heated up noticeably.

      The other four crewmembers entered the landing bay through the airlock, dressed in spacesuits and connected to the metal deck by magnetic boots. They removed their helmets and let them drift away.

      They were in a line, staring up at the image of Adam Cain, lit by the glow of the seven twinkling lights, and looking down at the tiny bear held reverently against his bosom.

      Copernicus Smith was the first to speak. “The Church of Adam Cain just got a new disciple.”

      Next to him was Sherri Valentine. “In Cain We Trust.”

      Riyad Tarazi spoke next. “God Save the Cain.”

      Kaylor Linn Todd was last in line. He had no idea what the others were saying, and rather than make his contribution to the Church of Adam Cain, he simply looked at the others as if they’d suddenly lost their minds.
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      One-and-a-half million light-years from Adam Cain’s religious apparition—and hovering five hundred miles above the LP-6 generator complex—six eight-foot-long metal cylinders sprang to life.

      They were designed to do so after detecting the creation of a series of competing singularities whose influence stretched between galaxies. When the blackholes dissolved fifteen seconds later, sensors in the cylinders reached out, seeking the infrared markers painting portions of the huge generator complex.

      Tiny gas jets erupted, guiding the SENOs toward their targets. Thirty-eight seconds later, the first of the bombs made contact at its assigned spot. It set thin anchor wires into the metal surface and waited for the others to do the same.

      Eight seconds later, all six nuclear devices exploded.

      The first effect of the massive detonation was to literally vaporize the ninety-mile-in-diameter venting cage, along with a hundred miles of the generator housing from each of the twin structures. But the effect didn’t end there. Ripples rolled along the tubes, cracking metal and composite, which rapidly turned into gaping fissures. The tubes began to disintegrate, until only a hundred-mile section at each end was left intact and tumbling off into space….
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      With warmth and air, Jym quickly recovered. Blankets were pulled from cabinets and any tiny hull leaks were sealed. They were safe—for the time being—but trapped inside a dead ship on the edge of the galaxy.

      That’s when Adam reached out with his ATD and made contact with one of the passive detection buoys a million miles from their location. The instrument had the capacity to open comm links with emergency authorities, and after some fancy circuit routing, Adam was able to talk with a live person.

      The person was a monitor tech of the Sepphl race. Adam had never heard of them, but he was happy for any help they could get. He was told the gravity wave from the last pulse had been detected and allied forces were on the way, but it would take six days to get there. In the meantime, contact was made with a local mining colony three light-years away and a rescue vessel was sent out from that location.

      Fourteen hours later, Adam and his team were taken aboard the mining ship, while the Najmah Fayd was marked for later recovery.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They now huddled in the ship’s lounge, quiet and reflective. Celebration would come later. For now it was a time of rest and contemplation.

      Sherri was cuddled up with Copernicus, napping as Coop absently stroked her hair. Kaylor and Jym were at a nearby table, munching on food like it was going out of style, while Riyad was spread out on a recliner, staring at the ceiling, lost in thought.

      For that matter, so was Adam. He was in the process of categorizing the events of the past two weeks, putting things in perspective the best he could.

      First of all, he knew there were over one hundred thousand Nuorean warships still prowling the Milky Way. It would take time and effort to erase their cancer from the galaxy, but it would be done. Adam felt a trace of payback knowing that aliens aboard those ships wouldn’t learn of Nuor’s destruction until if—or when—another pulse came through from Andromeda. Until then, they would be confused and adrift, not knowing what happened or what to do next.

      And there was the rub: Adam had no idea if the bombs had gone off. For all he knew, the generator complex at LP-6 was still intact, just waiting for the Nuoreans to build another control station or send the one they already have back to where it belonged. The LP-5 station was still active, so it was possible for them to do just that—after the race recovered from the loss of their homeworld, of course.

      But recover they would, whether LP-6 was destroyed or not. The Nuoreans were competitors of the highest degree. A normal species—having just suffered the same catastrophic event—would think twice about repeating their mistake. Not the Nuoreans. They would see it as the ultimate challenge. They would be back, Adam was sure of it.

      When was the question?

      Adam couldn’t see them doing it in less than fifty years—even if LP-6 was intact. If it wasn’t, then the estimate extended out another hundred years or more. Fortunately, none of the team would be around under either circumstance.

      Adam quickly amended his last statement. There was a possible he would be still here. His mutant cells could repair external injuries in a jiff; he was sure they were also working to keep his internal organs young and vibrant. Was he immortal, or only semi-immortal? He didn’t know, and at this point, it didn’t matter.

      The one thing he did know for sure—that baring some unfortunate event—Adam Cain would outlive his friends.

      And there was the curse of immortality: He would have to suffer through the pain and sorrow of watching his friends grow old and die. In an instant, the past twenty years flashed before his eyes, all in vivid detail, thanks to his mutant tumor. The six people in the room had shared many an adventure during that time—with Adam again quickly amending the word adventure to read episode. Adventure had the connotation of thrills and excitement, as in fun. Adam would hardly consider the episodes they’d shared as fun.

      But they sure were thrilling.

      With his new-found perspective, he vowed to make sure there would be many more episodes ahead for Adam Cain and his band of intrepid heroes….

      After all, old soldiers never die. They just pick up a weapon and carry on.
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      Ninety ships were sent to the transit point.

      It wasn’t a large contingent, simply because the Nuoreans couldn’t risk more ships than that. For over a thirty day, no re-enforcements had come through any of the landing points, forcing Master-Player Qintis Bondo (435) to begin formulating alternative game plans.

      He was in contact with the survey fleet at the transit point, having laid a string of communication buoys along the way. Knowing that the forces of the Kac would locate most of the relays, he had duplicates laid along the path. The strategy worked. Once the natives found and destroyed a relay, they moved on to others along the line. All the while, the signal was simply switched to the backup relays and communications remained intact.

      It was for that reason Qintis knew no transits had occurred. Now his forces waited another three days—the time it took the midpoint generator to recharge—on the off chance there had been some confusion as to the transit times.

      Yet there was no confusion. This was the tenth missed transit; Qintis didn’t need any more proof that LP-6—Launch Point-6—was non-functioning.

      Qintis also had the intercepted news broadcasts from within the Kac to factor into his conclusion, which celebrated the return of the player Adam Cain and his team from the Suponac Galaxy. They were being hailed as conquering heroes, presumably for destroying or damaging LP-6. He had to agree with that assumption, although the reason he sent his forces to the predetermined transit points was to learn if the damage was slight enough to be repaired in a timely manner. Qintis was ready to concede it was not.

      This raised the second concern in his planning: What was to become of the remaining eight hundred thousand Nuorean players in the Kac? They were aboard the two thousand warships Qintis had under his command, hiding within this alien galaxy, awaiting re-enforcements. Yet if no re-enforcements were forthcoming…what then?

      It was then that Qintis received the most-dire news of all.

      Under the insistence of the Third Cadre players within his command, scouts were sent into the vast debris field of rock and ice that had accompanied Cain and his players back from the Suponac. It was there that conclusive evidence was attained that the debris was the remains of Nuor—the birthplace of his race. That’s when Qintis’ plans took a sudden turn.

      He no longer had to devise game plans for challenges and victory against opposing Kac forces. He now had to plan for the survival of his fellow Nuoreans.

      After the initial shock faded, Qintis realized the loss of Nuor was nothing more than an inconvenience. It had been centuries since the planet served as the true home of race. Now it was more symbolic, and only the home of the Grand and Qualifying Masters, along with the Third Cadre. However, at any given time, a fair number of these officials were off-planet; they would have survived to form a new government.

      In addition, even the vast amount of data that ran the empire was preserved, backed-up through several redundant systems and stored on various planets throughout the Suponac.

      Qintis had to thank Adam Cain for his lack of knowledge of how the empire functioned for the minor impact this event would have in the long run. If he had targeted one of the colony planets—where billions of Nuoreans lived who were more critical to the daily operations of the society—then the damage would have been more widespread and lasting.

      As it was, the destruction of Nuor was more a psychological event rather than any great set back.

      Also, unless Cain had managed to destroy all the launch points out to LP-6, there still remained a direct link to the midpoint between galaxies. After an appropriate time for grief and re-organization, his people would begin construction of a new gravity generator to link the two galaxies. It may be a hundred years or more before such a link was reestablished, yet Qintis knew they would not leave his players stranded in a faraway galaxy.

      All he had to do was make sure his people survived long enough for contact to be made.
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        * * *

      

      Qintis had already taken the first step.

      Suspecting the worse, he moved his fleet to the very edge of the Kac, to a region he knew to be claimed by neither the Expansion nor the Human Orion-Cygnus Union. He located six planets in the area that met his requirements for gravity, atmosphere and level of technological advancement. Each of these worlds had advanced indigenous populations which had been integrated into the galactic community, if not into an empire. They had star travel and trade with other planets. This was important because the Nuoreans would need these races to provide them with sustenance, as well as industrial support.

      The Nuoreans began with strategic firebombing from orbit of select population centers, resulting is a quick subjugation of the natives. Although the compliance of the natives was a necessity, this was also a test of the resolve of the empires of the Kac. The results were encouraging.

      Although the conquered planets protested to the leaders of the Kac, the response quickly came back: Since none of the worlds were members of their respective empires, there would be no answer to the Nuorean’s aggression. Qintis helped this decision-making along by communicating to these same leaders, indicating that with their homeworld destroyed, all the Nuoreans wanted to do was to live in peace within their new galaxy. He further stressed that the Nuoreans had not come to the Kac to conquer, enslave or strip away precious resources from the natives of the Kac. Instead, they had come simply for the sport. And now that that purpose had been supplanted by the need to survive, the Nuoreans were no longer a threat to the galaxy.

      As Qintis suspected, the leaders of the Kac were desperate for peace, and would sacrifice the six worlds to meet that goal. So the Nuoreans spread their forces among the conquered worlds, forcing the inhabitants to provide for their every need—including immunity challenges, yet on a much smaller scale and more pragmatic in nature. Nuorean life took on added significance, so the contests became more controlled. They were held more to retain skills and fitness rather than for societal advancement.

      Qintis was amused at the gullibility of the Kac leaders. They surely had the power to crush his forces and rid their galaxy of the Nuoreans once and for all. Yet they allowed his people to exist—even to enslave the populations of six worlds—just so they could claim peace in their time.

      And all the while, Qintis and his Nuoreans were simply biding time until the game resumed.

      Yet even as Qintis was sheltering his people from the wrath of the Kac, there were forces within his command attempting to upset his plans.
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        * * *

      

      “We cannot let this go unpunished,” exclaimed Third Cadre Master Janvis Decakus (784). His grey face had turned several shades darker as he spoke before the assembly, anger evident in his words and countenance.

      “Master Janvis, revenge is not the way of the Nuoreans,” Lead-Player Yonin (984) responded. Qintis had selected Yonin to be the voice of the leadership, tasked with presenting his side of the issue. “We were simply overplayed by Adam Cain.”

      “Overplayed!” Janvis exploded. “We are talking about Nuor. Its destruction was not part of a game.”

      “Indeed it was,” countered Yonin. “Every action and reaction from the Kac has been the result of our initiating the game. And is not the Cadre’s presence within the Kac the direct result of you devising a similar fate for the Human homeworld of Earth, using LP-6 as the weapon?”

      “You make it sound as if the destruction of Nuor was my fault.”

      “Blame has nothing to do with it. This is how the Nuoreans exist. And within each game is an inherent risk. We live with this risk…or we die from it.”

      First-Lead Radsii (231) rose to make a statement. All Nuoreans were allowed to speak at these assemblies. “I understand your feelings, Master Janvis, yet the damage to the race has been minimal. If we embark on a campaign of revenge within the Kac we may suffer real loss to our surviving players.”

      “The game-master need not be involved,” Janvis said. “I will personally lead a force to track down and dispatch Cain and his mass murderers.”

      “Do you honestly believe the Kac will not see your actions as representative of all Nuoreans?” Yonin asked. “As all have said here today, we too grieve for the loss of Nuor. Yet now we must think of survival first and foremost. The actions you propose would be too dangerous. Perhaps when re-enforcements arrive—”

      “By then it will be too late,” Janvis growled. “The lifespan of Humans is even less than ours. Cain will be dead before re-enforcements arrive.”

      Yonin looked around at the thirty-eight other faces in the meeting room aboard the battle-carrier 7. Some eyes met his; most averted them. “I believe both sides have made their presentations,” he announced. “Although the decision ultimately lies with Master Qintis, he has asked for this rare assembly to survey the feeling of his senior command. We shall now indicate a willingness to follow the game plan of Cadre Master Janvis or not. Proceed according to rank.”

      The vote overwhelmingly favored Qintis and his desire to stay as non-threatening to the Kac as possible. Sending a team out to kill their most-famous and successful players would have only added a level of confusion and contradiction to the Kac leadership. Calls for the extermination of the Nuoreans would have been made, and it was uncertain which way the decision would fall. It was too great a risk for Qintis. He had to plan more long-term.
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        * * *

      

      There were only one hundred Third Cadre within the Nuorean Kac population. They’d come to the galaxy to discern the exact location of the planet Earth for a gravity attack using LP-6. Now they were without mission and purpose—other than to address the wrong Adam Cain and his players had done to the Nuoreans.

      So Qintis wasn’t surprised, when a few days after the meeting, Janvis and his Cadre raided the coffers of the confiscated wealth from the six worlds under Nuorean control and absconded with a portion of the credits. The amount taken was insignificant when weighed against the wealth of six planets, but it would serve Janvis’ purpose.

      Qintis knew what the Third Cadre officer had in mind.

      Janvis and his Cadre took seventeen small attack vessels and one transport and left Nuorean territory for places unknown. The word would soon go out, covering the entire galaxy. Since Nuoreans did not use credits—or money, as the Humans called it—Qintis had only a vague idea what impact it would have on the natives of the Kac. But he knew it would be noticed.

      In the end, it would not be the Nuoreans who would kill Adam Cain and his players. It would be the natives of the Kac galaxy—what the Humans called the Milky Way—who would do it for them.

      And the Nuorean leadership would plead impotence in the actions of this breakaway group of Cadre players, sparing the bulk of the population from retaliation.

      It was a brilliant plan. Just as Janvis—and Qintis—had devised.
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      Riyad Tarazi had spent most of his life looking over his shoulder, watching for people who might be watching him. By now it was habit, and as he sat with his back against the wall at a table in Jaclyn’s Tavern, in the Nimorian city of Gildemont, he noticed every creature entering the bar.

      Jaclyn’s had special meaning for Riyad. He’s spent considerable time here during his days as leader of the Fringe Pirates. That was twenty years ago, and even though he had to believe none of his old cohorts were still around, he couldn’t take the chance of being recognized. He’d shaved his thick black beard in an effort to remain anonymous, yet not to avoid law enforcement this time. Instead, it was to save him from his adoring fans. That was one of the side effects of saving the galaxy from deadly threats…and on more than one occasion. Sure, Riyad wasn’t as famous as his buddy Adam Cain, but he did have his following.

      And now that following had become a nuisance.

      Since returning from the Andromeda Galaxy—with a third of the planet Nuor trailing behind—he and the rest of the team had been showered with praise and ceremony from one end of the galaxy to another. This had happened before, but not to this degree. As a consequence, the team disbursed, each looking for their little piece of solitude and anonymity.

      Sherri and Copernicus took to a chartered sailboat and disappeared into the South Pacific back on Earth. The aliens Kaylor and Jym returned to their respective homeworlds to endure whatever celebrations awaited them there, while Adam took Riyad’s lead and shot off into space in a gifted luxury space yacht for places unknown.

      In Riyad’s case, he sought out familiar territory, trying to recall memories from a time before he had responsibilities beyond his own selfish needs. The planet Nimor called out to him. It had been the unofficial base of the Fringe Pirates; even Angar, his second-in-command and successor to his leadership, was a Nimorian. Now, as he scanned the room, he could imagine it was in this very spot that Adam killed a pair of Rigorian thugs the day before Riyad met him—and his life changed forever. Two decades had passed under the bridge since then, and his experience and perspective had matured over that time, to take on more galactic proportions. He was now the second-most famous Human in the galaxy, admired—even worshiped—by an untold number of sentient beings, and from thousands of different species.

      Not bad for a kid from the slums of Beirut, Lebanon.
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        * * *

      

      Riyad rarely engaged in any of the illegal activities of his gang of teens and pre-teens. Rather, he was the mastermind, and because his capers were so successful, he drew a fervent and loyal following. His gang prospered, even in the unimaginable squalor and savagery of the city.

      It was his talent for leadership that first brought him to the attention of the jihadists. At fifteen he was recruited into the ranks of the nascent Al Qaida organization. He left Lebanon for Afghanistan, before being sent to Florida for advanced training in chemical engineering. Afterwards, he was given his own cell to run. Throughout the years, Riyad climbed in rank, eventually becoming a legend among the freedom fighters for his cunning, attention to detail and phenomenal success rate.

      Yet Riyad was never a true believer. Instead, he reveled in the planning and execution of elaborate operations. It was the journey that excited him, more than the destination. As a result, in his ten years as an international terrorist, he had only personally killed three individuals. They had been traitors to the cause, and he felt justified in their assassinations.

      His operations, however, were a different matter. He felt a detachment from the death toll, taking as much responsibility for the casualties as a weapons manufacturer would for how its product was used. His product was the plan. What others did with it was of no concern to a younger, more pragmatic Riyad Tarazi.

      Fortunately, he wasn’t like that any longer. He was older—just over fifty—and wiser. He saw things on a grander scale, and with the help of Adam Cain, had been forced to reevaluate his place in the universe, to the point where he could see how one person could make a difference. At least he could with a little help from his friends….
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        * * *

      

      His friends at the moment were a pair of Human manufacturer reps out in the Fringe hocking their wares. They noticed Riyad the moment he entered the bar and glommed onto him immediately; it was rare to find another Human on Nimor these days. They didn’t recognize him, so he introduced himself as an indie merchant, just passing through the Fringe. The intoxicants flowed, and Riyad began to relax, lost within his artificial persona.

      That’s when he noticed the two Rigorians enter the bar.

      To Riyad, they stood out immediately, more so than normal. First of all, they paused to scan the other patrons within the dimly-lit room. This was unusual. Rigorians didn’t give a damn who was around; they’d dominate the scene wherever they went. But these two were looking for something—or someone.

      Secondly, when their eyes fell upon Riyad and the trio of Humans, there was only the slightest hesitation before they averted their eyes. This was the final tell. Humans were the apex predator in the galaxy, and a definite challenge to the huge lizard-like beasts. As it was in the animal world, they would have made eye contact, if for no other reason than to acknowledge the presence of another killer in the room. But these savage creatures tried too hard to look unconcerned. And when they took seats at the bar, with a clear view of the Humans, the hair on the back of Riyad’s neck stood up. They weren’t here looking for his autograph. They had a more sinister purpose in mind.

      Never one to let a bad situation come to him, Riyad lifted the glass of half-full intoxicant and placed it to his lips. He threw back his head and guzzled a large amount—before spitting it back into the glass. Then he turned to his new friends.

      “I regret to say this, but I have to drain the lizard.”

      The two men overreacted, buoyed by the quantity of alien alcohol in their systems. “Good luck with that!” one of them said. “I nearly puked when I went in there a while back. Now I’d rather go outside and piss on the sidewalk than go back in there.”

      Riyad knew what he meant. Alien bathrooms of the public variety were a Human’s worst nightmare. First of all, they were unisex—whatever that meant in an alien society where it was often hard to tell one sex from the other. They also had every imaginable accoutrement, from raised toilets and urine troughs, to simple holes cut in the floor. The stench was indescribable, as a plethora of digestive systems did their thing, while producing a cocktail mix of paint-peeling gases and cast-off fluids.

      Riyad left the table and staggered to the restroom, playing up his drunken state even more so for his surreptitious audience. Fighting back a gag, he moved to the back of the room and stood before a disgusting metal bowl covered in yellowish-green grime. A moment later, the two Rigorians entered.

      One of the seven-foot tall lizards stationed himself by the door, while the other moved in behind Riyad.

      “Tarazi…Riyad,” the alien called out.

      Riyad glanced over his shoulder. “Yeah, that’s me,” he said proudly. “I didn’t think anyone would recognize me. Wait a minute and I’ll give you an autograph.”

      “Autograph…what is that?” asked the Rigorian with a growl.

      “A memento, something you can show your friends and family that you actually met me.”

      Rigorians didn’t seek autographs, nor did they engage in hero worship.

      “We are not here seeking such things!” the alien bellowed.

      “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

      Riyad glanced off to his left; the lizard by the door was drawing his MK-17. With his arms still pointed toward his crotch, Riyad activated the small laser weapon he held in his hand. It was battery-powered and good for a limited range and a two-second beam. But that was long enough for the red light to appear on the wall next to the alien’s head by the door, momentarily distracting him. As his head turned, Riyad shifted the angle slightly, sending the thousand-degree-beam slicing effortlessly through the Rigorian’s neck.

      The alien behind him also had his weapon drawn, yet even if he pressed the trigger, Riyad would be upon him before the targeting computer could lock on. With the laser weapon now just an inert six-inch metal tube, Riyad clinched it in his hand and spun, placing a solid right fist against the side of the Rigorian’s long head. The alligator-like creature crumbled to the grimy, smelly floor. Riyad placed his booted left foot on the alien’s gun hand while dropping his right knee onto the bulbous chest of his assailant. He had his own MK-17 drawn and pressed against the side of the alien’s head.

      Just then the door to the bathroom opened. Both alien and Human looked toward the portal

      A four-eyed thing with crusty grey skin stood in the doorway. A pair of eyes looked to the decapitated Rigorian on his left, as the other pair took in Riyad sitting atop the other huge lizard, gun to his head. The gray alien took a step back and closed the door.

      Riyad turned his attention back to the Rigorian.

      “What the hell?” he said. “Why are you after me, my friend?”

      “Friend?” said the alien, confused. The universal translation bug implanted behind the alien’s ear indicated Riyad had warm feelings for him, even as the other part of the sentence knew him to be a threat.

      “Just tell me why you’re looking for me?”

      “It is for the bounty.”

      “What bounty?”

      When the alien hesitated, Riyad pressed the barrel of the MK harder against his skin. “You know who I am; don’t test me.”

      “The Nuorean bounty.”

      Riyad was taken aback. “Why would the Nuoreans have a bounty out on me? And for that matter, why would you do anything the Nuoreans want you to do? They’re a threat to everyone in the galaxy.”

      “We do it exclusively for the credits.”

      “Yeah, I figured that. But why are the Nuoreans after me?”

      “As I understand, they found evidence that you destroyed their homeworld of Nuor. They have now placed a galaxy-wide offer for the death of you and your team.”

      “How will they pay for it?

      “They may be limited in number—and without reinforcement—but they do have footholds on six worlds. They have confiscated all the wealth thereon, which is more than enough to satisfy my needs.”

      Riyad’s mind was racing. The entire team was in danger, and with a king’s fortune offered for their heads. As pragmatic as most creatures are, there could already be an army of hired killers after them. He had to let the others know.

      “Thanks for the information,” he said, flashing his trademark brilliant white smile at the Rigorian. In normal circumstances, this would have signaled a death challenge, but Riyad figured he and his alien buddy were beyond that. So he simply triggered his MK and splattered the Rigorian’s brain matter across the already filthy floor. He figured no one would notice.
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      From seventy feet in the air, the pair of massive hammerhead horses didn’t look that imposing. Unfortunately, Adam Cain also knew that was an illusion

      Hammerheads—that’s what he called them—and for good reason. The magnificent beasts were easily two ton in weight, with rippling muscles under a shiny coat of black hair. They had exceedingly thick necks required to hold up the knobby, triangle-shaped plates of bone resting on their foreheads—wide at the top and tapering to a point near their long snouts. A pair of large, black eyes extended on nubs at each end of the wide top, hence the hammerhead shark comparison.

      Underneath the plate was a normal-looking horse-like snout and long mouth, with a row of rounded teeth used for grazing. The beasts also had a set of long, muscular arms extending from the torso, along with a pair of six-fingered hands, three nimble digits on each side of the wide palm.

      Just a pair of average ten-foot-tall Centaurs, except for the plates of bone on their heads…and along with the fact that these two huge creatures were trying to kill him….
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        * * *

      

      The planet was designated ES-341 and was a heavy-gravity world—by comparison—which made it less attractive for colonization by the mostly-lightweight members of the Expansion or the Orion-Cygnus Union. Yet it was just right for Adam. He’d come to the planet looking for respite from the constant ceremony and celebration that resulted from his most-recent saving of the Milky Way Galaxy—this time from the Nuorean menace. Here there were no admiring indigenous species to contend with, and he wouldn’t have to worry about losing bone and muscle mass as he would on a low-gravity world.

      In reality, that wasn’t much of a concern anymore, not with the tiny tumor of immortal alien mutant cells residing within his skull, which were capable of altering his physical condition. That was another reason he sought the solitude of ES-341. He needed to learn more about his abilities and how to utilize them. As he’d experienced over the past six months, control of his abilities wasn’t the issue. How to summon them on demand was. It was one thing to have a surge of strength and energy, but not knowing if it would come when needed—and to what degree—was a bummer. Having that knowledge could come in handy as he planned his day.

      So ES-341 was the perfect place to hang out for a while, away from the crowds of well-wishers and clingers-on, who just wanted to bask within the glow that was Adam Cain. He could also experiment with his super-human abilities without people knowing he had them.

      As soon as he landed the small personal space yacht—which was itself a gift from a grateful Earth-bound trillionaire—he began to hear strange claps of thunder echoing through the towering peaks of the surrounding mountain range. It was springtime on ES-341, with a lingering of snow on the higher elevations. Otherwise the place was a study in all the possible shades of green; in the trees, in the grasses, and even the glowing aurora in the evening sky.

      Each time he’d hear the booms, he’d look into a clear blue sky expecting thunder clouds. But there were none. Then two days later, with his curiosity piqued and a theory in mind, Adam set off through the pine forest looking for the source of the explosions.

      He emerged from the tree line on the edge of a wide meadow of waving green grass, which terminated at a steep cliff falling off into a river valley far below. As he suspected, he came upon the huge horses, each sporting the crusty headplate and with eyes spaced three-feet apart along the edges. Adam watched in amazement as the huge beasts squared off, then charged at incredible speed toward one another before crashing their plates together like battering rams, sending a sharp report echoing across the land.

      Yet the mighty collisions seemed to have no effect on beasts. Adam watched as they smashed together four times in rapid succession before stopping to graze in the meadow as if nothing had happened.

      Adam didn’t know if this was a mating ritual or just a couple of young bucks blowing off steam. But after hanging around the spaceship for the past two days, he was restless—and curious. Throwing caution to the wind, he began to make his way through the knee-high grass toward the beasts.

      A sudden shift in the wind delivered his scent to the horses. They stopped grazing and cast large black eyes in his direction. From under the plates, moist nostrils flared and sniffed the air. Slowly, the pair began to amble in his direction.

      One of the beasts lingered at a patch of grass while the other continued up to him. Slowly, Adam reached out his hand and let the towering creature sniff at it. Then a long, mucus-coated tongue lashed out and licked his hand. Adam patted the huge head before running his hand along the headplate.

      It was almost six inches thick, with the top side covered in rolling nubs and rough ridges. There were scars—trophies from past battles—and yet for all its imposing presence, the hammerhead centaur was docile, calm…and harmless.

      That’s when he realized he’d lost sight of the second beast.

      Adam heard a snort from behind. He turned and found the second centaur standing fifty feet away, facing him. There was something odd about the posture, as well as the steady gaze of the black eyes.

      Adam looked back at the first horse, and as he turned, the huge creature lowered its head, smashing the triangular plate into Adam’s forehead.

      Adam was sent to the ground, his vision nothing but stars and peripheral gray.

      “Caphis, encase his arms,” Adam heard someone say. He blinked, trying to focus on the source of the sound. That’s when he realized the centaur was speaking.

      The second beast ran up behind him and clamped its vice-like fingers around his arms. Adam was pulled to his feet, still groggy from the head-butt. He was also confused. What just happened?

      The talking horse reached out with its own powerful hands and took hold of Adam’s legs. “Take him to the cliff,” the creature said to the other. They began to carry Adam toward the five-hundred-foot high cliff, with the river far below.

      At this point, Adam Cain learned a valuable lesson about his new superpowers: They only surfaced when he was of sound mind and body. In his confused state, the mutant brain cells weren’t sure if he was in trouble or not. That didn’t come until his mind cleared enough to relay the message. By then, Adam was dangling over the abyss, his right leg in the grasp of one of the hammerhead horses.

      Conflicted as to which muscles to enhance, Adam’s alien brain cells sent the command throughout his entire body. In a flash, he was able to perform a contortionist’s sit up, bending his body in two so his hands could grasp the incredibly strong arm of the centaur. His leg was released as the animal backed away from the cliff, swinging his arm wildly, trying to dislodge the Human. But Adam held on…until the huge horse-like creature kicked out with one of his front legs and planted a hoof in Adam’s chest.

      Stunned and hurt by the powerful kick, Adam was thrown back on the muddy soil of the meadow. He tried to cough, but all the air had been expelled from his lungs. Instead he gasped, his hands on his bruised chest, hoping no ribs were broken. With his mutant abilities, he would heal faster than normal, but that meant days for broken bones, rather than weeks. It wouldn’t help in this situation.

      Both of the horse-like creatures approached him, staring down with their large, black eyes, the tips of their headplates looking threatening and ominous. The plates took on a whole new level of danger when an eye-like orifice opened, located near the bottom of the plate. Adam was shocked when a slightly curved, needle-sharp, eighteen-inch long horn emerged.

      He wasn’t expecting that. The beasts were dangerous enough without the horn. Now they were rhino-hammerhead-centaur-horse-like things. The way his day was going, the next thing he expected them to do was start breathing fire.

      Instead, the two creatures trotted away, one on each side, until they were about fifty feet away. They turned, retracted their horns and stomped the ground, focusing their attention on the diminutive and muddy Human.

      When the horses began their charge, Adam knew he was in some deep shit.

      He felt a surge of energy in his muscles, and a heartbeat before the beasts crashed together—with him in the middle—Adam jumped into the air. The centaurs lifted their huge heads, following his upward movement, catching the bottom of his boots on the top of their bony headplates. With the added boost—coupled with the increase in his leg strength—Adam was flung into the air, soaring four times as high as his enhanced muscles could carry him on their own….
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        * * *

      

      Now he was seventy feet in the air, having just reached apogee. Unfortunately, the laws of nature were not his friend, and what goes up must come down. A moment later he was falling back toward the two beasts below.

      They shifted their positions, lining up on his falling body, as the needle-point horns reemerged. The centaurs weren’t content with just smashing him wafer-thin. Now they intended to gorge him with their rhino tusks, just for shits and grins.

      There wasn’t much Adam could do to alter his fall. He tried streamlining, to create a surface where air could slide along, changing his course. He was—or had been—an experienced skydiver, skilled in HALO jumps with the SEALs, yet he didn’t have enough altitude to put any of his skills to use. In three seconds he would be on the surface and impaled atop one of the headplates of a gigantic alien horse.

      So he leaned forward and placed his arms out in front of him, Superman-style, and dove for the surface. As his hands reached the headplate first; he grabbed hold of the top edge, his super-strength able to bring him to a stop, balanced on his hands, on the head of the alien centaur. He scrunched up and dropped the rest of his body over the plate, his shoes clamping around the pointed end, with the sharp horn sticking out from between his legs and just shy of this groin. To an outside observer, it would look as though Adam had a tail made of sharp, yellowish ivory.

      The centaur began to buck violently, shaking its head and prancing across the meadow. It tried digging the edge of the headplate into the soft, muddy soil, but nothing worked. Adam held on. Then the horse suddenly stopped bucking and stood for a moment, panting heavily. Adam felt something slide past his thigh. He looked down and saw that the horn was gone, returned to its hiding place somewhere within the massive head.

      He knew what was coming next.

      Adam whipped his head around until he spotted the second horse. It was already at full gallop and heading straight for the head of the first horse.

      With only a second to spare, Adam released the headplate and shifted position, placing his hands at the sharp tip with his feet on the wide end. Then he pushed with his feet and pulled with his hands, forcing the head up, exposing the vulnerable flesh of the thick neck to the centaur’s charging companion.

      The second beast crashed into the first, but not plate-to-plate. The impact was brutal, if not fatal. Adam’s horse was thrown back, before it fell to a sitting position on its haunches. It let out a last fateful breath, before toppling over onto the muddy field.

      Adam scampered off the huge body, while keeping an eye on the other centaur. It was standing a few feet away, mouth open, staring at the corpse of its companion. Then it snorted and focused its dark eyes on the Human. It charged.

      This time, Adam was ready. Just as the huge beast lowered its head to ram its prey, Adam stepped aside and grabbed one of the eye nubs as the horse raced past. Adam was pulled along with the creature, first dangling at its side before managing to hook a leg around the torso and climb on its back. His hands clamped onto the top of the rough headplate, finding holds in the nubs and contours.

      Like the other horse, this one began to buck and jump across the meadow. Using his superhuman strength, Adam dug his heels into the ribs, hard enough to elicit a deep-throated groan from the hammerhead beast. Next, he pulled on the headplate, first to the right, then to the left. Each time, the horse changed course, unable to resist Adam’s commands. A few moments later, the creature calmed, resigned to its fate. Adam wasn’t going anywhere…and he was in control.

      Adam turned the beast toward the tree line, and together alien horse and rider disappeared into the forest.
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        * * *

      

      “You can talk, can’t you?” Adam asked on the ride back to his ship.

      “Yes.” The voice was deep and solemn, mournful even.

      “Sorry about your friend,” Adam said. “But you shouldn’t have attacked me.”

      The beast remained silent.

      “You don’t talk much, do you?”

      “I speak when I have something to say.”

      “I didn’t know there was any intelligent life on this planet.”

      “We are not from this planet.”

      “Where are you from?” Adam asked.

      “Jaqaret. You have never heard of it. It is far away. We have had not much contact with others, only the Nuoreans.”

      It was Adam’s turn to snort. “You’ve had contact with the Nuoreans…and you’re still alive? That says something.”

      “Yes, they honored our fighting skills, placing us against their warriors.”

      “How did you do?”

      “As expected. We may be large and powerful, but we are not skilled with tools of death. We prefer natural means.”

      Adam rapped the headplate with his knuckles. “Like these?”

      “Yes. But the Nuoreans move fast—like you. They were able to slice our limbs, rendering us helpless. Then we were slaughtered.”

      “Yet you—and your friend—survived. And now you’re on this planet…trying to kill me. How did that happen?”

      “If I tell you, you will kill me.”

      “No I won’t. I promise.”

      The beast shifted its head so one of the eyes could look back at him. Adam couldn’t read the expression, but he got the impression the hammerhead was trying to determine the truth in his words.

      The beast snorted. “You will probably kill me anyway.”

      “No, I won’t. Just tell your story.” Adam’s curiosity was piqued.

      “The Nuoreans have learned a terrible truth, and they are very upset.”

      “What truth?”

      Again the head shift and the glare of the huge round eye. “Concerning you and your companions.”

      “You know who I am?”

      “Yes, you are Adam Cain.”

      Adam pursed his lips. Damn, this galaxy is getting way too small.

      “And what’s your name?”

      “I am Caphis. The other was Kanan.”

      “Again, I’m sorry.”

      “It is accepted. We initiated the combat. We should have known not to challenge you. It appears your reputation is well-deserved.”

      “I got lucky. Now go on, tell your story.”

      “Kanan and I were part of a contingent of my kind selected for combat when they conquered Jaqaret. We impressed them so much that we were offered freedom for our kind if we would kill you.”

      “The Nuoreans sent you to kill me? Why?”

      “It is the information I referred to earlier.”

      “What information?”

      “The Nuoreans learned that you destroyed their homeworld. Since we all come from a homeworld, you can imagine their distress upon learning this truth.”

      Adam was confused. The Nuoreans shouldn’t know…not unless they’ve made contact with Andromeda.

      “Do you know how they learned about Nuor?”

      “It was in the rock that you brought back from the other galaxy.”

      Of course, Adam thought. There would be more than enough broken and frozen corpses in the debris.

      “Now the Nuoreans have enlisted others to kill not only you, but all those who came back with you. Not all are doing it for noble purposes, such as me. The Nuoreans have offered an incredible amount of credits or other valuable consideration for the task.”

      The pair had arrived back at Adam’s camp by now. The local sun had slipped behind the taller mountain peaks and the forest was becoming quickly engulfed in darkness. Adam slipped from the back of the huge beast, ready for any sudden movements, but Caphis remained calm, dejected.

      Using his Artificial Telepathy Device embedded in the skin under his right armpit, Adam commanded the security lights on the sleek luxury starship to come on, bathing the campsite in a brilliant glow. Caphis bucked slightly at the sudden illumination before regaining his composure.

      The door to the ship slid open; Adam stopped in the entranceway, turning back to the huge centaur. “I’m sorry about your people, Caphis. If you like, I believe you’ll fit in the cargo hold. I could help you get home.”

      “The offer is appreciated, but we—I—have my own ship, one provided by the Nuoreans.” He lifted his arms and moved his fingers. “It is adapted to my particular form.”

      Adam’s jaw firmed. “Listen, the only way to save your people is to eliminate the remaining Nuoreans from the galaxy. There aren’t a lot of them left.”

      “Is that what you intend to do?”

      “Yes, but first I have to warn my friends about the others trying to kill them. After that, I’ll see to it that the galaxy joins forces again to wipe them out.”

      “That would indeed be a welcome outcome. Although my kind does not possess any great technology of note, we would welcome the opportunity to help.”

      “I’ll pass that along,” Adam said. “For now, I have to leave. You’re free to either stay here, go home, or to a safe harbor until this crisis passes.”

      The huge horse lifted his head and let his nostrils flair. “This world is covered in rich grasses and delightfully fresh water. It will be lonely, but I believe I will stay here for a while. Thank you, Adam Cain for sparing my life. You had no obligation to do so.”

      Adam nodded, then turned and entered the starship. From the pilothouse viewport, he watched the magnificent beast amble off into the darkness of the forest. He waited to make sure Caphis was clear of the blast radius before he lit off the lifting jets and left the surface of ES-341.

      He was on the CW comm before the ship reached orbit.
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      “Apparently, Jaclyn’s isn’t a very safe place for Rigorians to hang out,” Adam said. It was meant as a joke, but he wasn’t feeling very jovial at the moment.

      “Not when we’re in town, that’s for sure,” Riyad agreed. His image on the CW link didn’t show any humor, either. The two men had been comparing notes on their attempted assassinations for the past ten minutes, and with every revelation, their mood grew more depressed.

      “I tried to contact Sherri and Copernicus, but they’re not answering,” Riyad continued.

      “So did I,” Adam said. “I’ve got half the military population of Earth out looking for them. I just hope the assassins are having as hard a time finding them as we are.”

      “If they’re still available to be found….”

      Adam had been trying to avoid voicing the obvious: there may be a good reason why they weren’t answering. They could be dead.

      “I’ll be contacting Kaylor and Jym as soon as I get off the link with you,” Adam said.

      “Don’t bother,” Riyad said. “I got through to them. They’re safe now and surrounded by native guards in secure locations.”

      “You already contacted them?” Adam frowned. “So where was I on your call list?”

      “I figured you could take care of yourself, and it seems I was right.” Through the screen, Riyad flashed his trademark smile.

      “Thanks for that, buddy. But I’ll feel a lot better if we were all together again. I can’t trust locals not to give into temptation. You know the Nuoreans are offering a boatload of money for our heads.”

      The smile vanished from Riyad’s face. “So what’s the plan?”

      “You get to Fulqin and pick up Jym. I’m closer to Belson; I’ll get Kaylor.”

      “And Sherri and Coop? If any race can’t be trusted when there’s a king’s fortune up for grabs, it’s our fellow Humans.”

      “They’ll have to take their chances. Once the lovebirds realize what’s up, I’m sure they’ll take precautions. I’ll get them on a military transport off the planet as soon as they’re located.”

      “Where should we hold up?”

      “Formil,” Adam answered. “Arieel’s people aren’t as cutthroat as others. She’ll give us shelter.”

      “And after that?”

      Adam’s face turned rock-hard. “Then we go after the Nuoreans. Only when the source of the money goes away will we be safe.”

      Riyad made a wry smile. “I like the odds: Six of us against two thousand Nuorean warships. Hardly seems fair.”

      “All is fair, buddy…in love and war.”

      “And killing aliens.”

      “That’s an affirmative.”
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      Sherri Valentine was lying topless on the deck of the eighty-foot three-master when the sky filled with half a dozen black helicopters. She scrambled for a towel to cover herself, as Copernicus came up from below to find out what the ruckus was all about. He was armed with an M-101 assault rifle and a grimace. He didn’t like surprises.

      From across the bay, a V-hulled patrol boat split the calm, green water, heading for the anchored luxury yacht. There were armed sailors on the deck, with one manning a nine-eighty flash cannon. Coop gripped his rifle a little tighter. He wouldn’t go down without a fight.

      “Ahoy aboard the Blue Oyster. Ahoy!” a voiced called out over a loud speaker. “Are you Copernicus Smith?”

      Sherri had hidden behind the center mast, but Coop was standing tall on the deck, brandishing the weapon. The helicopters had backed off but were still hovering a half mile out in a circle around the yacht.

      Copernicus nodded emphatically. “Yes! What’s this about?” he yelled.

      The patrol boat bobbed to a stop off the sailboat’s starboard quarter. “We’re here to place you into protective custody.”

      “Protective? Why?”

      “You’re in danger.”

      “Says who?”

      “Adam Cain, sir,” was the unexpected reply. “You are to accompany us back to Papeete and then to Phoenix.”

      Sherri stood up, holding a blue and white striped towel to her bosom. The cloth flapped in the wind, covering very little of her ample attributes. “What about the boat?” she called out. “We have a deposit.”

      “We’ll take care of it, ma’am. Please gather what belongings you need. We’re coming aboard.”
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      Six hours later, the sub-orbital transport landed at the Orion-Cygnus military compound outside Phoenix. By that time, the pair had made contact with Adam by CW link and knew the seriousness of the threat. They requested—and were issued—body armor and weapons, along with a small cadre of loyal military personnel as guards, all of which they knew personally.

      “We just got word that the Human equivalent of the bounty is eight billion dollars each,” said Lieutenant-Colonel Joshua Nolan.

      Copernicus whistled. “Damn, for that much, I’d kill myself.”

      “Don’t bother, sir,” said Nolan. “I’ll do it for you.”

      “What a friend…thanks, colonel.” Coop eyed the Marine officer suspiciously. He was one of Sherri’s selections for the security detail, not his.

      Nolan turned serious. “We have a Charlton-Class jumpship waiting in orbit, crew of twenty, all vetted.”

      “Where is it taking us?” Sherri asked. She cinched the strap of her chest armor a little tighter, before pulling the MK-47 from its holster and checking the charge.

      “Unknown, ma’am. Destination will be revealed once in a gravity-well.”

      Sherri looked at the tall officer and frowned. “Ma’am? What’s that bullshit all about?”

      “Just respectin’ my elders, Ms. Valentine.”

      Sherri looked down at the weapon in her hand and then at the smiling officer. “It’s not wise to talk about a lady’s age, colonel, even if we have shared a pint or two at the local pub.”

      “I would agree…if there were any ladies present.”

      Sherri looked at Coop, who was watching the pair as they bantered, his mouth half open. No one spoke to Sherri Valentine like that. “It was before I met you,” she explained, answering the unasked question. She turned back to Nolan. “And although I wasn’t much of a lady that night, I sure was a woman. As I recall, you didn’t complain too much.”

      “Not enough energy left to complain, ma’am.”

      “This conversation is pissing me off,” Coop said, exasperated.

      Sherri squeezed his arm. “Don’t worry, stud.” She smiled into his eyes. “You’re still the love of my life…for now.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “Don’t worry, sir,” Nolan said. “She’s really not my type…except for that one night, of course.”

      “You’re not coming with us, are you?” Coop asked the Marine officer.

      “’Fraid so. On such short notice, there are only so many people we can trust. I’m one of them.”

      “Because you screwed my girlfriend?”

      “Once, sir. It was only a one-night stand.” Nolan looked down at a smiling Sherri Valentine. He was enjoying the game. “But oh what a night it was!”

      Coop stalked away, leaving Nolan and Sherri to share a hearty laugh.

      “Don’t worry, Josh, I’ll get around to telling him how you passed out before anything could happen.”

      “And if I hadn’t?”

      “Well, that will be my little secret.” She winked at him, before turning to catch up with a sulking Copernicus Smith.

      “What do you mean little?” Nolan yelled after her. This trip is going to be fun.
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      Although a Charlton-class jumpship was the fastest thing in the fleet, it still didn’t come close to the speed of a trans-dimensional starship. Unfortunately, the only such ship in existence had been too badly damaged returning from Andromeda to be repaired. Scientists and engineers were still rifling through the wreckage, however, trying to learn its secrets. They were getting close but were still a few years away from having a working prototype.

      As a consequence, it took forty-two excruciatingly long days to reach Formil. Along the way, the jumpship—designated the UFS Biddle—and its two escorts encountered three separate attempts to take out Sherri and Copernicus. Only the speed of the ship and the skill of the crew got them through the gauntlet.

      LtCol. Nolan—the senior officer aboard—was furious. Someone had leaked their destination and course, yet with a combined sixteen billion dollars on the line for both Sherri and Coop, he understood why assassins would spread enough cash around until someone finally talked.  So far, the seed money had been wasted. Yet as long as Adam’s team remained alive, the temptation was still there.

      When the three-ship squadron entered the Formilian star system, they were greeted by a ten-ship escort. Nolan kept a keen eye on the alien ships, and it was only his naturally-suspicious nature that saved them again. One of the Formilian ships suddenly shifted course and sent a five-burst barrage of flash bolts at the jumpship. The shields of the Biddle were up the moment the energy surge was detected within the launch ports of the attacking vessel. The bolts were diffused, and the attack ship destroyed through a combination of Human and alien return fire.

      The Formilians apologized profusely, promising to screen all other natives coming in contact with the Humans more extensively. Nolan let his temper vent, even as he trusted the aliens to keep their word. The Formilians were some of Earth’s staunchest allies. He knew heads would roll—literally—over the incident.

      After landing at the huge Temple Spaceport, a caravan of armored transports left for the towering O’lac Government Building just north of the Temple Complex. They reached it without incident, even as Nolan, Sherri and Coop took a separate utility truck to the building, leaving ten minutes after the main caravan departed the spaceport.

      Sherri was fit to be tied by the time the elevator took the trio to the twenty-ninth floor, where she met up with Adam, Riyad and the two aliens, Kaylor and Jym. Arieel Bol—the leader of the Formilian people—was there, as well.

      Sherri exited the elevator first and marched up to Adam. Copernicus was behind her, and when he spotted Arieel, his mouth fell open and his eyes focused on the stunning alien beauty. He also ran into Sherri’s back.

      She turned to her boyfriend, a look of resignation on her face. “Dammit, Coop, try to control yourself.”

      He tried to stammer a defense, but it just came out as gibberish.

      Sherri shook her head before turning back to Adam. “We have to do something about this,” she said, jumping right to point. “I can’t live like this.”

      Adam smiled. “There’s not much I can do about Arieel—”

      “Not that, you idiot, about everyone in the galaxy trying to kill us!”

      “Oh…that.”

      “Yeah, that! Hell, they even tried to take us out once we got in-system.”

      “I sincerely apologize for that, Sherri,” Arieel said, stepping forward and offering her delicate hand. Sherri took it—although everyone could tell she didn’t want to. “I assure you, you are safe within this building.”

      “Yeah, that’s what they all say.”

      Arieel looked askew at Sherri, trying to decipher the statement. In the end, she gave up. “If you will all follow me to the Grand Conference Chamber, there is an assembly of galactic leaders wishing to discuss your situation.” Arieel looked at Adam with concern in her eyes. After three days on the planet, this was the first time Adam had heard of this meeting being set up. It made him suspicious.

      The entourage was lead down the wide corridor and to a room with an extremely high ceiling and a long, horseshoe-shaped table. Attendants were within the central open area, placing refreshments at stations along the table. Adam and his team took seats on the opposite side from a dozen aliens—and one Human. Yet it was the one grey-skinned creature on the other side of the table that attracted the most attention.

      It was a Nuorean.

      Adam wasn’t aware any diplomatic protocols had been set with the aliens from Andromeda, so his presence here was unusual. This creature was a representative of the race that had a galaxy-wide contract out for the death of Adam and his team. Yet here he sat, conversing politely with the beings to either side of him, one of which was a Juirean.

      Coop sat between Sherri and Kaylor. He lifted a glass and looked at the contents. “Can’t rule out poison,” he said.

      “It’s been tested,” Arieel said from across the table.

      “And the escort crews were screened….”

      The leader of the Formilians had no answer to Coop’s sarcasm.

      The Human on the other side of the table stood, presumably to begin the meeting. Most of the others were too busy munching away on the food and guzzling the drink to give him much attention. Adam’s team was the exception.

      “Captain Cain…and the others, I’m Ambassador Brandon Hale. I’m here representing the interests of the Orion-Cygnus Union. Seated here with me are also representatives from the Expansion and the other major affiliations within, including the Formilians, with Speaker Arieel Bol in attendance.” He turned to Arieel and nodded. “I thank you for sponsoring this meeting.”

      “I’m glad to see you’re taking this serious,” Sherri blurted out.

      “Indeed we are, Ms. Valentine.”

      “Then what the hell is a Nuorean doing here?”

      Hale was taken aback slightly by Sherri’s bluntness.

      “Lead-Player Ensal Calondo has been a part of the advisory council for nearly three months. He specifically requested to be included in this meeting. His insights may help you understand better how complicated this affair has become.”

      “Complicated?” Coop stated. “What’s so complicated about it? The Nuoreans have a bounty out on our heads and they need to lift it—now!”

      Ambassador Hale shook his head. “Unfortunately, it’s not as simple as that.”

      “What not?” Adam asked.

      “If I may interject?” the Nuorean asked, addressing Ambassador Hale.

      “Of course, Lead-Player.”

      Of course, Lead-Player! Adam was fuming, aghast at how the leaders of the Milky Way were acting toward the Nuorean. He was of a race that had killed millions of people in the short time since they invaded the galaxy. Now they were all buddy-buddy with the gray bastard.

      “Mister Cain—”

      “That’s Captain Cain,” Adam corrected.

      The Nuorean had a momentary flash of anger, quickly suppressed. “Yes…Captain Cain,” the alien said with undue emphasis. “On behalf of the Nuorean leadership, I want to sincerely apologize for this unfortunate set of circumstances that has befallen you recently.”

      “Circumstances?”

      “Please, Captain Cain, let the Representative continue,” said Hale.

      Adam leaned back in his chair and extended his hands at the Nuorean, palms up. Calondo looked at the gesture and paused, lost in its meaning. Adam didn’t help him with an explanation. Eventually, the alien continued.

      “Captain Cain, you may not be aware, but the offer you mention for your deaths has been extended by a separate team of Nuoreans, and not from those under the control of Master Lead-Player Qintis (435).”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Adam asked. “What separate team?”

      “They are called the Third Cadre—”

      “I know who the Third Cadre are,” Adam interrupted. He was enjoying the reaction from the Nuorean when he did. “They’re your Brownshirts, your intimidation squad.”

      “I do not understand the reference,” Calondo replied. “There are four cadres within Nuorean society, these are the third—”

      “Yeah whatever, just get to the point.”

      Calondo scanned the others on his side of the table, looking for support against Adam’s rudeness. Unfortunately for the alien, the others were aware of Adam’s status within the galaxy and therefore had very little to say.

      “My point—as you call it—is that we are not responsible for the actions of this renegade group or the actions they initiate. The cadre members have left Nuorean space and their current location is unknown to us.”

      “Bullshit,” Riyad said, entering the conversation. As usual, the word bullshit completely confused the alien. He began to babble something before Riyad continued. “The Nuoreans do not have renegades,” he said. “You guys are unified like nothing I’ve ever seen—except maybe the Juireans.” Riyad flashed a wide, toothy grin at the Juirean representative. They were used to the Human’s nasty habit of making death-challenges when they didn’t mean it, so the situation didn’t escalate

      “The Third Cadre is different,” Calondo replied. “They are more independent than the rest of our society.”

      “And we’re supposed to believe they rebelled against their leadership just so they could have us killed?” Adam asked.

      “The motivation does involve the destruction of Nuor, Captain Cain. We take that seriously.”

      “Just as you were trying to destroy the Earth the same way.”

      “Yet your world survives; mine does not.”

      “Which is my point,” Adam said. “All the Nuoreans in the Milky Way would be upset about the loss of their homeworld, yet conveniently, it’s only this small group who decided to do something about it.”

      “There were discussions, and it was decided that the risk of retaliation would be too costly.”

      Adam looked at his fellow team members, then at Ambassador Hale. “You’re not buying this bullshit, are you?”

      “Captain Cain, it’s not a matter of buying it or not. We have to believe things like this happen, even in Nuorean society. Therefore, we cannot condemn an entire race for the actions of a few.”

      “You what? These are the assholes who invaded the Milky Way and began killing us for sport. That’s enough to condemn them, in my opinion. Even if it is some renegade faction sponsoring the bounty on our heads, the fact that the Nuoreans still exist in the galaxy would be reason enough to send everything we have at them.”

      “There would be additional casualties,” the huge blue-haired Juirean Overlord countered. “There is no justification for that to occur.”

      “Wait just a minute,” Adam said. “Is this a Juirean who’s afraid of launching an attack…because people might die? Are we in the Twilight Zone or what? What happened to the galaxy recently? What happened to your guts?”

      “Your comments border on the incomprehensible,” said the Juirean. “Yet I believe you challenge the courage of the Juireans.”

      “Not your courage, just your common sense.”

      The Juirean rose from his chair.

      “Please Ambassador Penasor,” said Brandon Hale. “These are emotional times. You have to understand the pressure Captain Cain and his team are under. I’m sure he didn’t mean to insult you personally.”

      The eight-foot-tall alien continued to stare at Adam.

      “Nothing personal,” Adam finally said. “It’s just that I’ve never seen a Juirean run from a fight.”

      “We are not running!”

      Somehow Adam’s attempt at placating the Juirean failed.

      “Then why doesn’t the galaxy unite and crush these Nuorean bastards once and for all?”

      “Because there is no need to,” replied a strange looking creature known as a Hyben. He looked like a huge shrimp, with two solid black orbs for eyes, a pointed head, and a segmented carapace that shimmered from a thin coating of lubricating fluid. “The Nuoreans have abided by the terms of the agreement we have with them. They have not engaged in any forays beyond their space—”

      “Their space is space they took from others,” Copernicus Smith interrupted. “You forget about the six planets they’ve conquered.”

      “Forgive me, yet I was speaking,” said the uppity crustacean. “As I continue: The fate of the worlds you mention is a fair trade for the peace their sacrifice has brought to the galaxy.”

      “I’m sure the natives of those planets would beg to differ with you,” Sherri added.

      “The planets have not been sacrificed,” the Nuorean countered, “as I amend the comment by my colleague with respect.”

      Adam noticed how quickly the Nuoreans had adopted the political machinations of the sycophants in the room. Knowing the Andromeda aliens as he did, he was sure it was just a strategy they were playing out, and not a true conversion to a more compromising way of thinking.

      “The populations have been integrated into Nuorean society and are being treated very well,” the Nuorean continued.

      “I repeat, the natives may have a different opinion,” Sherri said.

      “The point is, Ms. Valentine,” said Ambassador Hale, “the galaxy cannot risk another flare up of the conflict with the Nuoreans.”

      “They only have a couple of thousand ships….” Copernicus pointed out.

      “That is still a considerable force, and any action taken against the main force would result in thousands of more dead….” His voice trailed off.

      “More than the six of us,” Adam finished the sentence.

      “That is not what I was going to say.”

      “But it’s what you were thinking,” Sherri said.

      Hales face turned red. “You seem to be missing the point of this meaning.”

      “What is the point of this meeting?” Adam asked. “To show us the door and say thanks for everything, but now you’re on your own?”

      “No,” said Hale with emotion. “You have not allowed us to get to the point.”

      He paused, expecting Adam or one of his team to say something. When they just stared at him, he continued. “We are willing to help…help you find the Third Cadre unit sponsoring the bounty.”

      Adam looked at the Nuorean. “You too?”

      “Yes, Captain Cain. Even before word of the offer got out, we have been searching for Master Janvis (784) and his Cadre.”

      “No luck, right?”

      “We have not located him as of yet.”

      “Keep trying.”

      “He will, Captain Cain,” Hale said, “as will we all. In the meantime, I implore you and your team to remain here on Formil under the protection of Speaker Bol and her people. Once the Cadre is located, we will then discuss within this advisory council an appropriate response.”

      “And you still can’t say you’ll send in a fleet to destroy them?” Copernicus asked.

      “There are only a hundred Third Cadre,” the Nuorean said. “You would hardly need a fleet to defeat them. And sending in such a large force would give my leadership cause for concern.”

      “I don’t give a damn how big a force it will take, just so one is sent,” Coop growled back at the gray alien.

      “First things first,” Hale said. “We must first find the Cadre, and I can assure we are doing everything in our power to make that happen.”

      Adam continued to stare at the Nuorean. “I’m sure you are.”
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      After the meeting, Ambassador Hale escorted Adam and his entourage to the palatial room in the royal bank of suites where Adam had been assigned. Arieel came with them.

      “Again, I implore you to remain here,” Hale said to the group. “There is plenty of security and you’ll be safe here.”

      “For how long…how long do we have to stay here?” Jym asked.

      Hale looked down at the tiny bear-like creature. “Until we locate the Third Cadre.”

      “And destroy them.” Copernicus added.

      Hale hesitated.

      “You’re going to call the Nuorean first, aren’t you?”

      “We’ve discussed giving them a chance to resolve this crisis internally, at least at the outset. Then if a force is to be assembled to attack the Cadre we would prefer it to be a joint effort.”

      “And while all this politicking is going on, we’re stuck here,” Sherri said, waving her hand around the room, “in this gaudy prison.”

      “You could do worse, Ms. Valentine. Now please, do as I ask. Speaker Bol will have each of you assigned to equally opulent quarters for your stay. Until then, relax. You’re safe now.”

      Hale made a quick exit before anyone could offer the next sarcastic comment. Although he was gone, that didn’t stop the remarks from coming.

      “Safe?” Riyad said. “It’s more like sitting ducks. By now the whole galaxy knows where we are and the longer we stay here, the better the chance someone is going to make a move on us.”

      Adam barely heard Riyad’s statement. Instead, he was concentrating on locating the visual and audio surveillance devices throughout the huge room. And there were plenty. He hadn’t been concerned with them over the past couple of days, but now he was. Through his ATD, he severed connections, keeping the conversation secret…at least for the time being.

      “Riyad’s right,” he said, getting everyone’s attention. “The writing on the wall is pretty clear: we’re a problem that the politicians would prefer to go away.”

      “That’s right,” said Sherri. “That two-faced ambassador almost came out and said it. It’s better to have six people die than thousands in another war with the Nuoreans. We regret to inform you, but you’re expendable.”

      “Then we have to leave and take our chances in space,” Kaylor offered. He was an aging space merchant who never felt comfortable on a planet. He preferred the wide open space of space.

      “I agree, my friend,” Adam said to the alien. He turned to Arieel. “What do you think? Is there a way out of the building without being seen?”

      There was worry on the Formilian’s gorgeous face. “I am not sure, but I doubt it. We are on the twenty-fifth floor. There are only elevators and stairwells, both of which are traveled frequently.”

      Sherri, Copernicus and the aliens were still dressed in battle armor, precautions for the trip from the starship to the O’lac Building. They were also armed, with both energy and projectile weapons. Colonel Nolan was armed to the teeth as well

      Adam and Riyad had arrived two days before and came with their own small arsenal of weapons and armor. If need be, the team could make a break for the spaceport. That wasn’t something Adam had planned. He expected the allies to call up a huge fleet to crush the damn Nuoreans once and for all. Turns out he was naïve not to have factored political maneuverings into the equation. The Nuoreans were master game players, and Adam was learning this also meant in the political arena as well. Hale and his people were being played, and they were so blinded by the quest of a false peace that they would do anything to keep the illusion alive.

      Copernicus had migrated to a large dining table laid out with food designed specifically to meet the culinary palettes of the four separate species in room. He picked up a piece of Human-style meat and smelled it before putting it back on the plate.

      “Well there’s one thing for sure,” he began. “I’ll starve to death if I don’t get to starship where I can control the food prep. There’s no way I’m going to trust any of this stuff not to be poisoned.”

      “I have been assured it is safe,” Arieel said in defense of her people. “Yet caution is the prudent path,” she conceded.

      Adam’s communicator chimed.

      “This is Ambassador Hale,” said the voice on the link.

      “Yeah, I know. I recognize your voice. You just left here ten minutes ago.”

      “I got a report your security cameras are down. Are you all right?”

      “Yeah, must be some technical glitch. We’re fine. Thanks for asking.”

      “Captain Cain, you have to understand I’m on your side,” the politician snapped back.

      “It didn’t sound like that—”

      “Shut up! Just shut the fuck up!” Adam was taken aback by Hale’s sudden outburst. “I didn’t call just to see how you are. I’ve just gotten word that a team of professional killers have entered the building.”

      Adam sat up on the bed. The rest of the team sensed his change in mood. “How did they get in?”

      “Someone opened the door for them.”

      “So much for being safe and snug. Who are they?”

      “I’ve never heard of them, but Overlord Penasor seems confident in their abilities, even going up against Humans.”

      “Why are the Juireans helping others collect on the bounty?”

      There was pause on the line. “They’re not coming because of the bounty” Hale admitted. “They’re here as part of a plan to bring this crisis to a close.”

      “Are you part of this plan?”

      “Not officially. I have recused myself from any—”

      “Recused! Meaning you’re just going to sit back and let this happen.”

      “I am warning you of the killers, you ungrateful bastard!”

      “Well thank you very much, you backstabbing sonofabitch!”

      Sherri pulled the communicator from Adam’s hand. “This is Sherri Valentine. What’s going on?”

      She listened for a moment as Hale repeated his warning to her.

      “We’re going to be leaving now,” she stated firmly. “Is there anything you can do to help us, or are you part of the problem?”

      “I’ll do what I can, but sooner or later I’ll be cut out of the loop. I can tell you the assassins are coming through the western elevators.”

      “That’s a start. Give us all the updates you can.” She cut the link. “Gear up!” she ordered. No one questioned her orders.

      Adam retrieved his MK-47 and charge packs, along with a trusty Colt 1911 .45 caliber. Everyone in the room had gotten the message. Steely faces met determined resolve. Besides the four Humans on Adam’s team, they also had Nolan, Kaylor and Jym. Arieel watched in silence.

      “If we can get to the sub-basement, there may be a way to reach the spaceport without traversing open streets.”

      “What do you mean we?” Adam asked.

      “I am coming with you.”

      “Are you crazy? Half the galaxy’s trying to kill us. Besides, you’re the leader of the Formilians. You can’t just run off with us.”

      “I have done it before,” she said with a smile. “I will be fine. If we make it to the spaceport, I will decide whether to go any further.”

      “Okay; how do we get to the spaceport?”

      “Through the catacombs.”

      Sherri stepped up next to Arieel. “A little more detail, please.”

      “There is a vast system of ancient tunnels, a thousand years old, that run under the Temple Complex. One such tunnel connects to the O’lac Building through an ancillary corridor. It is used for clandestine movement between the Temple and this building.”

      “And these catacombs go all the way to the spaceport?” Sherri asked.

      “They run parallel, not actually under the landing field. But that will be close enough. We will go unseen.”

      Adam moved toward the door. “That’s the plan then. We take the stairs down to the basement and then through the catacombs to the spaceport. Everybody ready?” He scanned the stern faces of the eight people in the room. “Okay, let’s roll.”

      They were in the luxurious guest quarters near the top of the skyscraper, where the corridors were exceedingly wide with carpets like sponge. The elevators were placed at the ends of the long hallway, along the outer walls of the building.

      Adam wasn’t exactly sure which way was east or west, but he did know where the Formilian sun was, its setting brilliance revealed by large picture windows at the end of corridor to their right. Adam led the team left out of the room. The corridor was empty…until the door to the elevator they were heading for slid open…the eastern bank of elevators.

      As the doors opened, four huge creatures emerged, barely able to move through the portal because of their massive size. Each was covered in thick black plates of armor and topped by helmets with bronze lenses hiding the faces of the assassins.

      In one hand they carried round-barrel flash rifles with bulbous stocks, and in the other, two-foot long laser-enhanced swords.

      Both Arieel and Adam locked onto the firing controls of the flash rifles with their brain-interface devices and severed the controls. The aliens barely hesitated after learning their weapons were inoperable before they took the four-foot long weapons in their gloved hands and positioning the inert weapons as clubs. The four killers were upon Adam and his people a moment later.

      Flash weapons flared and Human-style ballistic guns fired from Adam’s team; both had no effect on the heavy armor. Bolts splashed and dissipated, as lead bullets ricocheted, tearing into the walls on either side of the corridor. Adam was the first to come in physical contact with one of the assassins.

      The heavy flash rifle blurred through the air and hit Adam on his left shoulder. He was thrown to the side, crashing against the wall. He slumped over, appearing to collapse into near-unconsciousness. The huge armored alien bent over him.

      Adam stood up, using the mutant strength surging throughout his body to lift the creature off the floor. He fell back, body-slamming the alien to the floor before dropping onto his chest and sending an elbow into the side of the killer’s helmet. The metal deformed, creating a reverse relief of Adam’s elbow.

      The alien screamed as the helmet crushed the side of his head. Huge hands fought to release latches on the neck so the helmet could be removed, yet it wouldn’t budge, the metal embedded in the skull locking the helmet in place. Blood oozed from the opening.

      Adam scrambled on top of the alien’s chest. He bunched his fists and brought them down on the dark lens of the helmet. Glass shattered, planting shards in the black skin of the creature’s face. Solid black eyes glared at Adam, while basketball-size hands tried to slap him away. Adam remained where he was. The mortally injured alien gasped for breath, spitting out blood. The head wound would prove fatal a few seconds later.

      Meanwhile, the rest of Adam’s team was engaged with the other three assassins.

      Sherri and Copernicus had managed to dodge the flash weapon clubs, but now they were confronted with a nine-foot tall robot-looking thing with a four-foot long sword. Laser swords were long and thin triangular-shaped weapons that went from a six-inch-wide cross guard to a sharp point with an infused anode at the tip. Along each edge of the sword, a star-hot laser beam, the width of a hair, connected the tip with the hilt. The pair of glowing beams could cut through anything, which made them an extremely effective hand weapon, but also dangerous to the wielder.

      Fortunately, the electronics within the swords were controlled by Formilian-built devices, so Adam and Arieel had disabled the laser beams. This left the laser sword as only a sword. In the massive hands of the assassin, it was still a lethal weapon.

      Coop and Sherri separated across the hallway, splitting the alien’s attention. He swung the sword with one hand and the dead flash rifle in the other, appearing ambidextrous as he did. It was all the two Humans could do to stay out of range.

      Then the alien decided to concentrate on Coop, figuring to take out the stronger male first, followed by the supposedly weaker female. That was a mistake.

      As the huge beast turned sideways to Sherri, she pulled out her own version of the laser sword. This was an eight-inch long stiletto dagger. She activated the controls and the twin lines of glowing light appeared. With Human swiftness in the light gravity of Formil, Sherri slipped in behind the towering bulk of the armored alien and placed the dagger between his legs. She began to move the blade upwards, through melting metal and searing flesh.

      This immediately got the alien’s attention. He spun around, but it was too late. Sherri’s blade was already in the process of splitting him open from behind, cutting through groin—she assumed, not knowing the alien’s physiology—and into his back. The creature went into shock from the pain and fell forward to the floor. Sherri didn’t stop slicing until she was halfway up the long back and the alien was still.

      In the meantime, Nolan and Riyad were squared off with their own alien assassin. Realizing the futility of firing their M-101 at the creature, they were now engaged in a series of rolls and spins to avoid the dual threats from the alien’s flash rifle and sword. At one point, Riyad fell to the floor and rolled, taking out the legs of his assailant. The creature fell to the carpet, but it was still very much a danger.

      The alien twisted to get a better angle on Riyad, and as he did, Nolan saw his opening. It literally was an opening, between two of the thick plates of armor the alien wore. Nolan thrust the long barrel of the M-101 between the plates and pulled the trigger. A dozen rounds entered the torso of the alien before ripping through the flesh and exiting out the other side, only to ricochet back into the body off the armor on the other side. The hot metal slugs splintered and spread even more throughout the body. It was like a meat-grinder inside the armor shell.

      Three of the four assassins had themselves been killed by the Humans. The forth was lined up against the aliens in Adam’s entourage—Arieel, Kaylor and Jym.

      The tiny bear-like Jym may be small, but he was quick and possessed of jumping abilities gained from his species evolution within the forests of Fulqin. He sprang to the top of the nine-foot tall alien, wrapping his short arms around the alien’s helmet and blocking his view through the blacked out lens.

      The assassin slammed his head into a nearby wall, trying to dislodge the pesky alien, but Jym held on. The armor-clad creature continued to wave his sword and flash weapon in a wild attempt to keep his assailants away until he could regain his sight. In a desperate attempt, the creature began to use the sword to chase Jym away, scrapping the metal edge along the helmet. Jym eventually jumped to the floor.

      And that’s when Arieel used her brain-interface Gift to reactivate the laser beams on the sword.

      The huge alien killer sliced his own head off with his sword.

      All four assassins were dead, and now the team stood in the quiet aftermath, panting and counting their blessings. The entire battle had taken less than two minutes.

      Adam clasped Sherri and Riyad by the shoulders. “Good job everyone. That’s what I call teamwork.” He smiled. “After this, the rest of the trip to the spaceport should be a piece of cake.”

      He was wrong.
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      They were twenty-five stories up in the tall O’lac Building, a structure recently renamed for Adam’s fallen friend Trimen O’lac, the former First Corusant of the Formilian and officially Arieel’s late husband. He died fighting Aris robots a year before, during Adam’s attempt to locate and rescue his daughter, Lila, from the three-billion-year-old aliens. At the elevators doors, Adam contemplated his next move to escape the building.

      He had an aversion to elevators, believing them to be small metal prisons should the enemy decide to stop them in mid travel. He preferred stairwells. In the light gravity of Formil, the five Human could almost fly down the stairs, but Kaylor, Jym and Arieel were another matter. So Jym jumped on Sherri’s back and Kaylor on Riyad’s, while Arieel wrapped her long, slender arms around Adam’s neck and snuggled her voluptuous body against his back and her legs around his waist. Her scent was intoxicating, even as her potent pheromones attacked his senses.

      He knew Formilian sexual attractiveness—both males and females—had been programmed into the species billions of years ago by the Aris, as a means of enticing interspecies hookups in the hopes of creating the Alpha Being, a creature possessing immortality which the Aris could then transfer to themselves. It worked. The Alpha creature was Adam and Arieel’s daughter Lila. And although she wasn’t used by the Aris to achieve their ultimate goal, they did achieve their dream of immortality through the self-sacrifice of the former Sol-Kor queen, J’nae.

      These thoughts raced through Adam’s mind as Arieel climbed on his back, and the team began the headlong descent through the stairwell.

      They met dozens of aliens along the way—mostly Formilian—who struggled to get out of the way, else they be bowled over by the super-strong Adam Cain leading the way. His immortal mutant brains cells were working overtime, maintaining his enhanced abilities for a longer period than they’d ever been called upon before. Adam worried what affect this would have on his body when he returned to normal. Already he could feel his temperature soaring as his body operated at a level it was never meant to achieve or sustain. Hopefully, his accelerated healing capacity would protect him from any long-term effects.

      Unfortunately, this particular stairwell ended at the main lobby on the ground floor of the building; the entrance to the sub-basement was through another door. When the team burst into the lobby, hundreds of creatures spotted them and stopped in their tracks, taking in the strange sight. Here were five creatures they recognized as Humans, with a blue-skinned Belsonian on the back of one, a small, furry bear-like thing on another, and their revered Speaker of the Formilian People riding on the back of another. If those in the lobby were scared by the sight, the strangeness of what they saw overrode the fear…at least for a moment. Before the team reached the entrance to the sub-basement stairs, there was a wholesale panic spreading throughout the lobby.

      And then a flash bolt raced by, followed by another.

      Adam glanced over his shoulder and spotted two aliens running across the marble floor lighting off flash weapons in their direction. They appeared to be a couple of non-Formilians, dressed in expensive attire devoid of any battle armament. Just a couple of opportunists looking to cash in on the reward, Adam reasoned. He was through the door and jumping down five steps at a time, hoping the aliens wouldn’t follow. He would hate to have to kill them.

      As it turned out, he didn’t have to. Nolan did it for him. Bringing up their six, the Marine colonel sent a spray of M-101 bullets into the two aliens as they appeared at the top of the stairs. Eventually the word would get out that there would be a heavy price to pay for trying to collect the bounty on Adam and his team. So far, the message hadn’t been received. Not yet.

      Five flights below the ground floor, they came to a secure door made of shiny metal. Arieel used her powers to unlock and open the door and the team rushed through to the other side. On its own, the huge panel swung shut behind them.

      They were in a large room with a wide corridor running away into a gloomy darkness. The walls were made of metal, looking nothing like any catacombs Adam had ever seen or imagined, especially something that was supposed to be a thousand years old.

      “These are catacombs?” he asked Arieel as she slid off his back.

      “No. This is the connecting tunnel to the catacombs. If we had constructed the building over them, they would have crumbled from the effect. Follow me.”

      Arieel led them into the dimly lit corridor.

      Although she and the aliens ran as fast as they could, eventually they had to climb back on the Humans to make better time. Adam took the lead, his enhanced strength allowing him to move twenty yards ahead of the others before he had to slow down to let them catch up, even with Arieel on his back. That’s when he came to a barrier in the corridor made of metal bars running from the floor to the ceiling.

      Adam picked up speed and momentum before lowering his shoulder, preparing for impact.

      “Wait!” Arieel yelled.

      Adam hit the barrier and the bars deformed, creating a near-perfect relief of his body. But the barrier didn’t fall.

      Adam recoiled and fell to the floor, Arieel crushed beneath him. He rolled off her. “Are you okay?”

      Arieel’s eyes were wide, her mouth in the form of an ‘O’. She coughed. “I will survive, with effort.” When she recovered, she glared at her former lover. “That was reckless!” she yelled. “The bars continue through the floor and into the ceiling for many feet. You cannot break through. They were designed that way.”

      “So how do we get through?”

      “Like everything else, I can activate the controls…if given the chance.”

      Adam heard a whine coming from the right side of the corridor, where the barrier met the wall. The barrier began to slide to the left but was stopped when the bent metal bars met the wall and couldn’t pass into the recess opening.

      Riyad and Coop were at the narrow gap on the right side. They applied their combined strength to bend the bars a little more, at least enough for them to squeeze through.

      “What the hell is this barrier doing here in the first place,” Adam asked out of frustration.

      “It is here to separate the catacombs from the access tunnel to the O’lac Building.”

      Adam could see that on the other side of the barrier the walls changed to ancient stacked stone, with an arching ceiling and a dirt floor. This was more like it. It even had the musty smell Adam expected from real catacombs.

      They passed through the narrow opening and began to make their way down the long tunnel.

      “How far to the spaceport?” Nolan asked.

      “It is quite a distance. We will meet up with another tunnel that runs to the right. This tunnel, if we continue, will run under the Temple.”

      Adam gripped his Colt 1911 in his hand as he began to make out figures in the dim distance of the tunnel. There were creatures down here—aliens—and not just Formilians.

      “I thought you said we could make it to the spaceport without being seen?” he said to Arieel. “Who are these people?”

      “I said we could proceed without being seen on the surface. And these are the homeless of Formil.”

      “I didn’t realize Formil had any homeless,” Sherri said.

      “It is true. Formilian technology is so popular and crucial to the galaxy that any Formilian who wishes employment can get it. Yet there are some who rebel against such conventions and choose to live independently.”

      “Here in the tunnels?” Kaylor asked.

      “Yes. And they have been joined by others who have migrated to Formil. We have attempted to clear them from the catacombs, yet they always return.”

      They were passing scattered clusters of filthy creatures, who pressed against the stone walls and stared at them with wide, unblinking eyes. There was lighter here, provided by a string of bulbs along the ceiling.

      “This is where you move dignitaries from between the Temple and the Government Building?” Sherri asked, still confused.

      “That is only upon rare occasions. The people in the tunnel are harmless.”

      “My Speaker,” someone spoke as if on cue.

      Arieel smiled at the female Formilian who had addressed her. Adam was shocked. Even though the female was homeless and dirty, she had a magnificent figure and perfect face. In other words, just your typical Formilian woman.

      Adam sensed a flash weapon ahead. And as he expanded his awareness, he detected several more. He couldn’t tell if they were aimed in his direction or merely carried by the some of the inhabitants of the catacombs. He couldn’t imagine how the people in the tunnel would even know of the bounty or if they would recognize him and his team if they saw them. Still, he had to be on his guard.

      Up ahead, the signature of one of the flash weapons moved. In his mind’s eye he saw it come up, from holster height to firing level. Adam severed the firing controls in the weapon.

      He came upon a fiery-eyed alien of unknown origin, who glared at Adam as he walked past. The creature held the dead gun at his side, obvious frustration on his face. Fortune had presented itself seconds before, only to taken from him just as quickly.

      Adam’s troubles didn’t end there.

      It was like a wave moving throughout the tunnel, as dozens of communication devices activated. Adam looked at Arieel. She detected the electronic signals as well, and there were far too many for them to disable one at a time.

      It seemed as though nearly all the homeless creatures in the catacombs had cellphones—or the Formilian equivalent of cellphones. The word was spreading like wildfire.

      Adam Cain and his team were in the catacombs.
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      Fifteen minutes later they were still in the main tunnel. It was becoming crowded, as the catacombs filled with new arrivals drawn here by the comm calls. Most of these creatures had better clothing and clean faces, along with communication devices and weapons. Adam had once reasoned that very few creatures would take up the Nuoreans’ offer of a bounty, believing that the bulk of the galaxy was more civilized and not killers at heart. Seeing the growing mob in the tunnels made him re-evaluate that thought. Adam and his people were aliens, and if these aliens had the same attitude he had on the subject, they wouldn’t hesitate to kill a creature that was not of their own species, especially for the promise of life-altering wealth.

      Adam stopped when the tunnel became blocked by a wall of determined creatures. Arieel stepped in front of him.

      “Please, do not contemplate this,” she cried out.

      “My Speaker, we respect and adore you, yet you must not stand in our way,” said a Formilian male in the front row. He had an MK-17 held firmly in his left hand.

      “You must not succumb to the will of the Nuoreans. They are manipulating you to do such an act,” Arieel pleaded.

      “The reward is too great to be ignored,” said the male.

      Adam stepped to the side of the tunnel and slammed his arm into the stone wall. The rock crumbled, sending a reverberation running along the corridor as dust and pieces of stone fell from the ceiling.

      He walked up to the defiant alien holding the flash weapon.

      “None of your weapons will work against us,” he said, leaning in only inches from the alien’s face. “And do you really want to meet us in hand-to-hand combat?”

      The Formilian looked at the broken section of wall and then back into Adam’s burning eyes. He moved to the side, setting in motion a slow motion parting of the seas in the now-quiet mob.

      Adam nodded at the alien before leading his team into the opening made by the separating crowd. Arieel placed a hand on the Formilian’s shoulder. “Thank you,” she said sincerely.

      Somehow the message was received, even as the hundreds of creatures in the tunnel remained silent. Adam and Arieel continued to disarm all the weapons they could detect as fast as they could, even though there were far more than they could handle. Fortunately, none of the creatures in the tunnel made a move toward them and the mob continued to open up.

      That’s when a solitary figure appeared in the middle of the tunnel, dark and ominous.

      With his enhanced eyesight Adam focused in on the figure.

      It was a Human male, huge and muscular, wearing an armored vest and with a hulking CL-60 mini-gun on his waist, held by wide straps across his shoulders. A belt of 60-cal rounds dangled from the deadly weapon and coiled on the dirt floor of the catacombs.

      “Cover!” Adam yelled as he dove to his right, tackling Arieel and Sherri and driving them into the startled crowd of aliens.

      The gunman opened fire, filling the tunnel with an ear-piercing scream of supersonic ordinance that shredded the dozens of aliens. To Adam, it felt like someone had turned on a faucet, as he and the two females were drenched in hot liquid. But it wasn’t water; it was blood.

      The crazed Human gunman sprayed the width of the tunnel with more heavy metal slugs. Riyad and the rest of team also sought cover within the huge mob. They dove for the floor, as the aliens still standing were cut down. There was no chance to fire back as the crush of bodies fell on them, providing cover, yet also restricting their movements.

      With the gunman’s focus on Riyad and the others farther down the tunnel, Adam stood up and took the arm of a dead alien. He pulled the body from the pile and threw it at the Human assassin. Unfortunately, it was only half of an alien, but it worked to distract the killer.

      He ducked as the bloody remains came at him. By then, Adam had another dead alien in the air and flying toward his attacker. Adam ran forward using his enhanced speed, while sending a constant stream of alien body parts at the Human gunman.

      Adam crashed into the man, sending both of them to the dusty floor of the tunnel. The assassin triggered his weapon, sending a torrent of heavy slugs into the ancient stone ceiling. It began to crumble, sending a shower of rock down on the pair of fighters. Adam shrugged off the falling rock and laid a strong right fist into the jaw of the Human. That was all it took. Bone shattered and the neck snapped. The man was dead a second later.

      Adam climbed to his feet, to be met a moment later by the rest of the team, all drenched it thick, red blood.

      “Leave it to a Human to bring the biggest damn weapon he can carry to a fight,” Riyad said, half out of admiration, half out of regret.

      “Hurry,” Arieel said, interrupting the quiet wake for the fallen Human. “The tunnel to the spaceport is just a head. There should be fewer people there.”

      “Yeah, that’s what they all say,” Sherri said.

      The team ran off, leaving behind at least a hundred dead aliens, along with one nameless would-be Human assassin.
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      It took half an hour to reach the spaceport. Adam and Arieel could detect a massive crowd carrying communicators and weapons clustered around the four starships, consisting of Adam’s luxury yacht, along with Nolan’s jumpship—the Biddle—and the two Human escorts ships brought from Earth, the Rutledge and the Skipjack. Josh Nolan, contacted his ship.

      “Are you secure?” he asked his second-in-command, Major Duncan Turner.

      “Yessir. All the ships activated their anti-theft features. No one’s gotten in, but that doesn’t mean they can’t just blow the ships to bits if they want.”

      “Hopefully that won’t happen,” Nolan said.

      “Yeah, that would be preferable.”

      Adam came up beside Nolan. “Hold one, Mr. Turner,” Nolan said into the communicator. “I’ll be right back.” He muted the speaker.

      “I’ll go on ahead and cause a diversion,” said Adam. “When the time comes, get the rest of the team to your ship.”

      “And you?”

      “I’ll be fine. Get ready.”

      Adam turned to Sherri and Riyad. “Make sure everyone gets to Nolan’s ship. I’ll lead the mob away from the spaceport and then meet up with my ship.”

      They didn’t need to ask how he’d do that; they just knew he would.

      “Be careful, my friend.”

      Adam called Arieel over. “Do your best with the weapons outside, there’re a lot of them.”

      “I will.” She reached up and kissed him on the lips. He didn’t resist.

      Then Adam Cain raced down the tunnel at superhuman speed.
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      Only a couple of minutes later, he was beyond the spaceport and paralleling the Temple Complex walls in the subterranean catacombs. He came to a set of steps leading up and figured this to be a way out.

      It was dark when he emerged from the tunnels…but he wasn’t alone.

      The main thoroughfare running between the Temple Complex and the grounds of the spaceport was crowded, either with people curious about what was happening at the spaceport, or with more would-be assassins looking to cash in on the bounty. Either way, he was spotted the moment he exited the small block chamber set in the wall of the Temple Complex. Creatures began to shout and communicators activated.

      Adam sprinted across the road and into a field south of the spaceport. As with most airports, the area around the facility was kept clear of major development in case of a crash or mis-landing. It was the same on Formil. He had a clear field ahead of him, even as several aliens ran after him.

      The boundary of the spaceport was a wire fence, and Adam could see the angry mob encircling the four ships of his small fleet. Word was spreading that Adam was in the field to the south and already large swaths of the crowd were peeling off and heading in his direction.

      Just then, Nolan’s ship sent out a hot blast of chemical liftoff jets. The roiling cloud of white smoke engulfed several of the creatures who remained near the ship when the majority of the crowd left. Now they scattered, allowing Riyad’s group to make for the starship.

      The rear landing bay doors opened and the team entered, moments before the doors closed behind them. The ship was airborne before the doors sealed.

      The Biddle and the two escorts ships took to the air.

      Nolan raced onto the bridge where Major Turner gave him a quick salute.

      “Welcome back, sir,” the officer said, giving up the command seat.

      “Thank you, Duncan. Helm, stay low over the city. We have a screen overhead waiting for us to bolt for space. Instead, head for the mountains north of here.”

      A yessir greeted him, and the three-ship squadron banked over hard to the left.

      “Do you see Adam?” Sherri asked as she peered through the forward viewport. “There!” she said, pointing and answering her own question.

      He wasn’t hard to see; just follow the massive crowd and the occasional streak of a flash bolt. He was the tiny dot just ahead of the mob.

      Just then, the luxury starship, which Adam had re-christened the A.C. Tobias, blasted off from the tarmac in its own cloud of white exhaust gas and flame. Adam had accessed the controls with this ATD and was guiding the ship to a landing directly in his path. The rear bay doors opened for him as well and he sprinted in without breaking stride. The vessel lifted off, leaving the hundreds of creatures chasing him defeated and disappointed—and broke. There would be no bounty collected today on Formil.

      Adam’s small ship joined up with the other three skirting a few thousand feet above the surface, making for the towering mountain range to the north of the city. Ships in orbit would be changing position in an effort in intercept.

      Nolan was on the comm with his escorts.

      “Are you with us or against us?” he asked the commanders point-blank.

      Immediately, Lieutenant-Commander Danny Hanson responded. “I didn’t join the Navy to get rich, sir. I’m with you.”

      The other commanding officer hesitated.

      “Simpson?” Nolan said.

      “Sir, let’s end this here. All you have to do is set the ship down and we’ll do the rest. It’s a hell of a lot of money. We’ll all share in it.”

      Nolan bit his bottom lip. “Don’t do this, Commander. It’s mutiny if you do.”

      “Sir, I have fifteen men aboard this vessel. We’ve all decided to take our chances. It’s hard to turn your back on billions of dollars.”

      “Even if it means killing the people who have saved the Earth on more than one occasion? That’s pretty fucking ungrateful if you ask me.”

      “That may be, but we’ll get over it—”

      Arieel had heard enough. Through her Gift, she accessed the computers of the escort ship Skipjack and went to work shutting down systems, including the chem and gravity drives. Nolan wasn’t aware of anything she’d done until he heard the frantic voices of people screaming through the speakers. They were losing control and the ship was falling, diving for the surface of Formil from an altitude of three thousand feet.

      It was over a moment later. Cameras aboard the jumpship picked up the crash as a tiny puff of yellow and white to their rear.

      Nolan looked at Arieel. She met his gaze with a calm detachment in her eyes. “You did that, didn’t you?” he said.

      “I did what I had to do.”

      “Damn,” was all he said.

      Riyad walked up and put his arm around Arieel. “Not only beautiful, but deadly,” he said with a grin.

      “There were fifteen Humans aboard that ship,” Nolan snapped back.

      The smile vanished from Riyad’s face, replaced by a cold, hard countenance. “Casualties of war, Mister Nolan. They should have made better decisions.”

      Riyad’s tone cut like a knife through the people on the bridge, punctuating the reality of their desperate situation. Riyad and his people were survivors. That had been proven many times over. There was no room for compromise or compassion. This was a game of life or death, with no gray area.

      Nolan would have to accept that fact, or he, too, could become a casualty of war.
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      The small squadron entered a narrow mountain pass and gained altitude. Scanners aboard the jumpship revealed an opportunity to make for space. The ships turned noses up and a minute later engaged deep gravity wells.

      The pursuit ships remained in normal space, knowing they couldn’t overtake the escaping vessels. In a couple of minutes Adam and his tiny fleet would be beyond the Formilian star system and out of their jurisdiction. Others would have to take up the pursuit.
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      The four ships remained in deep gravity wells for two hours before dumping out and rendezvousing in a vast empty section of space, far away from any civilized planets. Adam’s team—along with Arieel and Nolan—took a shuttle from the jumpship over to the Tobias.

      They gathered in the leather-appointed lounge area, where Copernicus Smith proceeded to raid the food processor. Soon he was joined by the others. The yacht’s modules were the best money could buy, as were the food stocks. For a moment, the team became distracted by the gourmet meals they consumed.

      Eventually, the subject was broached.

      “What do we do now?” Sherri asked, sobering up everyone in the room.

      “I’ve been thinking about that,” Adam said. “Question: How would anyone collect on the bounty? At some point the Nuoreans are going to have to reveal themselves in order to pay the assassins.”

      “I volunteer Coop to sacrifice himself so we can track the assassin back to the Nuoreans,” said Riyad joyfully. No one laughed, not knowing if he was joking or not.

      “Whatever it takes,” Coop replied. “Count me in.”

      “Now there’s a selfless hero-type,” Riyad said, as his bright smile lit up the room.

      “There may be another way,” Nolan offered. “Mr. Turner told me they picked up chatter that there’s been a change to the Nuorean’s bounty offer.”

      “What kind of change?” Adam asked.

      “Seems they’re now offering an additional twenty billion to whoever brings you in alive, Captain Cain.”

      Riyad reached over and took Adam by the arm. “I got him, let’s go! I could use an extra twenty billion. But is that before or after taxes?”

      “What about the rest of us?” Sherri asked.

      “Sorry, still the eight billion each, and they only want you dead, not alive.”

      “That’s a bunch of crap,” Coop said. “We should be just as valuable as Adam. I’m really hurt.”

      “I know,” Riyad agreed. “It’s not fair.”

      “Knock it off, you guys,” Adam commanded. “This may be our chance. If they want me alive, then they have to meet somewhere for the exchange to take place.” He turned to Nolan. “How’d you and your crew like to make twenty-eight billion dollars?”

      “Twenty-eight?”

      “Yeah, I assume the original eight billion is still on the table. When you turn me over alive, you’ll get the extra twenty.”

      “And as the captain of the ship, I get a larger share, right?”

      “That’s up to you and your crew.”

      “You are not serious!” Arieel exclaimed, failing to see the humor in the Human banter. “You cannot voluntarily turn yourself over to the Nuoreans.”

      “It will be fine, Arieel,” Adam said. “I have some nifty tricks up my sleeve.”

      “Yeah, I was going to ask you about that,” Colonel Nolan said. “I’ve seen you do some strange things in the few hours I’ve known you.” He looked at Sherri for backup. All he got were furtive glances. “What? You guys know something!”

      Adam raised his hand to get the attention of the room. “Plausible deniability, Mister Nolan,” he said. “The less you know the better.”

      “Bullshit…Captain. Since I’m along for this ride, I’m in just as much danger as the rest of you. I deserve to be brought into the loop.”

      Adam looked at the core members of his team, even the two aliens, Kaylor and Jym. They all nodded.

      “Do you remember the mutant Panur?” he asked Nolan.

      “Of course. He’s the creature who worked with the Sol-Kor, inventing all the things they used to nearly kill us all. He’s also supposed to be a friend of yours, which is something I never understood.”

      “Panur’s not such a bad guy, just confused,” Adam said with a smile. “If the truth was known, you’d see he’s helped us out on a number of occasions.”

      “Okay…what about him?”

      “You know he’s an immortal mutant genius, right?”

      “That’s what they say.”

      Adam took a deep breath. “Well I have some of his brain cells in my head.”

      Adam expected a different reaction. Instead, all he got was a blank stare from the Marine officer. “Yeah, so?”

      “His brain cells are in my head.”

      “Does this mean you can communicate with him telepathically?”

      “No! It means I have some of his abilities.”

      “Like what?”

      Adam pursed his lips. “Like super strength, better and quicker coordination; even my memory is better…and I heal faster.”

      “You do?” Nolan still didn’t seem impressed. “Why?”

      “Panur’s brain cells control my body at times.”

      “Have you become a mutant—an immortal mutant?” Nolan seemed to finally be grasping the meaning.

      “No, I’m not a mutant. But the mutant cells in my brain are doing a pretty good job of taking care of me in times of need.”

      Nolan looked at the faces of the others in the room. The only one expressing any shock was that of Arieel Bol. “You didn’t know about this?” he asked the Formilian.

      “I sensed something was different,” she answered. “Our connection has been stronger, clearer.”

      “What connection?” Nolan asked.

      “We have Gifts—what you call brain interface devices embedded within our bodies. They allow us to communicate telepathically, as well as control electronic devices, such as flash weapons and other things.”

      Now the Marine’s mouth was hanging open. Again he scanned the faces of Adam’s team. Then he smiled. “Damn…you guys really had me going,” he said. “But is this really the time to be screwing around? There’s a whole galaxy out trying to kill you…and me too.”

      “It’s true,” Sherri said.

      Since she and Josh Nolan had a past relationship, he took her comment more seriously. “C’mon! You expect me to believe this about mutant brain cells and brain interface devices? It sounds like some cheap science fiction story, and more fiction than science.”

      “Really, Josh, it’s true.”

      “Do any of the rest of you have super powers?”

      “My great super power is being friends with Adam,” Riyad said with a wide smile. “It’s worked for me up till now.”

      “Thanks, buddy,” Adam said. The two men bumped fists.

      Nolan was silent for a long moment, his mouth still hanging open. When he closed it, his lips were just a thin line, displaying his frustration. “So you’re some kind of superman—literally. Can you fly and jump buildings in a single bound?”

      “I’m still working on that. Give me time.”

      “Bullshit! And even if it’s true, how does that help us in our current situation? You may survive, but what about the rest of us?”

      “That’s why I believe we should follow Adam’s plan and allow himself to be captured by the Nuoreans,” Kaylor said, speaking for the first time. He was normally intimidated by a room full of Humans, even if he was a member of the team. He never fully trusted them not to suddenly go crazy and start ripping the place apart, including him and Jym.

      Nolan looked at Adam. “You believe you can use your power to survive long enough to tell us where their base is located?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      Nolan shook his head. “There are only twenty Marines and sailors aboard my ship, and fifteen in the remaining escort vessel. Plus the eight of us. Forty-three total. And not to mention we only have three ships, and one of them is a damn luxury yacht.”

      “I’ll have you know, the Tobias is equipped with the latest offensive and defensive weapons and countermeasures,” Adam said. “A trillionaire can’t risk a trip into space without being able to take care of himself.”

      “But there’s a hundred Nuoreans—something called the Third Cadre, whatever that is.”

      “It’s their elite fighting corps,” Copernicus explained. “We’ve gone up against them before.”

      “A hundred of them?”

      “Well, no.”

      “But the forty-three of us will…because we have Clark Kent on our side?”

      “Who is Clark Kent,” Jym asked.

      Nolan pointed at Adam. “Him!”

      “That is Adam Cain,” Jym countered. “I have known him for twenty years. I have never heard him referred to as Clark Kent before.”

      Nolan stared at the tiny bear. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “It means Adam is worth fifty Third Cadre,” Riyad said, again with a bump fist with Adam. “That more or less evens the odds. Plus we’ll have the element of surprise on our side.”

      “Yeah, because no sane creature would attempt such an incredibly stupid plan.”

      “Just get me in,” Adam said. “You may even be able to keep the reward.”

      Nolan’s mouth snapped shut. He’d forgotten about the money.

      “Okay, so how does our backup find us, once we hook-up with the Nuoreans?”

      Adam turned to Arieel. “Do you know how to make a ghost ATD—Gift—within a ship’s computer?”

      Arieel frowned. She’d been listening to the back and forth and still wasn’t sold on this being a viable plan. “I do not understand the question.”

      Adam smiled warmly. So…he knew something about the Formilian brain interface device that even Arieel Bol didn’t. And she’d had hers since she was five.

      “I’m able to create a duplicate ATD presence in a remote computer. It allows me to communicate—even take control—over vast distances. It becomes a mirror device linked to mine. It extends the range out to several light-years.”

      “You must teach me how to create such a ghost—as you call it—although it sounds sacrilegious to me.”

      “It’s fine, sweetie. I’ll create one in the backup ships, which will allow you to communicate with me even light-years apart. I’ll guide you into the Nuorean hiding place without them detecting a CW burst.”

      “If you are still alive to do so,” Kaylor pointed out.

      “I think the Nuoreans will want to take their time killing me. That’s the reason they’re offering more money for me alive than dead. They want to do it themselves. And knowing the Nuoreans as I do, they’ll want to make some big spectacle out of it. That should give me time to relay the location.”

      “And then we all come in guns a-blazing?”  LtCol. Nolan asked. “Sounds like a plan.”

      Adam snickered. “I’m sure there will be a little more detail filled in before the actual operation gets underway.” He surveyed the faces in the room. Although no one protested the plan, the expressions were still those of grave concern. Adam was risking a lot putting himself out as bait for the Nuoreans. And none of them—including Adam—had a full grasp of just what special powers he possessed. To the person, they believed he could be killed.

      So did he.
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      The next question that had to be answered was how do they contact the Nuoreans? The announcement of the bounty—along with the subsequent amendment for Adam to be taken alive—had come from a general CW broadcast to all reaches of the galaxy. Adam and his team figured a similar broadcast announcing his capture would stir the Nuoreans. It would also alert everyone else. Would others try to lure the Humans to a false rendezvous so they could take Adam themselves? Twenty-eight billion dollars in equivalent Juirean credits was a hell of a lot of money. Who knew what some creatures would do for such a payoff?

      They started with a general broadcast then they waited.

      As suspected, over a hundred responses flooded the CW relays. Meet us here, meet us there. Most of the broadcasts were crude and easily seen as frauds.

      Yet it was one that came out of the general direction of the Nuorean settlement in the galaxy that got their attention. It didn’t call for a direct rendezvous. Rather, it asked that the ship carrying Adam follow a route to another point, where further instructions would be provided. It was broadcast only once, not like the others that kept pleading for Nolan and his ship to meet them.

      The team decided to follow the broadcast toward Nuorean territory.

      Adam never believed that the Cadre had rebelled against the Nuorean leadership and gone rogue. That was not what Nuoreans did. A destination close to or within Nuorean space made sense. He began to make preparations.

      It was decided they would take the small escort ship called the Rutledge, named after Adam’s old friend from his Navy SEAL days, Master Chief Geoffrey Rutledge. The faster jumpship and luxury yacht would be the backups. Nolan and fifteen of his most-loyal crew from the Biddle crew transferred over to the Rutledge, while Adam’s team took the Tobias. The rest of the sailors and Marines were in the jumpship.

      Adam met Arieel in the aft computer maintenance room aboard the escort vessel. She fell into his arms instantly and smothered him with kisses. The overruled Human male was surprised, but he didn’t resist. Things escalated from there.

      It had been a while since he enjoyed the pleasures of the creature commonly referred to as The Most Beautiful Prime Female in the Galaxy. He certainly couldn’t dispute the claim, and he had more evidence to go by than simple press reports and surveys.

      When they eventually separated, the lovers were out of breath and sweating.

      “That was unexpected,” Adam panted. He’d never been able to keep up with her sexually, but his new mutant abilities had been triggered by the passion. Now he beamed with pride from his increased stamina and mutant version of Viagra-times-ten.

      “I…too, am…” Her voice trailed off. “That was…different.”

      “Better?”

      “Different yet welcomed. Was that an example of your new abilities?”

      He gave her a mischievous smile. Then he sighed. “I didn’t bring you here for that, Arieel. I have to show you how to create the ghost in the computer.”

      “Yes, you must do that. How long will it take?” she breathed, pressing in close to him again. She certainly did have a strong sex drive. Apparently all Formilians did.

      It had also been a while since Adam created a ghost ATD, and with Arieel distracting him, it took him longer than he remembered, but eventually he got it installed. It was essentially an echo of his device residing in the inner workings of the computer system. He would install one in the yacht’s system as well, before having Arieel place one of her own in the escort ship. That way they could communicate with each other without the possibility of the contact being noticed or traced.

      After they were done, it was still another half an hour before they left the computer room.
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      Adam, along with Nolan and his fake capturers, left the next morning, following a track that hopefully would lead them to the Nuoreans. They changed from their uniforms into civilian clothing so it wouldn’t look like a military operation should contact be made with the Nuoreans.

      Nine hours later they reached a point in space where they could line up on the provided coordinates. By then, a veritable traffic jam had developed along the course, as a dozen ships of a dozen different designs were there as well. They’d picked up on the blanket broadcast from the Nuoreans and got here as quickly as possible. The line of ships was separated by several light-years, but it was obvious all the starships were headed in the same direction and pretending to be the one carrying Adam Cain.

      The pretense was only until the actual ship carrying Adam could be identified. Then the vultures would pounce. Each of the imposters wanted to grab Adam and turn him in; they would watch and wait until someone tipped their hand.

      The tense parade continued for two days before Adam got tired of the game. Using the new-found mutant intelligence he didn’t even know he had, he was able to create a burst signal and sent it to the closest ship trailing them. Within the signal was a file, and when opened, it revealed a holograph of Adam. The file was also designed to link up with the comm system of the ship and send another transmission into space.

      The plan worked perfectly. The signal was received, the file opened, and before the ship’s occupants knew it, they were broadcasting the image of Adam Cain. Like a pack of hyenas attacking a fallen gazelle, a dozen ships in the line changed course and zeroed in on the broadcasting vessel. The hapless victim broke the line and raced away, chased by the others. In moments, only Nolan’s ship remained on the track. The others would eventually realize their mistake. By then they’d be too far behind to catch up.

      Another day passed before a dormant beacon suddenly came to life along the track. A pre-recorded message came through, transmitting the source code for Nolan’s CW equipment. Continuous Wormhole communication theoretically couldn’t be traced, yet the originator of the transmission could be identified through the unique signature of the amplifier.

      Nolan sent out an answering signal, confirming his identity. A second later another transmission came through, giving him a new heading. He ordered the course correction. They were in contact with the Nuoreans now—and the aliens knew his was the ship with Adam aboard. How long this leg of the journey would continue was anyone’s guess, although they were sixty light-years from the unofficial boundary of Nuorean space, where the six worlds the aliens had conquered were located. Using the belief that the Cadre was located within this region of space, they were two days out at the most.

      Thirteen hours later another beacon sprang to life in the emptiness of space along the course. This one relayed a live message from the Nuoreans.
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        * * *

      

      Nolan stared at the grey-faced alien as they sized each other up. It was the Nuorean who spoke first.

      “You are a Human.”

      “And you are a Nuorean.”

      “Adam Cain is a Human; you claim to have him in your custody.”

      “We do,” said Nolan confidently.

      “You would turn over a member of your own species to face certain death?”

      “If you know anything about Humans, you know that’s not unusual. When can we get our money?”

      “That will come. First we need proof that you have Adam Cain.”

      “Of course.” Nolan nodded to his comm officer. A view of Adam in a room, lying on a cot, was transmitted to the Nuorean.

      “That is not proof. The image could be a recording or it could be false. I demand you bring him to your bridge so I can see him in real time.”

      Nolan nodded to another member of the bridge crew who raced from the room. In the awkward silence, neither party spoke. Three minutes later, Adam was hustled onto the bridge, his wrists shackled and chains on his legs. Two of Nolan’s crew held him by the arms.

      “Bring him closer to the camera. We have recognition capabilities,” said the alien.

      The Humans complied and thirty second later the Nuorean nodded. “As far as we can tell, that is Adam Cain.”

      “I told you it was. Now can we get our money?”

      “Only upon delivery.”

      “Where, when?”

      “I am sending new coordinates. Follow them precisely. We will make contact again in two of your days.” The alien broke the connection.

      Adam straightened up as his guards unfastened the shackles.

      “That worked,” he said.

      “Does this mean we really get to keep the money?” one of the crewmen asked.

      “Let’s not count our chickens, Mister Howell,” Nolan cautioned. “But if we do, that will be one hell of a re-enlistment bonus.”

      “Excuse me, sir, but re-enlistment my ass. I’d be a free man after that.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam contacted Arieel through the ATD ghost program and filled her in on what just happened. The two backup ships were five light-years behind and paralleling their course twenty degrees above their ecliptic. They were also following a zig-zap path, so if detected, they would appear to be on a different vector than Nolan’s ship.

      You still believe this will work? Arieel asked in his mind.

      We’ve made real progress. Hopefully the Nuoreans will be so blinded by their hatred for me that they’ll let us through. They may be master game players but they are pretty naïve in some areas.

      I will relay this information to the others. Please be careful.

      Careful is my middle name.

      I thought it was David.

      It’s just an expression, my dear.

      If there is one advantage Humans have over all other creatures in the universe, it is your method of code-speak. Only your own species appear to understand fully what you mean.

      That’s not always the case, believe me. I’m breaking the connection now. We’re getting close, Arieel. This should be over fairly soon.
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      “Captain!” the bridge officer yelled at LtCol. Nolan, using his generic title as commander of the ship. “I have contacts dead ahead. They just appeared.”

      “Evasive actions!”

      “Sir, four more, to starboard and port. They have us boxed in.”

      “Captain Cain to the bridge,” Nolan called into his comm.

      Adam was there twenty seconds later.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Six ships have us surrounded. They popped out of dark status,” Nolan reported, frustration in his voice.

      “Identity?”

      “Nuoreans.”

      Adam was afraid he was going to say that. They were only six hours beyond the last beacon point, barely into the two-day transit the Nuoreans had mentioned.

      “Power down, Colonel,” Adam said. “They’ve obviously been waiting for us. Let’s see what they want.”

      “They want you, Captain,” Nolan pointed out.

      “Then you better get me shackled up again. Let’s make this convincing.”

      “This screws up our plans. The backup can’t get here in time. And if the transfer takes place in space, we’ll never learn the location of their base.”

      “We’ll deal with that when the time comes. Remember, the Nuoreans don’t know what I’m capable of.”

      Nolan laughed. “According to you…neither do you.”

      All Adam could do was shrug. The Marine officer was right.
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        * * *

      

      One of the Nuorean ships maneuvered in for an umbilical hookup with Nolan’s ship, while the others stayed off at a distance. The five aliens who entered the ship appeared to be in distress.

      “Adjust your gravity downward!” ordered the Nuorean in the black uniform with three yellow stripes on his left breast.

      Nolan complied.

      “What’s this all about? We haven’t deviated from the course you gave us.”

      The alien breathed a sigh of relief as the internal gravity lessened. He gathered his composure before answering. “Nuoreans are master strategists, Human. We can detect deception in the actions of others. We believe Adam Cain in not your prisoner; instead he is directing the game.”

      “You’re wrong. He’s our prisoner. He means nothing to us. All we want is the money.” Nolan tried to remain as defiant as possible. The actions of the Nuoreans were unexpected, but they made sense. This could be a test.

      “Bring me Adam Cain.”

      “He’s already on his way.”

      As if on cue, Adam appeared on the bridge, shackled as before. But now he tried to act defiant himself. It would be what the Nuoreans expect him to do.

      “Who the hell are you?” he asked the Cadre officer.

      The Nuorean considered him for a moment before smiling. “You are making demands? I have not had experience with Humans before, yet I have heard of you. I even took part in the survey of your home planet, preparing for its destruction.”

      “And how did that end up?” Adam asked. “Oh, yeah, it was Nuor that was destroyed instead. I understand the Third Cadre used to live there. Was any of your family and friends there when I blew it up?”

      The alien’s fist seemed to come at him in slow motion through the lens of his new mutant abilities. Adam was glad to see they appeared when they did, because he had to put on quite the act that he was hurt by the powerful blow. He stumbled backwards, to be caught by the two Human guards behind him.

      “If I was not under orders to bring you to Master Janvis I would kill you now myself.”

      “Without a challenge match?” Adam asked after working his jaw back and forth, making sure nothing was broken. It was all part of the act. “That would be a waste.”

      “Are you going to take him?” Nolan asked. “What about our money?”

      The Nuorean looked at the Marine with obvious anger and frustration. “Will you cease with the demands for your payment!”

      “It’s what you agreed to,” Nolan countered. “If the galaxy finds out that you won’t pay, then you can forget about the others being killed.”

      “And how will the galaxy find out…if you’re dead?”

      Nolan swallowed hard. The alien had a point. “They just will. Everyone knows we’re bringing Cain to you, and the reward is gigantic. If we don’t come back—and boast about all the money we made—they’ll figure it out on their own. No one will take the chance of collecting the bounty, figuring you’ll just kill them when they try.”

      “There is no exchange required for the others, just proof of death. Your argument has no merit.”

      “Yeah, but,” Nolan stammered. “If you renege on one payment, why wouldn’t you on another?”

      “Human, cease! You will get your payment. It is of minimal consequence to us, although apparently not to you.”

      “We survive on money. It’s why we do everything.”

      “It is not the way of the Nuoreans. We are above such petty things.”

      “We aren’t.”

      The alien was at his wits end. He stared at Nolan for a long moment before ordering his support troops to take Adam through the umbilical tunnel to his ship. He turned to leave.

      “Wait—” Nolan called out.

      “You will follow us,” said the alien abruptly. “I do not have your payment with me.”

      Nolan bit off his next statement. He looked around at his bridge crew and saw nothing by big eyes and wide grins. It looked like they really were going to collect the bounty. And they might even live long enough to spend it.
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        * * *

      

      Adam contacted Arieel again through the ghost program and gave her the latest news. He would lose contact with her once Nolan’s ship separated by about a half a million miles from the Nuorean vessel he was on. She could still track the tiny fleet as it made its way to the Nuorean hiding place through Nolan’s ship, just Adam wouldn’t be able to communicate with her.

      She freaked out knowing he was now in the custody of the Nuoreans. He reassured her he was fine and that they had elaborate plans for him—as was the way of the aliens. They wouldn’t simply execute him. They would make a game out of it.

      He was taken to a room aboard the Nuorean vessel and placed under guard. Workers were still installing a lock on the door, since none of the rooms had them. This was a Nuorean ship manned by Nuoreans. There was no need for locks…anywhere.

      Once the caravan got underway, Adam felt an emptiness within his mind as he lost contact with the ghost program aboard Nolan’s ship. He also scanned the Nuorean vessel and found he had no connection with any of their electronic devices. They didn’t use Formilian controllers and other Milky Way-based technology. His ATD would be useless in this situation.

      But he still had Panur’s residual powers. They would be his ace-in-the-hole when the real game began. Adam wasn’t scared, at least not for himself. He was concerned, however, for the others. Once they reached the hidden Cadre base, he would have to carry most of the load. He smiled. He was okay with that. It just meant a higher score for him.
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      Adam didn’t see much of their destination planet, not until they landed, and then just enough to know that it was arid and flat and the settlement the Third Cadre had set up looked more temporary than permanent. He figured the Nuorean renegades were just playing a part in a larger game and would be returning to the main force—as soon as Adam’s team was dead. Seeing that all the players in the game were rushing to the same place, the outcome would be known fairly soon.

      The settlement consisted of a series of seven windowless pre-fab metal structures placed a crude ‘S-shape’ running north to south. Support modules were attached to the outside of the buildings, providing air conditioning or heat. It was mid-day when they arrived and it was pretty warm; however, Adam didn’t know what the night held in store. Each building was connected to its neighbor by curved roof tunnels. Another building, four times larger than any of the others, was set off to the west and across a narrow field. A number of small warrior-class starships were scattered about to the east, having landed more or less where they pleased on the dry, flat landscape, yet far enough from the buildings as to not cause damage from their landing and take-off jets.

      Nolan landed the small escort ship about two hundred yards from the nearest building. The atmosphere was Human-compatible, with gravity a little lighter than Juirean standard. He left five of his fifteen-man crew aboard the ship and brought the other ten with him to meet the small Nuorean entourage standing near the cluster of buildings.

      Adam caught sight of the meet-up just before he was hustled inside the building. He was taken inside the second building on the north side of the row and placed in a room with a lock. The Nuoreans were expecting him, so they were ready.
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        * * *

      

      All the Nuoreans wore black uniforms with yellow stripes on their chests, either one, two or three. They were also armed with impressive-looking flash rifles of an alien design, along with projectile handguns strapped to their waists.

      “I will take you to the treasury where you can collect your payment,” said one of the Nuoreans with three stripes on his shirt. He seemed annoyed serving as the Human’s guide. Nolan got the impression he would have preferred to meet them in the arena. That was the true measure of a Nuorean’s worth.

      They were led to the larger building set off from the others. The Nuorean three-striper simply opened a wide door and stepped inside, with no additional security required to enter the so-called treasury building.

      It was dark inside the interior until an alien turned on the lights.

      There was a collective inhale of breath from the eleven assembled Humans, the result of seeing the massive pile of…well, stuff, in the center of the room. It covered fifty-feet in diameter by twenty high, and consisted of gold and silver objects, along with other trinkets and paraphernalia of all kinds. It was not what Nolan had been expecting.

      “What’s this?” he asked his host.

      The Nuorean waved impatiently at the pile. “It is the wealth we brought with us, a small portion of the confiscated items from the worlds we have inhabited.”

      Nolan stepped up to the edge of the pile and picked up a golden vase. “This is what you expect to pay us with?”

      “Yes. I sense you are not satisfied.”

      “Satisfied? Hell no!” He held up the vase. “How I am I supposed to know how much this is worth? And I don’t even know if it’s real gold. And if it is, twenty-eight billion dollars of this shit would fill a dozen starships. Don’t you have any Juirean credits or even Human dollars-chips around?”

      “What we have is what you see. If you do not want it, then leave.”

      Nolan’s men had also moved to the pile and were digging through it frantically. One of the men held up some beige credit chips.

      “These look like money,” the young Marine said.

      Nolan took a chip. It was unlike any he’d ever seen. “What are these?”

      The Nuorean came closer. “They appear to be the credits used on one of our conquered worlds. There should be many more.”

      “Then they’re worthless to us.” Nolan threw the chip back on the huge pile. “We can’t use credits from an isolated—and conquered—world.”

      The Cadre officer was frustrated. “The worlds we inhabit had trade with your empires. I know they had a substantial amount of compatible credits. You will just have to find them.”

      “Colonel! I found a Juirean cen-chip,” said one of his men, holding up a blue chip.

      Nolan sent him a stern frown. The Nuoreans were not to know they were a military operation.

      Fortunately, the Cadre officer either didn’t hear the sailor’s words, or he didn’t grasp the meaning. He turned to his other troops and motioned for them to leave the room.

      “You have twenty planetary hours to collect your payment. Take what is owed and leave the rest.” He turned and left the room.

      Nolan’s men were staring at him with wide eyes, wondering what to do next.

      The man with the Juirean chip handed it to his commanding officer. A cen-chip was worth about sixteen dollars on Earth. It would take a hell of a lot of them to equal twenty-eight billion dollars, more than his small ship could hold. And if they attempted to take the bounty out in gold and silver artifacts, that would be even worse.

      He held out his hands, indicating the massive pile. “Dig in,” he said to his men. “Try to find all the credits and dollars you can. It’s obvious we’re not going to be able to carry anything close to twenty-eight billion dollars in the ship, but every little bit helps.”

      He didn’t have to ask twice. His men dove into the pile with reckless abandon.

      For his part, Josh Nolan leaned against the inner wall of the metal building, letting his men do the sorting while he tried to think. His mission was to help Adam Cain take out the Nuoreans who had placed the bounty on the heads of his team, and at the same time deny them the source of funds that was financing the reward. The source was right in front of him, and rather than destroy it and lift the contract, his men were greedily rummaging through the pile trying to get their piece of a very large pie.

      There was no doubt that there was enough wealth in the room to make good on the bounty. But it would take a moderate-size freighter to get it all out, and then years of selling off the items before the wealth was liquid enough to be used.

      Yet that was not what they’d come for. Nolan knew he could take his ship above the surface and launch a series of cannon bolts at the building and either melt or burn up the entire cache. He snickered. If his men would let him, he thought. And from the look in their eyes and the manic way they were digging through the pile, he very much doubted they would.

      Hell, even Josh was in awe of the potential life-altering wealth in the room.

      But he had a mission to accomplish.

      Or did he?

      Adam Cain had devised the plan himself, in order to get himself captured by the Nuoreans so he could work his mutant magic on them. That was done. Cain was in a nearby building being held by the Nuoreans, so technically, his job was done. There was the vague follow up plan to have the backup force arrive and use their combined force to fight and defeat the hundred or so Third Cadre warriors. But there was no formal plan for how that was to happen. Cain would lead the way when the time came.

      Josh could see that his men were making smaller piles of what appeared to be Juirean credits. The currency was accepted across the galaxy, even on Earth. The piles were impressive, each already a couple of feet high. Honestly, Josh had never seen so many credits in one place. There had to be several million dollars in each of the smaller piles, and they’d only just begun the sorting process.

      Josh leaned his head back and banged it against the metal wall several times. What was he to do? His men certainly wouldn’t let him abandon the money, and with every additional million added to the stacks, he doubted if they would be willing to risk their lives in a fight with the Nuoreans when they could simply fly away from here rich men.

      The Marine lieutenant-colonel was mad at himself. He’d placed his men—once all dedicated military personnel—into a situation which they weren’t equipped to handle. Even if they would obey his order to cease and desist, he would feel shitty giving it. Fifteen years in the service had come down to this, a complete breakdown of military order and protocol, and all because of a big-ass pile of unimaginable treasure.

      Joshua Nolan came to a conclusion. He had short-term and long-term goals before him. In the long-term, he had to help Adam Cain and the others survive the bounty placed on them by the Nuoreans. In the short-term, he had a fortune to collect. He rolled up his sleeves and approached the pile. If he and his men could clean out the Nuoreans treasury, the aliens would have nothing left to offer the galaxy for the heads of the other team members. That was one way to help the cause. It also wouldn’t hurt his financial prospects.

      Josh dove into the pile.
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      With Nolan’s ship on the surface of the arid planet and not too far from the cluster of buildings, Adam was able to reconnect with Arieel through the ghost program. He was told Kaylor and Jym had a bead on his location and the two backup ships were on the way. She asked about Nolan and his men, and whether they were in position to strike at the Nuoreans when the rest of the force arrived?

      Adam honestly didn’t know. He was locked away and Nolan hadn’t been by to see him, if that was even allowed. Hopefully the Marine officer had located the stash of money the Nuoreans were using to sponsor the bounty, and plans were underway to destroy it.

      Yet even with the money destroyed, the Cadre still had to be eliminated. If not, then they would just gather more wealth from the conquered worlds and start the whole thing over again.

      Riyad and the others would be at the planet in twenty-two hours, if they didn’t run into any sentries. Adam described to Arieel the layout of the compound so she could relay it to Riyad. He was the best strategist in the group; he’d find a way to make the biggest impact and hopefully cut the Nuoreans force down to a reasonable size before the main battle began. Seeing how exposed the compound was, that shouldn’t be a problem. Obviously, the Nuoreans weren’t expecting an attack.

      After breaking off with Arieel, Adam leaned back on the hard pad of the narrow bed they’d given him in his windowless prison room and stared at the ceiling. He had no doubt he could escape, but he would wait for Riyad’s arrival.

      Now all he had to do now was make sure he survived the next twenty-two hours.
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        * * *

      

      Adam wasn’t surprised when the Nuoreans rousted him from his rest and brought him into a main meeting room in the complex of metal buildings. They couldn’t let their prized captive languish in a prison cell without parading him around a little. Besides, he hadn’t been introduced to the top dog yet. That time had come.

      The Third Cadre three-striper who had taken him from Nolan’s ship was in the room, along with easily a dozen other aliens, each carrying expressions of extreme hatred toward Adam. He couldn’t blame them. As far as they knew, this was the creature who destroyed their homeworld. Adam pumped out his chest a little more at the thought. How many people could say they’ve destroyed a world and killed billions of creatures? Seeing that his victims were aliens intent on conquering the galaxy and killing untold trillions of people, he felt justified in his warped sense of pride.

      Another senior Cadre officer was seated at a long table. Two other officers flanked him. The officer from the ship shoved Adam in front of the table.

      “I present you with Adam Cain, Master Janvis (784).” The Nuorean from the ship looked Adam up and down with a condescending scowl. “The destroyer of worlds is but a mere mortal of plain definition.”

      “This mortal creature killed Master Azon in the arena, Lead-Player Crans,” said the officer seated at the table. “He may appear weak and unskilled, yet that is just an illusion. This beast also invaded our galaxy and spent time roaming our space destroying facilities and even worlds. He is not to be taken lightly.”

      The still-standing Nuorean seemed agitated by his superior’s countering remarks. “Then why not challenge him now? Let us move him to the arena and be done with this.”

      “Patience, Crans. His time will come—”

      The ground beneath the building began to rumble and Adam recognized the signs of a ship landing outside. The seated Nuorean smiled at Adam.

      “I am Master Lead-Player Janvis Kallen-Noc (784),” he said, ignoring the landing of the starship. “I am the ranking Third Cadre player in the Kac…and now, as far as I know, I may be the leading Cadre in all of existence!” He laughed. No one joined him. “Yet before you so ruthlessly destroyed my homeworld of Nuor, I was part of Master Azon’s team tasked with providing accurate survey measurements for your world of Earth. I had already transmitted the data to the Suponac and was only moments away from watching your world shattered to dust…when something unexpected happened. As a master player, I commend you on a game well-played. Yet as a member of the Nuorean species, I despise you from the very depths of my being. It is a dichotomy of feelings I struggle with even at this very moment.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Adam said with gushing sincerity. “If I’d known the troubles my actions would cause…I would have done them anyway and twice on Sunday.”

      The Nuorean frowned. “I had the opportunity to study a few Humans on Nuor before I made the transit to the Kac, so I am aware of your cryptic, often confusing manner of speaking. Continuing, I believe I understand your meaning. Your light concern for your present situation is simply a defense against the inevitable. I find it quite pleasing that it was members of your own race who turned you over to me. Your race has once again proven how primitive and dishonorable you are.”

      “It should also frighten you.”

      The Cadre leader cocked his head. “Why so?”

      “If we’d do such a nasty thing to a fellow Human, just imagine the shit-storm we’d bring down on you, just another stinking alien.”

      Janvis looked to each side at the other officers next to him. “The beast tries to provoke us,” he said. “It’s as if he has a death-wish. Do you, Adam Cain? Do you wish to have your life ended sooner, rather than later?”

      Adam decided to back off on the insults for a while. He still had a day to go before Riyad arrives. But toying with the alien was so much fun….

      “I don’t believe that’s up to me,” he said, accompanied by an abrupt change in tone.

      “No it is not. And fortunately, it’s not up to me, either.”

      A commotion came from the other side of the room, behind Adam. He turned and saw another entourage of aliens enter. The Nuorean at the phalanx wore a high collared tan shirt and half cape of shimmering gold on his shoulders.

      Janvis rose—as did the others—as the new alien approached the table.

      He moved up next to Adam and studied the Human with an amused look in his brown eyes. He was about Adam’s height and build, but older, as far as he could tell. Even then, the rippling muscles under the form-fitting shirt spoke of an experienced warrior with hundreds of victories to his name. Nuoreans advanced through wins in the arena, making the higher ranking—and oldest—the most-deadly of their race.

      “Adam Cain, you are honored by the presence of Master-Player Qintis Bondo (435), the leader of the Nuorean forces in the Kac.”

      Adam couldn’t help himself; he laughed out loud. “Sorry,” he said, waving his hand at the alien. “But Bondo? Your name is Bondo.”

      The Nuorean frowned at him, failing to grasp the reason for Adam’s reaction. “Yes, that is the name of my blood-team. Yet I am referred to by my first—Qintis. Why do you laugh?”

      Tears flowed from Adam’s eyes. “Like I said, I’m sorry. It just struck me as funny. Bon…do!” Adam formed the syllables with exaggerated movements of his lips. Eventually he gathered his composure. This wasn’t helping him live long enough for the cavalry to arrive.

      “You will address me as either Master-Lead or Master Qintis.”

      “Yeah, sure, whatever,” Adam said. “If I do, can I live longer?”

      “You appear to be in good spirits, Adam Cain, especially for a creature destined for death.”

      “Hey, Qintis, we all have to die sometime…even you.” Adam meant it. He hadn’t expected the head honcho of the Nuoreans to be here. This was going to make the coming slaughter that much sweeter.

      Adam looked from Qintis to Janvis then back to Qintis again. “So I guess the renegade story was just that, a story.”

      Qintis moved to the other side of the table and sat down. He motioned for Adam to sit as well. The audience in the room remained silent, yet attentive.

      “It is a story still believed by most Nuoreans in the Kac. But once you and your players are dispatched, Master Janvis and his Cadre will be welcomed back as heroes to their species, having killed those who destroyed our homeworld.”

      Adam nodded. “That makes sense. We were welcomed back as conquering heroes ourselves, having destroyed the homeworld of the creatures who were trying to kill us.”

      Qintis shook his head. “The people of the Kac understand us not. We came never intending to kill all of you. We came only seeking sport and challenges. All creatures in the Kac had a chance to defeat us in fair combat. That is hardly the actions of a conquering enemy.”

      “Yeah, I’ve seen your fair play, Master Qintis. It’s only fair when you know you can win. And what of the Third Cadre? If I hadn’t taken action, it would have been my homeworld crushed to dust, and all because we Humans could kick your ass in the arena.”

      “That is the job of the Third Cadre, to identify and manage Jundac species. Humans were the exception rather than the rule in our games within the Kac. The vast majority of others would have been given more consideration.”

      “And now everything has changed,” Adam pointed out. “Now your once-proud race is hiding away in a forgotten corner of the galaxy with the Sword of Damocles hanging over your head.”

      “That did not translate, Adam Cain.”

      “It means you spend every day expecting a massive weight to come crashing down on you. And believe me that time is coming.”

      Qintis smiled. “You speak of your easily manipulated officials—politicians you call them. There will be no massive weight crashing upon us. Your people will vacillate and compromise until it is too late, until a link is reestablished with the Suponac. You must know you did not destroy my race with your actions. Instead, all you have done is given us more determination to come back to the Kac. And now that we know of a weapon of incredible power that cannot be countered, the next time we come it will not be for sport exclusively. Nuoreans normally do not engage in acts of revenge, yet you, Adam Cain, have taught us a new way of thinking.”

      Adam was silent, taking in the words of the Nuorean leader. If the aliens from Andromeda did return, they could arrive in person after sucking a dozen prominent worlds over to their galaxy and killing trillions of souls. Their gravity beam weapon can destroy worlds, and they have the means to rebuild the midpoint generator faster than the allies could build one of their own. It was only a matter of time before the Nuoreans returned.

      Adam fought his overwhelming feeling of guilt by noting that he didn’t invent the world-destroying weapon or envision its use. The Nuoreans—and specifically the Third Cadre—did that. If he hadn’t acted, they would have used the weapon first. And they’d still be using it, with all the creatures in the Milky Way under Nuorean rule.

      “So what happens now?” Adam asked, growing weary of the game he was playing with the aliens.

      Qintis looked at Janvis and smiled. “As you suspect, your death will be a grand spectacle, allowed to be shared by all the Nuoreans in the Kac. That is why the terms of your bounty were amended. The others can live or die for all I care. They were merely players in your game. You were their master. And it will be you who will pay the ultimate price for what you did to Nuor.”

      What did he just say? “Did you say the others can live?”

      “They can live or die, it matters not.”

      “So you’ll lift the bounty?”

      Qintis looked confused. “I did not say that. I said it matters not either way.”

      “If you let them live, I will go peacefully and play whatever games you want.”

      The confused looked remained on the alien’s face. “You will play our games whether you want to or not. You have no bargaining power, Adam Cain. It is insanity for you to even think otherwise.”

      Adam’s gnashed his teeth. “I was just trying to help.”

      Qintis shook his head. “The reward will stand. It’s just that when one of your teammates is terminated, there will be no wide-spread celebration or pronouncement. It will just happen. However, in your case, we may declare a holiday for all time to celebrate your death. Yes…it will be a glorious death.”

      “Yeah, that’s what they all say.”
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      Fortunately for Adam, the Nuoreans weren’t ready to initiate their grand plan for his death—at least not yet. He was taken back to his room and locked in, which gave him time to prepare his assets for the coming conflict.

      Nolan had been a ghost since coming to the planet. It had been eighteen hours and not a peep out of the Marine officer. Adam knew the Rutledge was still on the surface; he could sense its presence and he was still able to contact Arieel aboard the Tobias. With the ship so close, Adam began probing around in the circuits, trying to locate the comm systems. As he lay on the cot, his arm across his forehead and appearing to be at rest, his mind was activating the programs and converting his thoughts into speech.

      “This is Adam Cain.” His voice boomed from the speakers on the bridge of the Rutledge. He could sense a portable comm device in the room, so he knew a crewman was aboard. “Just speak into the 1-MC, I’ll hear you.”

      A moment later, a skeptical voice appeared in his head. Is this really Captain Cain?

      “Yes it is. Who am I speaking with?”

      This is petty officer Mike Pettit…sir.

      Adam remembered the young sailor. He’d spent a few days aboard the ship with Nolan’s crew, and his enhanced mutant memory allowed him to easily recall the petty officer second-class. “Very good, Mister Pettit. I need to speak with Colonel Nolan. I sense he’s not onboard.”

      You sense…is this really Captain Cain, or is this some kind of Nuorean trick?

      “It’s me. If I recall, you’re from Indiana—Evansville, right?”

      How do you know that?

      “We spoke once on the mess decks, remember? You had something that was supposed to be biscuits and gravy. You said it looked like stew.”

      There was a pause in his mind before Pettit responded. You remember that? Adam felt a sense of awe in the man’s voice; the great Adam Cain remembered a conversation with a lowly enlisted man. He was flattered.

      Colonel Nolan is not onboard; he’s in the warehouse.

      “Is that where they keep the money for the bounty?”

      Yessir. We’ve been hauling loads of the stuff to the Rutledge for several hours. It’s turned into a real job. We’re working in shifts now.

      Adam was angry. His backup force on the planet was so engrossed in collecting their money that they’d forgotten all about him.

      “Listen, Mister Pettit, I need you to get Colonel Nolan now. Bring him back to the ship so I can talk to him.”

      Yessir. Give me ten minutes.
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        * * *

      

      Seven minutes later, Petty Officer Pettit was back on the line.

      Colonel Nolan is presently unavailable, Captain Cain. Pettit’s voice was shaking. He will contact you when he can. I’m sorry.

      Adam reassured the young sailor that it wasn’t his fault. He told him to relax and that it was okay. Then after breaking contact with the Rutledge, Adam got up from the cot and walked to the door of his room.

      One thing he’d noticed from his ATD probe of the surrounding set of buildings and equipment: they were not of Nuorean origin. All the pre-fab buildings and other systems were from the worlds they’d conquered, and even these planets used Formilian technology. This included the lock on his door.

      It was simply a matter of Adam scanning the controls and activating the release switch and he was able to slowly open the door and look into the outer corridor. The hallway was empty, not even a single guard standing outside his door. This was a major weakness of the Nuoreans; they were overconfident in their own abilities and often underestimated those of their opponents.

      Adam left his cell and made his way to the main exit door for the building without being seen. There were only a hundred Third Cadre sponsoring the bounty, and some of them were in starships, patrolling the system or in orbit above the planet. That left a relatively few in the compound. It was also night time on the planet, and the Nuoreans had already adapted to the local conditions. Most of them were asleep, figuring their prized captive was safely and securely locked away.

      So Adam simply strolled into the dimly lit compound and toward the one source of abundant light—the huge building Adam concluded had to be the warehouse Petty Officer Pettit had mentioned.

      He could see a steady stream of sailors and Marines ferrying loads of storage containers toward the Rutledge, which was located on the other side of the chain of buildings. The Humans enlisted the use of four-wheeled forklift-like haulers the Nuoreans had brought with them to help construct the settlement. There was a frantic nature to their actions, as loaded vehicles raced from the warehouse, and empty ones returned with the same urgency.

      A departing vehicle nearly collided with one returning when the driver noticed Adam approach the building. Both forklifts came to a stop, followed by another pair. Soon the entire working party had come to a complete halt, with the crew staring at Adam as he entered the building.

      LtCol. Joshua Nolan stood next to a series of mounds made up of thin plastic credit chips. They were of various colors, signifying denomination, and included both Juirean and Union chips. The Marine officer had a datapad in his hand, frantically making entries. He was shaking his head.

      “A problem, Colonel?” Adam said from behind the officer.

      Nolan nearly jumped out of his clothes. He turned at the sound, instantly recognizing the voice.

      “Captain…what are you doing here?” he stammered. He looked past Adam toward the door, to see if any Nuoreans had escorted him to the warehouse.

      Adam looked at the still huge pile of confiscated items filling the center of the large room. “I was getting lonely sitting in my cell and thought I’d come looking for some company. I thought we could grab some dinner, maybe take in a movie.”

      Nolan’s shocked expression was priceless—and infuriating.

      “I’m sorry, Captain, but the Nuoreans only gave us twenty hours to sort and load the money. As you can see, it’s not an easy task.”

      “I thought your task was to help me defeat the Third Cadre.”

      “We are. If we can move most of this stuff out of here, they won’t have the money to pay the other bounties.”

      “And how’s that coming?” Adam’s voice was as cutting as a razor’s edge.

      Nolan gave up the pretense. “Honestly, really slow. We’ve been sticking all the credits we find in every crack and crevasse aboard the Rutledge and it looks like the most we’ll be able to get out in time is around ten billion dollars’ worth.  And then we’ll have a weight problem.”

      Adam took Nolan by the arm and led him to a corner of the warehouse, out of earshot of the others, who by now were standing like statues, waiting to see what was going to happen.

      “Riyad’s going to be here in less than four hours,” Adam said barely above a whisper. “Are your men going to help in the coming fight or not?”

      Nolan’s delayed response spoke volumes. He looked at the anxious faces of his crew. “You have to realize; these men are beyond the point of simply obeying orders. They see themselves as fabulously wealthy, and I doubt they’d be willing to risk their lives…for such a narrow cause.”

      Adam raised his eyebrows. Damn, that was harsh. “I realize there are only sixteen of you, but without your men—and the Rutledge—the odds of us defeating the Cadre go way up.”

      “I understand you’re capable of taking out fifty of them all by yourself,” Nolan snapped back. “What do you need us for anyway? And look, you just waltzed out of your holding cell without even batting an eye.” The Marine waved a hand toward his men. “You can’t blame them. They’ve never seen so much wealth before.”

      “And neither have you.”

      A vein pulsed in Nolan’s neck. “No, I haven’t. But it’s beyond that now. I couldn’t get these men to stop what they’re doing even if I wanted to, and at this point, I don’t.”

      Adam smiled, which made Nolan even more nervous.

      “You’re forgetting one thing, Mister Nolan.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I can control the Rutledge with my mind. It’s of Human design, which means most of the systems have Formilian technology. And my ghost program gives me even more control. If I want to, I can ground your crew here, and when the fighting starts, whose side do you think the Nuoreans will place you on? Your mutinous crew won’t have a choice but to fight.”

      Nolan’s mouth fell open. “You…you wouldn’t.”

      “What…force your men to do their job?”

      “They’re only people, Cain. If you weren’t some kind of mutant freak you’d be doing the same thing!”

      Adam considered smashing the Marine’s head into a million pieces, but he held back…at least for the moment. He thought of his next move. He could still use Nolan’s mutinous crew.

      “Fuck it, Nolan. You can keep your damn money. Just do me one little favor.”

      Nolan was both shocked and angered by Adam’s statement. “What?”

      “When you lift off with all your well-earned booty, lay a couple of cannon bolts into this building. At least that will help put a wrinkle into the Nuorean’s plans.”

      Adam was expecting the Marine officer to enthusiastically agree, a compromise for his treasonous act. Instead, he hesitated.

      “What’s wrong?” Adam asked.

      “If we do that, then the Nuoreans will come after us. With an overloaded ship, we might not get away.”

      Adam was getting better at summoning his mutant powers on demand; he felt the surge of strength course through his body. A moment later, he had Nolan by the neck and lifted a foot off the floor. He didn’t squeeze hard enough to kill the man, just to suspend him in air.

      Nolan’s crew was unarmed—they also didn’t know about Adam’s superpowers. They raced to their commander’s rescue, only to have the first couple of them laid out on the floor of the warehouse, unconscious from lightning quick hits from Adam’s free left hand. The rest backed off.

      “You spineless piece of shit,” Adam growled as Nolan. He let him go. “Fine, take your money and go. I don’t need help from people like you. You disgust me.”

      Nolan’s men helped him to his feet. “We’re not as bad as you think,” he said, rubbing his bruised neck. “We’re just doing what any normal Human would do.”

      “Keep telling yourself that.”

      As Adam turned to leave, Nolan spoke again. “We’ll see what we can do about destroying the rest of the treasure,” he offered. “It will depend on how many Nuorean ships are in the area.”

      “I suppose you want me to thank you?”

      “No…I just want you to understand.”

      “Don’t hold your breath, Mister Nolan. Besides, I’m not the one who’s going to have to live with the knowledge of my back-stabbing bullshit for the rest of my miserable life.”

      “Don’t worry about that, Captain Cain. We’ll have ten billion ways to deal with the guilt.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam left the warehouse and returned to his cell. It took another hour before his body returned to normal. His mutant brain cells wanted to hold onto the anger for as long as they could.

      He contacted Arieel and filled her in. Riyad would need to know about the loss of Nolan’s men and ship to modify his plans. He wasn’t only losing sixteen skilled combat fighters, but also the use of the Rutledge. Adam was tempted to disable the ship, but he wouldn’t know at that point which side the crew would fight for. It was bad enough facing a hundred of the Nuorean’s best fighters, but to add sixteen deadly Humans into the mix could be tragic.

      If Nolan’s timetable was correct, he would leave the planet two hours before the Riyad arrived. Whether the warehouse was destroyed at that point—and the Nuoreans in a fit from the attack—was another unknown in the planning. Adam was almost to the point of taking Nolan’s advice and simply set out to kill every Nuorean in sight. After all, the whole reason for allowing himself to be captured was to place this deadly hornet within their camp.

      He was also glad to see how easily he’d summoned his super strength in the warehouse, without even having a high-intensity physical confrontation taking place. Anger seemed to be a trigger as well, and at this point, Adam was angry all the time, frustrated that Nolan had taken most of the fun out of the coming battle.
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      Eventually a pair of Nuoreans came to the warehouse and told Nolan to stop his activities. At that point, he and his second-in-command, Major Duncan Turner, went to meet with the main Third Cadre officer. Josh had met him a couple of times over the past day, once when he came to the warehouse to view the sorting process, and another in the field between the buildings.

      It was early morning and the Nuoreans were stirring. A few were in the field practicing with swords, while other groups of three or four jogged around the buildings, getting their juices flowing for the day. It was two hours before Riyad Tarazi and the rest of the backup force would arrive, so Nolan knew the Nuorean’s day was about to get a lot more complicated. A dark foreboding filled his heart as he entered the building and was granted a meeting with the Nuorean leadership.

      Janvis—followed by some numbers Nolan couldn’t remember—was seated at a bare table, flanked by the other three-striper from his ship. His name was Damnic, or something like that. Nolan didn’t care. He just wanted to do what he had to do and leave.

      There were another three Nuoreans in the room, seated along a side wall. The one in the middle wore a gold cape and an amused smile, like he knew something Nolan didn’t. Josh didn’t question the alien’s attitude. He probably did know something the Human didn’t.

      “We’re ready to leave,” Nolan began, as he and Turner stood before the table.

      “Was your recovery efforts satisfactory?” Janvis asked.

      “Enough. We were not able to recover the full amount, but enough.”

      “And why not all?”

      “Time…and space limitations on my ship. But I’m not complaining,” he quickly added.

      “That is good that you are not complaining.”

      Nolan took a deep breath and looked over at Turner before returning his attention to Janvis. The two Marines had discussed this and were in agreement. “There is one other thing I need to tell you.”

      Janvis frowned. He said nothing.

      “Adam Cain is planning an attack on this facility. In a couple of hours a support force will arrive led by Riyad Tarazi and other members of Cain’s main team. There are also Human Marines and sailors with him.”

      Janvis pursed his lips and looked to the Third Cadre officer next to him. “And how is Cain planning to carry out such an attack? He is locked within an adjoining building, quite secure.”

      “He has certain…abilities, which are beyond normal,” Nolan said, much to the surprise—or amusement—of the Nuoreans.

      “Yes, we have heard rumors of these abilities. So you confirm they are real?”

      “Yes, yet I don’t have any details about what they are. It’s just that I’d be very careful around him.”

      Now Janvis looked to the Nuorean seated along the wall. “Mister Nolan—I believe that is how I address Human males—I appreciate this information. It is quite fortunate that you have made this disclosure, for it may alter the plan we have for not allowing your ship to leave the surface.”

      The words hit both Nolan and Turner like bricks to the face. They weren’t going to be allowed to leave? Josh tried to understand why he was so impacted, and concluded it had to be the money. He was a Marine officer; mission failure was always a possibility, but his distress was beyond that. He had so much to lose—as did all the others. Could that be it?

      “You’re not going to let us leave?” he whispered.

      “I said that was our original plan. You must understand, Colonel Nolan, we have suspected such a plan from the beginning. It was too much of a coincidence that Adam Cain would be captured and turned over to us by members of his own race, and obviously members of your military, based on your bearing and habits. And you should know we have been tracking Tarazi’s approach for several days. The simple ruse of alternating directions does not change the configuration of the ships repeatedly detected. We estimated the timetable for the attack based on the arrival of these ships. We also figured you and your ship would play a part in the attack. That is why you would not to be allowed to leave.”

      Josh and Turner glared at the Nuorean. All their efforts over the past twenty hours had been wasted. And now his admission of an impending attack was nothing more that the rantings of a traitor.

      Janvis held up his hand. “Do not look so distraught. Your revelation of Cain’s plans has bought your freedom.”

      Nolan’s jaw fell open. He didn’t speak.

      “That’s right. It is now obvious that you are not part of Cain’s loyal team or even a true warrior of the Human race. At one time you may have considered yourself as such, but not anymore. Your obsession with the wealth of your culture has proven stronger than loyalty and duty. We Nuoreans find such action reprehensible, yet useful in this situation. So go, take your wealth and flee. I find it unimaginable that you can live in peace from this day forward; a Nuorean never could. But you are a Human. I’m sure you will find no difficulty living with your betrayal.”

      He waved his hand and two guards hustled Nolan and Turner from the room.
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        * * *

      

      In the growing heat of early morning on this unnamed world, Josh felt like throwing up. Duncan rushed off toward the ship; Josh followed, his movements numb and rote as he entered the ship and took his position on the bridge.

      When he just sat there, staring into his lap, Turner took over and ordered the lift-off. He wanted to get off the planet and out of the system before the Nuoreans could change their minds.

      Exhaust smoke billowed up to obscure the forward viewport, causing the ship to rumble and shudder. It took twice as long for the sensation of movement to come to those on the bridge. The ship was incredibly heavy, and they had to reach twenty miles into the sky before activating the gravity drive.

      Nolan tried to relate the slower-than-normal lift-off to the fact that they had nine-point-six billion dollars’ worth of various galactic currencies aboard. The thought was supposed to lift his spirits. It didn’t.

      First Cain and now the damn Nuoreans. Did everyone see him as the rotten, soulless creature he now envisioned for himself? He firmed his jaw, letting anger replace the feelings of guilt and shame. Screw them! Screw them all! They’re just pissed because they aren’t billionaires—like me and my crew. That’s right…screw them all.
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      Adam felt the ground rumble as the Rutledge lifted off. He still had control of the ship—if he wanted. The next few minutes would tell the tale of whether Nolan would do at least his small part in the coming battle. Would he destroy the warehouse…or not?

      Fifteen minutes passed before Adam’s anger had fully manifested itself. A starship of the Geoffrey Rutledge class would be nearing the orbit of Jupiter by that time if they were in the Solar System and just left Earth. And still no explosion, no demolished warehouse full of life-stealing bounty treasure.

      Moments before he lost contact with the Rutledge, Adam contacted Arieel. His report: No explosion, no disruption on the surface. I’ll soften the target. T-minus ninety-minutes and counting.
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        * * *

      

      Luckily there weren’t a lot of loose objects in the pilothouse of the luxury starship A.C. Tobias, otherwise Riyad would have broken even more than the few he did. As he scrambled around the small space, looking for more things to throw, his anger only grew stronger. Why the hell aren’t there more things to break in this goddamn place!

      Sherri and Copernicus sat on a plush observation couch placed at the rear of the compartment, hoping none of the objects were sent in their direction. They were just as mad and frustrated at Nolan’s betrayal, and at the moment, were living vicariously through Riyad’s manic actions.

      For their part, Kaylor and Jym were hiding away in the galley. They knew how volatile Humans could get—and also how their frail bodies wouldn’t stand a chance against an out-of-control Earthling.

      “You about done?” Sherri asked when Riyad stopped to huff and puff, having failed to find anything new to throw.

      “We needed the Rutledge. It was sitting right there in the middle of the camp. Now we have to sneak up on them. You know hard it is to sneak up on planet?”

      “We can come in on their blind side,” Copernicus Smith offered.

      “Three strategically placed ships in orbit and there is no blind side. They’ll see us coming from any direction.”

      “All right then,” Coop barked back, “we give up all hope and surrender to the gray aliens instead. Just get it over with.”

      Riyad froze in motion. When he moved again, he rushed over to the couch. “That’s a great idea, Coop!”

      “Fuck you, smartass.”

      “No, I’m serious. Where’s Arieel? We need Arieel up here.” He leaned in closer to Sherri and Copernicus. “Okay, here’s how it’s going to play out…”
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        * * *

      

      “Do the Humans take us for fools?” asked Master Cadre officer Janvis (784). “They have already tried this ploy on us before.”

      “And as far as they know, it worked,” said Qintis. “They have obviously been in communications with their other starship; that is how they know of the wealth it’s carrying. “ The Nuorean leader laughed. “Knowing the morality of the Humans, this new story may even be true. The weak beings apparently will do anything for wealth, including betrayal of their own kind.”

      “I cannot believe it, Master Qintis.”

      “Then don’t. Prepare for the deception.  If it comes, you will be ready. If not, then I say we kill all the Humans, both from Cain’s team and the others. I’m growing tired—and disgusted—with their disloyalty and betrayal, even if it benefits our side.”

      “A wise plan, Master. I will prepare the Third Cadre for battle.”
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      “We did not request the other members of Cain’s team to be brought to us alive,” said the three-stripe Cadre officer on the view screen. “You will be due the reward when they are dead.”

      Lieutenant Aj Chaudhory had been prepped for this response. “That’s true, yet we were told there might be more reward for them alive. Then you can kill them yourselves in the arena. That should be worth a bonus.”

      “If you bring them to us alive, that will happen, and without additional reward. Why do you believe you would be due more?”

      Chaudhory wasn’t prepared for this. “Because,” he began, “you will have no need for the rest of the money? The bounty is for the killing of the team. Once that’s over, the money will just be…extra. We’ll help take it off your hands.”

      “It is not a burden to us. It is simply taking up room in a warehouse.”

      The lieutenant didn’t know what else to say. What could he?

      Luckily, the Nuorean let him off the hook. “Very well. Approach the planet. You have permission to land, but I will have to check with my superiors as to the disposition of the remaining treasure.”

      Aj snapped out of his reverie and beamed. “Thank you! Thank you very much. We’re an hour out. Thank you again!”

      The Nuorean frowned, moments before he cut the connection.
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        * * *

      

      Riyad moved up next to the young officer. “You did great Mister Chaudhory. Prepare for immediate dust-off upon landing.”

      “Aye, sir.” The Marine officer straightened up and nodded. Battling aliens was what he was trained for. He was more comfortable with an M-101 assault rifle in his hands than trying to deceive some gray thing over a comm link. He rushed from the room. He had six men with him who had shuttled over from the Rutledge. The other fourteen commandos of the combined Marine and Navy force were still on the jumpship, also preparing for the landing assault. Chaudhory and his men would be those pretending to have Cain’s team in shackles.

      Sherri was left alone on the bridge with Riyad. Everyone else was getting ready.

      “They’ll have to be pretty gullible to believe this.”

      “They just gave us permission to land.”

      “Or permission to steer right into a hail of flash cannon bolts.”

      Riyad tried to assure her with one of his trademark smiles. It didn’t work, probably because he was having trouble believing it, too. “The Nuoreans love to play games, even when they know it’s all bullshit. They think they can out maneuver their opponent by letting them believe they’re in control. We already know we’re not in control, so that puts us…in control.”

      Sherri frowned, and then laughed. “Yeah, I guess that makes sense…to you.”

      “It sounded better in my head.”

      “Most things do, sweetie. For my part, I’m ready for some action. It’s been far too long since I killed an alien that I’ve almost forgotten how to do it.”

      “It’s like riding a bike. A very deadly and bloody bike.”

      Sherri smiled. “You sure know how to sweet-talk a lady.” She leaned over and kissed him on the lips. It’s what ex-spouses did on occasion.
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        * * *

      

      As the Tobias drew closer, Arieel reached out through the ghost program and contacted Adam. He was a little skeptical of the plan but agreed there was no other way for the two ships to approach the planet without a fleet of Nuorean attack vessels being sent out to greet them. It was one thing being tough-as-nails Humans, capable of defeating nearly any alien in the galaxy. It was another having your spaceship zipped open to the cold death of space. Not much you can do at that point…but die.

      Adam had to believe the Nuoreans suspected a set-up and would be ready to act the moment anything went screwy with the landing or at the first signs of hostility; therefore, he would have to create a distraction.

      It’s safe to say Adam Cain was ready for some action. Even under normal circumstances he would feel the same. But now he had a whole menu of mutant superpowers to call upon, he was anxious to start bashing some heads.

      There were eight Nuorean ships in orbit, and they watched as the jumpship and the Tobias slipped into the atmosphere. The smaller luxury space yacht made the smoothest landing any of the occupants had ever experienced. That was expected of a ship that cost nearly a billion dollar-credits to build. Adam often wondered what the original owner would think about the name change he’d made, but since the ship had been transferred to Adam’s ownership, he felt he had the right. Besides, he preferred A.C. Tobias over Bezos. It just had a better ring to it and more meaning to Adam.

      The ships would be on the surface in two minutes. Adam moved toward the door of his room-slash-cell and tripped the locking mechanism. It was time to go to work.

      However, this time when he looked out in the hallway, he was greeted by the smiling face of the Cadre three-striper Crans, along with six armed sentries.

      “Are you planning on leaving us?” asked the alien.

      Adam smiled back. “Actually, I thought I go on a crazed killing spree, starting with the seven of you.”

      “You should know, Adam Cain, we are quite prepared for your rumored—”

      Adam’s fist came at the alien faster than his vision could register. There was nothing held back, and the force of the hit was enough to smash the three-striper’s head into an unrecognizable pulp. But Adam wasn’t through with him. He took hold of the body and threw it down the hallway, bowling over three of the guards, even as he tore into the other three with a savage whirlwind of fists, elbows and kicks. By the time he moved onto the three on the floor, he had armed himself with one of the alien flash weapons and proceeded to fill the corridor with a blinding series of flash bolts. He scooped up three other flash rifles and slung them over his shoulder.

      If there truly were only one hundred of the Third Cadre on the planet, that number was now down to ninety-three.

      Adam felt the rumbling of the Tobias and the jumpship landing. He moved down the hallway toward the exit….
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      Almost before the smoke cleared, the aft cargo bay doors opened and Lt. Chaudhory led the five prisoners down the ramp of the Tobias, guarded by his six troops and accompanied by an unrestrained Arieel Bol.

      A squad of Nuoreans waited for them, all armed to the teeth and weary of the prisoners.

      The members of Adam’s team were shackled, and the aliens rushed up and took custody of them and checking their binds. Satisfied, they let the entourage pass and make its way toward the line of metal buildings a hundred yards away.

      The Biddle took a few seconds longer to land and when the smoke cleared, a squad of Nuoreans rushed out to the aft cargo door. They had their flash weapons at the ready when the door began to slowly drop down to form a ramp.

      But there were no Humans in the open bay.

      A UFV JU-12—the jumpship—is a vessel two hundred feet long with two stubby wings to assist with atmosphere landings. And unknown to the Nuoreans standing at the rear of the ship, it also had an emergency escape hatch under the bridge where ten commandos had just exited, armed with M-101’s and grenade launchers. They split into squads of five and made their way along the fuselage toward the aft end.

      The Humans and Nuoreans spotted each other at the same time; however, the Humans were ready to initiate the battle. They opened up, cutting down the six Nuoreans before the aliens could get off a single flash bolt.

      The squads then joined up again and made a mad dash in the light gravity for the closest building. A hot rush of grey smoke obscured their run, as the Biddle lifted off and made for space. It was met by the Tobias, with both ships tasked with keeping the Nuoreans in orbit occupied and prevented from helping their Nuorean comrades on the surface.

      At the first sound of battle, Arieel released the shackle controls on the team. Freed from the restraints, Sherri, Riyad and Copernicus tackled their alien escorts, smashing heads and confiscating weapons. Lt. Chaudhory and his six men sprinted for the row of buildings, producing small handguns from under their civilian clothing. Flash bolts danced around them, and one of the Humans went down from a level one bolt to the head.

      The main force of Nuoreans were located at the ends of the ‘S-shaped’ row of seven buildings, which were connected to each other by thirty-foot long half-round tubes, like Quonset huts. The commandos from the Biddle were three building away and hiding in the space between the buildings, while Riyad and his team was in the space between the third and fourth building as counting from the south.

      Just then, a brilliant barrage of deadly level-one flash bolts began to slam against the buildings and into five more of the Humans.

      “It’s coming from the desert, across the landing field!” shouted one of Choudhury’s men. Riyad looked across the dusty plain and saw a row of Nuoreans appear from a dry wash about three hundred yards away. There were easily fifty of them in the line.

      “Where the hell did they come from?” Sherri asked. “Not counting the Cadre in orbit, there should have only been about sixty left on the surface. Counting the other groups shooting at us, that’s over a hundred.”

      Arieel had picked up a flash rifle from one of the fallen Nuoreans and was trying to return fire. She was game, but not a very good shot. She used her Gift to contact Adam.

      Where are you?

      I’m in the second building, to the north. There’s a line of Nuoreans around the first building firing at you. I’ll see if I can take them out.

      There are more to the west, coming out of the desert. About fifty of them.

      Fifty? Adam thought of the Nuorean leader Qintis. He was probably still on the surface and would have come with support troops of his own. They were also expecting the attack.

      Nothing I can do about them now. Let me clear your position to the north.

      Adam moved back into the building where he’d been held captive and moved its length to the tunnel connecting it with the first building. He didn’t see any Nuoreans, either in his building or the tunnel. They could all be outside.

      He entered the first building in a sprint, his flash rifle leveled, ready for anything he saw. What he wasn’t ready for was the explosion.

      The entire building went up in flames, shattering the thin walls and turning the entire structure into a smoldering heap of heat and smoke. Adam was thrown into the air from the concussion, along with hundreds of pieces of jagged metal. He remained conscious, although he didn’t want to. His vision was nothing but smoke and fire. He felt his clothing on fire and smelled the burning of his hair and skin. He landed on the rubble, followed by several heavy sheets of scorching hot metal.

      It had to be his mutant brain cells keeping him alive. He had been in the center of the building when it exploded, just as the Nuoreans planned. Now, as he lay nearly crushed by the debris, he began an assessment of his injuries. Nothing appeared to be broken, probably the result of his enhanced strength and durability. But his hair and skin were another matter. He could sense severe burns—second and third degree—over most of his body. Yet surprisingly, he didn’t feel any pain, just a strange tingling sensation.

      He lifted the metal panels from atop him and let them slide to his side. There was smoke everywhere, yet he was able to see. It was as if he had a form of x-ray vision, but he knew he didn’t. It was just an acute awareness, thanks to his mutant enhancements.

      He looked down as his right arm. The clothing was burned away and his skin blistered and black. It was also changing right before his eyes. The black turned to a raw pink moments later, and the puss-filled blisters dried up. His skin was back to some semblance of normal within thirty seconds, even though the hair on his arm was gone. He felt his head; he was bald.

      He took a deep breath and felt a surge of energy flow through his body. He had survived the explosion with little consequence. He figured that would come as a surprise to the Nuoreans.

      His weapons were gone, as were most of his clothes. His shoes were still on his feet but his shirt was gone. His belt had managed to hold his pants in place, although both pant legs had burned away almost up to his crotch. He felt around. Everything else down there seemed to be intact.

      He picked up a four-foot-square piece of metal, intending to use it as a shield. It came in handy ten seconds later, as he climbed over the crest of the debris pile and into the view of the Nuoreans. Adam held up the shield in a savage show of defiance. His exposed bare-chest and rippled six-pack, all covered in soot and sweat, only added to the exhibition. He raced toward the line of aliens before any of them got over the shock.

      He hit the line like a fullback, swinging the metal shield from side to side. Four Nuoreans went down before the flash bolts came in. He was hit by two of them, but they barely slowed him down. He held the shield up and deflected two more energy balls, before he tossed the sharp metal sheet like a Frisbee. It spun through the air before slicing through two of the enemy.

      Adam relieved a dead alien of his weapon and began to open up. There had been about twenty Nuoreans at the start of his attack. Three now ran off into the desert. The Nuoreans weren’t cowards, but they did subscribe to the axiom of ‘live-to-fight-another-day.’

      Adam contacted Arieel.

      Don’t go in the buildings! he commanded. They could be rigged to explode.

      Are you all right? Were you close to the explosion?

      A little, but I’m okay. The Nuorean force to the north has been neutralized.

      The ones in the desert are closing in.

      Can you get through the connecting tunnels and to the other side of the buildings?

      Not without breaking through. Why?

      See if you can get to the large building across the parade field. Can you see it?

      No. Let me talk to Riyad.
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        * * *

      

      Riyad listened to Arieel’s report. His team was between two of the main buildings, their backs against the metal thirty-foot long connecting tunnel. He was just about to lead the team through a doorway in the side of south building. Now he told them to hold off.

      He banged the metal of the tunnel with his elbow. Then he got an idea.

      He pulled out one of the four small laser weapons he had tucked in his waistband. He was saving them for the Nuoreans; he really loved what the thousand-degree beams did to flesh, even if the duration was for only two seconds. Now he had a new purpose for the tiny weapons.

      He stepped back and activated the pencil-shaped device. A red beam appeared, terminating at the wall to the connecting tunnel. He had to work fast, cutting first up then over. He got half the job done before the battery gave out. The second laser did the trick. He kicked on the metal and it fell inward.

      “Everyone inside.”

      A moment later, he was cutting an exit hole on the other side of the tunnel.

      When he poked his head through, it was greeted by a series of bolt splashes from the aliens at the south end of the row of buildings. Answering bolts came from the north. Riyad saw Adam crouched down in a pile of debris from the fallen building. His cover fire was helping, but it wasn’t enough to clear the way to the warehouse.

      Suddenly, rounds from M-101 were added to the mix. The six remaining commandos from the Biddle had made their way around to building number one and were climbing over the rubble pile, shooting across the parade field at the aliens south of Riyad’s position. The fifty or so Nuoreans from the desert were at the buildings now and pouring hot plasma bolts through the hole Riyad had made in the connecting tunnel. The team couldn’t stay here. They had to make a break for the warehouse.

      Riyad reached down and took Jym by the straps of his armor vest. Coop and Sherri took Kaylor by the arms, and the three remaining Humans with Lt. Chaudhory delighted in grabbing hold of Arieel anywhere they could.

      Everyone raced off for the huge building fifty yards away.
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        * * *

      

      When Adam saw Riyad break for the warehouse, he stood up and charged forward, closing the gap between him and the Nuoreans to the south with an unbelievable display of raw speed. He zigged and zagged, avoiding bolt streaks with ease. The commandos behind him cut for the warehouse as well, while Adam drew frantic fire of the aliens.

      Two more commandos were lost, but the rest of them made it to the building. Once inside, Adam slammed the door shut, and then with sheer strength, pulled one of the forklift-like vehicles over in front it.

      “Blast firing holes in the walls to the west and south!” he yelled. His orders were obeyed, but only after a brief moment was taken to gawk at the still impressive pile of treasure in the center of the room.

      “Is this the bounty?” one of the Marines asked.

      “Yeah, and you’ll be buried in it if you don’t move your ass!” Adam barked.

      The team moved to the indicated walls. Concentrated fire from the M-101’s opened up ten-inch diameter holes where barrels were thrust through, and the battle continued. The Marines and sailors were incredible shots, a lot better than the aliens. The Nuoreans specialized in ritualized arena combat called Sandica. They weren’t very good with rifles and hand guns.

      But the Nuoreans did have one advantage: there were a lot more of them than there was of Adam’s team. He was down to his original six team members, plus seven remaining Humans commandos. The Nuorean force from the desert was still fully intact and adding their numbers to the twenty or so remaining aliens from the buildings, placed the odds at seventy against thirteen—and Adam’s team was trapped inside a building, a building which could be easily destroyed by a cannon bolt from orbit.

      He thought about his two starships that had streaked for space. They were going up against as many as fifteen or so Nuorean fighters. The loss of Nolan’s men and his ship was really having an impact. If they were here, it might have been just what it took to turn the tide of battle. As it was, Adam wasn’t feeling too confident right about now.
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      The Biddle and Tobias reached orbit without an issue, but now they were inside a beehive of tiny two-man Nuorean fighters coming at them from every imaginable direction. The shields were holding, and slowly but surely, the pesky little starships were being taken out of commission.

      Lt. Darrin Drake was in the pilot seat of the Tobias, with Sergeant Larry Bond and Petty Officer Gregory Collins at other stations inside the plush pilothouse. They were each skilled commandos, but at the moment, they didn’t have a clue what to do next. Fortunately, they didn’t have to know. It seems that in a billion-dollar luxury starship with all the bells and whistles, the owner wasn’t expected to concern himself with such mundane activities as defense of the ship. Artificial Intelligence, along with some of the fastest, most-advanced computer systems in the galaxy, did that for him. All the three-man crew had to do was strap-in and hold on.

      The Biddle was another issue. The jumpship was built for speed, not for heavy combat. Its shields were adequate, but nothing special, and the four banks of flash cannon were slow to recharge. Major Ryan Drummond was in command, and it was all he could do to keep the ship moving and dodging the incoming bolts. His fire crew had taken out two of the fast and heavily-armed Nuorean fighters, but he was also aware that the over-the-top A.C. Tobias had splashed four—and it wasn’t even a military vessel.

      “Major, we need to protect our port flank. The shield is just about at capacity.”

      Ryan twisted the ship around in an attempt to bring the Biddle more head-on to the attackers. The maneuvering gravity well would suck up most of the bolts coming straight on. The enemy would then try to get behind them or come from the sides.

      Although flash cannon bolts were ballistic in nature, they were still influenced by the various gravity singularities in the area. It was possible for bolts launched from behind or the side to be caught in the well’s pull, essentially steering the deadly balls of plasma right up the ass of a starship. The trick was sending the bolts out at the right angle. And the damn Nuoreans seemed to have that part down pretty well.

      Ryan was constantly changing course and even killing the gravity-well at times to keep the bolts from following them through space. His head was spinning as the compensators were a split second too slow in overcoming the inertia created by some of his radical maneuvers.

      Over all, it sucked being engaged in the space battle. Ryan and his men were surface soldiers, not spacers. They were doing the best they could, but it may not be enough.

      The Tobias suddenly swept into view, something that was dangerously close in space distances. A quick series of small plasma bolts streaked out from the nose of the ship and scorched the ass of a vectoring Nuorean fighter. The alien ship exploded before it could unleash a near-point blank shot on the Biddle.

      “Thanks, Mister Drake…I owe you one.” Ryan said over the comm.

      “Teamwork, buddy. You’d do the same for me.”

      Ryan snickered. “Yeah, looks like I picked the wrong ship to command. What are you guys doing over there, sipping tea and eating buttered pastries, while the rest of us do all the real work?”

      “Hey, it’s tough duty, but someone has to do it. Honesty, Ryan, it’s pretty weird sitting here letting a computer do all the fighting. Makes me nervous as hell.”

      “Understood. Now if you don’t mind, I need to get back to…surviving.”

      “Good luck with that.”

      Just as Ryan cut the link he felt a deep rumbling throughout the ship. He turned to his damage control officer.

      “We lost the aft shield,” reported the E-6. “Took a bolt in the launch bay. Pressure holding…for now.”

      “More incoming, sir,” the scanner operator reported. “They’re smelling blood.”

      Ryan was the helmsman aboard the ship, gripping the control stick and essentially learning as he went along. He pulled the stick over hard to his left and applied a deep gravity-well. The ship entered the event horizon and disappeared from the battlefield for a moment. He spun the ship around and jumped back in, this time about two million miles from the Tobias and the main conflict. He wasn’t about to leave his friend to face the enemy alone.

      That’s when the generator gave a dying surge and fell silent. The maneuvering well evaporated and the ship lost internal gravity.

      “Shit! Where are the Nuoreans?” he yelled out across the bridge.

      “Closing.”

      Ryan activated the chemical jets, which was like using a water pistol to fight a four-alarm blaze. It didn’t do much. He could maybe get to a hundred thousand miles per hour, while the aliens were coming at him at three-quarters the speed of light.

      “There’s an asteroid field bearing one-one-zero, sir,” reported the young sailor at the nav computer. “We might make it in time before the Nuoreans get here.”

      “Thank you very much, Mister Easterly. Steering one-one-zero, up three.”

      The Nuoreans would have to slow down to follow them into the asteroid field. Coming in with gravity-wells intact would pull into too much deadly debris to make for a safe passage. Ryan just might have a chance.

      Three of the tiny fighters were closing fast. They would be upon them in less than thirty seconds.

      “New contact, bearing three-two-nine! It’s…it’s one of ours.”

      “The Tobias?”

      “No sir…it’s the—”

      “Good morning, Mister Drummond,” said the voice of LtCol. Joshua Nolan. “Thanks for leading the enemy to us. We’ll take it from here.”

      The Rutledge came out of the asteroid field on chemical power before cutting in the gravity drive for a shallow maneuvering well. The Rutledge was smaller than the jumpship, but it wasn’t damaged and its flash cannon batteries were fully charged. A few seconds later, the Nuoreans crashed into a wall of flaring energy bolts that incinerated the three vessels in distant puffs of light.

      Ryan turned the Biddle and slid in next to the small escort vessel.

      “I thought you bugged out on us, sir,” Lt. Ryan Drummond said, rather sarcastically.

      “Yeah, sorry about that. We’ve had a change of heart. Seems we’ve been shamed into doing the right thing.”

      “What about the money?”

      “We just got through stashing a large portion of it on one of the rocks out here to lighten the ship—”

      “That’s not what I meant, sir.”

      Nolan laughed. “We’re going to share it among all the crews. We’re a team after all, right?”

      “That’s what I thought. Just glad to have you back, Colonel.”

      Nolan was offline for a moment before returning. “Looks like most of the Nuorean fighters are out of the fight. The Tobias sure is a vicious little ship.  It looks like she’s bolted back to the planet.”

      “What next, sir? We’re pretty banged up. It would take us years to reach the planet on chem drive.”

      “Find a large rock in the asteroid field and lay low. We’ll come back for you later.”

      “Yessir. What are you going to do?”

      “I’m heading back to the planet; I owe Captain Cain a favor.”

      “A favor?”

      “Yeah, I’m going to destroy the warehouse where the bounty money is kept. It’s what he wanted me to do—”

      “Sir, a new contact!” shouted the nav officer on the Biddle.

      Ryan thought the remaining fighters had bugged out, heading for the outer fringes of the system. There couldn’t be more than a couple left.

      “Wait one, Colonel. We have a new contact.”

      “We’re seeing it too. Damn!”

      “Sir?” Ryan didn’t understand Nolan’s reaction until he moved to the nav computer and took a look at the contact.

      “Is that a battle-carrier?” he asked the petty officer at the station. He already knew the answer.

      “Affirmative sir, all three miles of the freaking thing.” The man leaned in closer to his screen. “And it just gave birth to a hundred new contacts, designated mid-size attack vessels, crew of ten, cannon batteries, nine. They’re coming this way.”

      Ryan slipped into the pilot seat. “Colonel, you gotta go. We can’t outrun them.”

      “Get into the asteroid field. They probably won’t spend too much time looking for a wounded ship in there. We’ll make for the planet and get Captain Cain. “

      “Sir, we could guard the money for you…if you tell us where it is.”

      “Good try, Major. But if you don’t know where it is you can’t lead the Nuoreans there. We’ll come back for it when all this is done. Nolan out.”
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      The thing about hand-held flash weapons is that they consist mostly of heat and electricity. As such, they’re very effective against living creatures, but not so much against metal barricades. The Nuoreans were aware of this drawback and when Adam and his team took shelter inside the warehouse, they switched to small caliber ballistic weapons.

      These guns didn’t have the impact of an M-101 round, but they did have enough penetrating power to perforate the thin metal walls of the warehouse. Copernicus took a hit to the shoulder. With Sherri’s help, he wrapped a shirt from one of the fallen commandos around the wound and secured it with a utility belt strapped over his shoulder and under his armpit. Then he returned to his firing hole and continued the battle.

      In the meantime, Kaylor and Jym were driving the other three forklifts to the firing positions. The shooters positioned themselves within the super structure of the vehicles, which provided some cover from the shots coming through the walls. With each new hole created, a ray of light entered the warehouse and struck the huge pile of shiny, precious objects. Golden light danced throughout the room.

      Adam knew they had to get out of the building; the Nuoreans wouldn’t let them stay here for long before lobbing explosives their way. They’d blown up a building earlier in the fight, so they had the explosives. Some may be placed in the other buildings, which could be repurposed to take out the warehouse. It was only a matter of time.

      Throughout the battle, Adam kept testing his ATD to see if he could make contact with his ships fighting the Nuoreans in space. He was in serious need of an emergency evac. But so far, neither of the ships was within the half million mile range of his ATD. Hell, they may have been destroyed for all he knew. In that case, Adam’s luck was rapidly running out on this nameless world in the middle of nowhere.

      As was expected after having such a moribund thought, Adam sensed a familiar presence in his mind. It grew stronger, and soon he recognized the ghost program within the Tobias’ computer system.

      He channeled his thoughts though the ship’s comm system.

      “Tobias, come in!”

      Captain Cain, glad to hear you, sir. What’s your status?

      “Shaky. We need immediate evac. Where are you, Darrin?”

      Closing on the planet. ETA five minutes.

      Adam gnashed his teeth. He hoped they would last another five minutes.

      Sir, I have other news.

      “What’s that?”

      There’s a Nuorean battle-carrier at the edge of the system and it just sent out a hundred fighters our way. They’re about fifteen minutes behind us. Oh…and Colonel Nolan is back. He and his crew had a change of heart. He’s coming in behind me.

      Adam fell back against the stack of priceless objects. The Nuorean leader Qintis must have brought the massive battleship here. The aliens had been expecting a breakout all along. This was part of their plan all along.

      And now Nolan—that fucker—was back. Good. He could use the help. Then Adam amended his thought. For what? What could Nolan—or any of them for that matter—do against a Nuorean battle-carrier?

      “And the Biddle?”

      Taking refuge in an asteroid field. It was damaged in the initial fight and now’s only on chem drive.

      The Tobias was the smallest and fastest ship in Adam’s tiny fleet. It would reach the planet first.

      “Mister Drake, bring the Tobias down on the east side of the large building beyond the row of smaller ones. It’s the only one of its kind. We’ll evac from there. Have the Biddle provide cover.”

      Yessir. But Mr. Nolan said he has a favor to do for you first.

      “What’s that?”

      He said he’s going to destroy the warehouse building, whatever that is?

      Adam jumped to his feet. “No! Belay that Mister Drake. Relay the message to the Rutledge. Do not fire on the warehouse!”

      Sir?

      “We’re in the warehouse!”
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        * * *

      

      The others in the warehouse heard Adam yelling to himself. They knew it wasn’t some psychotic breakdown. There was a problem.

      Riyad looked away from his firing hole. “What’s up?”

      Adam looked around the room until his eyes fell upon the forklift he’d placed across the main door to the building. He ran for it.

      Just then something hit the roof of the warehouse and clattered a few times before coming to a rest.

      “Take cover!” Adam yelled.

      No one had time to do more than cover their heads with their arms before the explosive blew a twenty-yard wide hole in middle of the roof. Metal debris rained down on them, but since the area of the room directly below the explosion was filled with a huge pile of treasure, no one was seriously hurt. However, the next grenade would reach the interior of the building.

      Adam gunned the forklift and made for the eastern wall of the warehouse. He pushed the clunky electric vehicle for all it was worth before dropping his head and barreling into the wall. The thin metal gave way, ripping an opening large enough for the machine to plow through. The narrow, four-wheeled vehicle carried enough momentum with it to race onto the rocky soil before it began to wobble. Adam jumped before the forklift toppled over. He rolled once, came up on his feet and rushed back into the building.

      Seconds later the area outside the warehouse was bathed in an incredibly hot blast of fire and smoke. The interior of the warehouse filled with the acrid cloud, growing in density within the confines of the building until it was almost impossible to see.

      “Over here, everyone out. Go! Go! Go!”

      Everyone made for the rip in the wall, abandoning firing holes but taking their weapons with them. Adam sat with his back against the inner wall next to the opening, counting people as they rushed past. Riyad was the last in line. Adam saw him grab a double-handled gold canteen-like thing from the pile before rushing to the opening.

      Adam frowned.

      “It’ll look good over my fireplace,” Riyad explained.

      He rushed past Adam, who leaned into the opening and yelled. “You don’t have a fireplace, dickhead!”

      “With this, I can buy one!”

      Adam was behind him and through the open rear bay doors of the Tobias a moment later. Lt. Drake had landed the ship a little closer to the warehouse than Adam expected. Of course, the sailor may not have been expecting Adam to have already knocked a hole in the wall. Either way, he was grateful when the ship began to lift off almost as soon as he foot hit the landing ramp.

      “Hold on!” cried out.

      The ramp was going up, but so was the ship. The Tobias belched out another torrent of gas and flame and angled for the sky. Those in the cargo bay grabbed for whatever they could to keep from falling out the back. Adam kicked out and took hold of the leg of a packing bench, his body sprawled out and his legs dangling in the air toward the rear of the ship.

      The door was only half closed when Arieel flew past him. With his quickened reactions Adam reached out and grabbed her long, black hair with his free hand. She screamed from the pain before her hands managed to reach up and grasp his wrist. It lightened the pressure on her follicles, but not much. He continued to hold on until the door closed completely and the internal gravity kicked on. Both bodies fell hard to the metal deck.

      “That really hurt!”

      “Not as much as a long fall to the surface.”

      “Maybe, but I will never have the opportunity to compare that to the pain I did experience.”

      Anger flared up in him, until he caught sight of Arieel’s heart-melting smile.

      “You’re welcome,” he said.

      He looked around the landing bay. There wasn’t much left of Adam’s powerful assault force, and most of those were weary and worn, with half suffering injures of some kind.

      Sherri walked over to where Adam sat on the deck. She took the index finger of her right hand and rubbed in along the bare skin of his chest before placing it to her tongue.

      “Yum,” she said with smiling eyes. “I love a man who just had most of his clothes blown off. And I kinda like the bald look.”

      Adam had forgotten about that. Now he was embarrassed, sitting in full view of his team in a pair of scorched short-shorts and not much else. He felt a change of subject was in order.

      “There’s a Nuorean battle-carrier in the system—you know, one of those big three-mile long bitches. There’re also a hundred fighters bolting this way. Everyone find someplace to strap down. Kaylor, Jym, to the bridge with me. We may need some fancy flying to get us out of this mess.”

      “So that was the frying pan?” Sherri inquired, pointing toward the deck and the planet below. “And now we’re in the fire?”

      Adam smiled, his teeth exceptionally brilliant against his soot-stained face. “I know how easily bored you get.”

      Sherri pursed her lips and nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. Thanks for keeping my feelings in mind. That’s all I ever wanted.”

      Adam and his alien friends left the cargo bay in a sprint. They weren’t out of the fire yet.
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      Lt. Drake was more than willing to give up his seat to Kaylor. The Belsonian was the best pilot onboard, with the possible exception of Adam when he was under the influence of his mutant brain cells.

      Jym took over the nav station while Adam found a third work console that didn’t carry a designation. He asked the computer to give him weapons control and a sexy voice in English confirmed his request. He knew the ship could be guided by voice command if he wanted. At this point he trusted his abilities more than the computer’s.

      “This ship is incredible,” Lt. Drake commented, his voice dripping with admiration. “We hardly had to do anything.”

      “Glad to hear it,” Adam said. “But now we have a hundred enemy vessels closing on us. Not sure if the program can handle that.”

      “I am fully capable of repelling a force of that strength,” an indignant voice came through the speakers.

      “We’re not here to repel boarders, but to get the hell out of here.” He couldn’t believe he was arguing with a computer.

      “Get me Colonel Nolan on the line,” he ordered the computer.

      A split second later Nolan’s voice came over the speakers. “Captain Cain, let me begin by saying I and my crew are willing to suffer whatever consequences you deem appropriate regarding our prior acts. They were insubordinate and illegal as far as I’m concerned—”

      “You are aware of the shit we’re in, aren’t you, Colonel? There will be time enough for repercussions if we live through this.”

      “Yessir.”

      “Where are you?”

      “About a thousand klicks on your six. What are your orders?”

      “We have to exit the system as soon as possible. Are all you systems functioning?”

      “They are.”

      “Good, follow me. Kaylor, best track away from the Nuoreans.”

      “Coming to one-eight-zero, up forty.”

      “There is something out there,” Jym said from the nav screen. Everyone froze.

      “What is it?” Adam finally asked when the little bear didn’t volunteer further details.

      “I…I do not know.”

      Reluctantly, Adam asked the computer for an analysis.

      “Unknown gravity signature. I am displaying it on the main screen.”

      It was two dots of light against the black background of space. The contacts were representations of the energy readout and not actual lights in space. Still, they were strange. The dots appeared to be circling each other, but not in a spiral. As they spun in closer, they would speed up and then fly away, only to slow and return again. The dance formed an infinity shape of light.

      Everyone on the bridge was mesmerized by the almost hypnotic pattern. And then the stars disappeared.

      “What the hell?” Adam said in a whisper.

      “It’s a ship, Adam,” Jym reported.

      He had to take the alien’s word for it, because it was like no ship he’d ever seen. It was made of a black matte material that refused to reflect the starlight around it. It was also incredibly huge.

      “Computer, reduce magnification.”

      “There is no magnification. This is a live view.”

      “Kaylor, watch out!”

      The Belsonian pulled back on the stick, racing up along the long fuselage.

      “Distant to target, twenty miles,” Jym reported. “The ship is over six miles long.”

      “Something new from the Nuoreans?” Lt. Drake asked.

      “They do like to make their ships big,” Adam responded.

      Lights began to flicker, along with controls and monitor screens.

      “What’s happening,” Adam asked the bridge.

      “We’ve contacted…a diffusion shield,” Jym replied, astonishment in his voice.

      “This far out? It can’t be.”

      “Yet it is. The shield is drawing away our power. We—”

      Jym didn’t have to say anything else. The ship went dark and dead in the water.

      Diffusion shields absorb energy from flash bolts and then bleed the electricity back into space. Having come in contact with such a screen, all active energy aboard the Tobias was drained from the ship.

      “We’re twenty miles from the surface of the black ship. DS’s can’t be created that far out,” Adam protested.

      “Unless they can,” said Jym, ending the debate.

      With a dead ship, they lost internal gravity, compensating fields and life support. The tiny luxury yacht began to bounce along the invisible energy field, with every jolt felt aboard the ship. The monstrous ship was moving through space, and eventually the Tobias came to the end. It drifted off in space behind the dark vessel, as the crew stared out the viewport at the largest set of gravity generators they’d ever seen. They towered five hundred feet high, and there were six of them. They would have to be big to move something this large—and they were.

      A few seconds later all they could see of the black ship was the cloaking of stars as it made its passage through space.

      Systems began to come back on as battery backups kicked on. It would still take several seconds for full power to be restored.

      Sherri and Riyad had made it to the bridge, beginning their journey in the dark before the lights came back on.

      “What the hell is that?” Sherri could see the black object transiting the starfield.

      “Some new super weapon from the Nuoreans,” Adam answered.

      “Then why didn’t they fire on us?”

      “Too small of a target possibly.”

      Adam used his ATD to try to contact Nolan’s ship. The CW comm was still down. If the Rutledge had contacted the diffusion screen as well, they would need time for their systems to recover. He couldn’t detect a signal of any kind. If the computers were down, his ghost program would also be out of order.

      “I have intermittent nav scans available,” Jym reported. “The Nuorean fleet is turning toward the black ship. Adam…they appear to be in attack mode.”

      “Against their own ship?”

      “Obviously, it’s not one of theirs,” Riyad pointed out. “And if not, then who the hell are they?”

      The ship’s computer felt Adam and the rest of the crew would like to watch the battle taking place outside the ship, so she placed a magnified view on the main screen for all to see.

      The Nuoreans were engaging, sending dozens and then hundreds of powerful cannon bolts at the black ship. The unknown craft didn’t deviate from its course. Instead, something very strange was taking place.

      As the roiling balls of plasma contacted the impossibly distant diffusion shield, they were absorbed by the screen. This was expected. What happened next wasn’t.
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      The huge, black starship appeared on the Nuorean threat screens from inside a strange, double event horizon.

      The techs had never seen such a gravity signature before. It was like two deep voids in space, close to one another, and causing a confined rippling effect on the surrounding space that effectively cancelled out ninety percent of the gravity wave. Something this large and powerful should have had a more widespread influence, but this one didn’t. And what made this particular gravity well even more unique was the fact that it was created by a spaceship over six miles long.

      The generators required to create singularities deep enough to transport such a large vessel would have to be enormous, and from the look of the ship, they were. But the reduced signature meant the mighty warship could slip into an area with very little warning and be upon its prey before anyone knew it was coming.

      Such as it had just done to the Nuoreans.

      First-Lead Axn Kallen-Noc (1203) was called to the combat center aboard the battle-carrier 9 to watch the transit of the dark spaceship through the system. He immediately attempted contact with Master-Lead Qintis on the surface of the Third Cadre refuge planet. He knew a battle was taking place there and wasn’t sure if contact was possible at this time. That’s what his ship was there to guarantee—that the contest would result in a Nuorean victory.

      The introduction of this behemoth into the battle changed all his assumptions.

      His curiosity concerning the huge starship grew more pronounced when scouts reported that there were no trailing support vessels, just the massive ship, alone and on a direct course for the 9. As a master player, Axn understood game strategy. He knew an enemy wouldn’t intentionally breach an adversary’s stronghold unless they had a reasonable expectation of victory. Besides, a vessel of this size—the largest Axn had ever seen—constituted a major investment of workforce, technology and material. The forces of the Kac would not risk such an investment on an unsure gambit.

      Therefore, Axn recalled two-thirds of his attack force, leaving only a third to engage the huge ship. He had another two hundred ships in reserve, but he wasn’t willing to commit them until he knew what he was up against. At the same time, he informed his other three support ships that they would be leaving the area. Once the strike force reported back, he could always amend those orders.

      In the command center, Axn took control of the attack. “Probing at first,” he said. “Feel them out.”

      A series of confirmations came to the bridge of the battlecruiser.

      A moment later, Axn leaned over in his chair. He didn’t do it to see better, but rather from the unexpected nature of what he saw on the viewscreen.

      The first of his ships opened fire on the black ship, the balls of hot plasma racing toward the impossible-to-miss spacecraft. Diffusion screens flared an iridescent blue—as was expected. What wasn’t expected was the distance at which the bolts contacted the screen. It was almost ten times farther out than normal screens would be placed. Not only that, but Axn noticed a faint double glow closer in as residual energy bled to other screens.

      The alien ship had three distinct diffusion shields, one stacked upon the other.

      Axn had never seen this before; in fact, he had no idea how this could be done. Yet it was possible, as his eyes testified.

      His concern grew deeper. The diffusion shield—which was designed to absorb the energy from plasma bolts and bleed it back into space—was still glowing, up to the point that the blue light moved laterally away from the center of the ship before arcing back like a miniature stellar flare to connect with the forward and aft sections of the black ship. As this was happening, the second diffusion screen began to glow strong and bright. Axn knew instantly that the energy from the plasma bolts was being rechanneled to the secondary screen, and as his ships fed more bolts into the outer screen, the inner screens would only grow stronger.

      “Stop firing,” he ordered through the comm. All they were doing was making the defenses of the black starship more formidable.

      He also noticed something else. Whereas most diffusion screens were essentially flat panels of energy, positioned to protect the most-vulnerable sections of the ship, the glow from the alien screens extended in a contiguous fashion around the entire vessel. There were no breaks, no openings where precise bolts could possibly slip through. In its current configuration, the alien ship was impervious to attack.

      “Advanced force, break off attack. Return to fleet. Third Squad, proceed to surface of planet to evacuate Master-Lead Qintis.”

      On the screen, Axn watched as six ships broke away from the main force and took a different vector. The remaining twenty-seven ships in his attack force began evasive maneuvers, changing course and taking four distinct paths out of the system to meet up with the 9 in the space between systems.

      So far, the black ship hadn’t made any offensive moves; they didn’t need to.

      Just then ten thin energy signatures appeared from the ship. They were extremely powerful and continuous. Axn turned to his tac officer.

      “Analysis?”

      “Forthcoming,” said the First-Level Lead-Tech. “Laser beams, my lord,” he reported a moment later.

      Axn looked back at the screen. Several more lines of light were flashing out in a myriad of directions, tracking his departing attack squadron. Nineteen of his ships went offline.

      “Execute emergency evasion,” he ordered, but he already knew it was too late.

      Axn shook his head, confused by this new wrinkle in the game he and his people were playing with the inhabitants of the Kac Galaxy. Lasers were seldom used in space combat, for the simple fact that to create beams of the proper intensity required more energy than could be produced within a starship. Even battlecruisers like the 9 lacked the capacity. The preferred weapon of space combat was the ubiquitous flash cannon, which fired concentrated balls of plasma shot out using railgun technology. They could travel at three-quarters light and were ballistic in nature. This may sound impressive, but for starships in maneuvering gravity-wells, even this was considered slow. So barrages of leading bolts were sent out, predicting the course of the enemy vessel and flooding space with their deadly presence, hoping to catch the influence of an enemy gravity-well.

      Lasers were a different matter. The star-hot beams could travel at near the speed of light and be adjusted to track the movement of a starship. And that’s just what the black ship was doing. Within a minute, his attack force was gone.

      Axn leaned back in his chair and summarized the brief encounter. Besides the impenetrable screen around the ship, the aliens also had a weapon system with incredible range and power. He sighed. The enemy could have destroyed his ships long before they got within firing range. Instead, they were allowed to approach, either to demonstrate the black ship’s invincibility, or to test their systems. Either way, it confirmed his earlier belief: The aliens knew they would win even before the first bolt was launched. He had been wise to order the retreat.

      An hour later, the 9 was in open space between systems. Axn ordered the three major ships in his fleet to enter deep gravity-wells and bolt toward the six worlds that constituted Nuorean space. He was confident the black ship wouldn’t follow; they didn’t need to. The Nuorean systems within the Kac were well-known, even sanctioned.

      This had been a test—a very successful test—of the enemy’s new super-weapon.

      At that moment, Axn (1203) was glad he wasn’t the leader of the Nuorean forces in the Kac—that honor fell to Master Lead-Player Qintis Bondo (454), who by then had been rescued from the Third Cadre planet. That rescue still made Axn third-lead, instead of second. Even then, he would eventually be called upon to help devise a response to the black ship, and at the moment he was at a loss as to even speculate a solution. And if one couldn’t be found, then the Nuorean’s time in the Kac—what the evil Humans called the Milky Way—was quickly coming to an end.
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      Eventually communications were reestablished between all three ships in Adam’s fleet. Neither the Tobias nor the Rutledge was in any condition to come to the aid of the Biddle, which was still hiding in the asteroid field near the edge of the system. Even if they were, there was still the matter of the huge black starship prowling the system.

      When the Nuoreans bolted for their sanctuary worlds, the alien spacecraft made a long, looping turn and headed back toward the Tobias and the Rutledge. Gravity drive focusing rings were still charging aboard the ships, so all the crews could do was watch and wait with nervous anticipation for what was going to happen next. They’d seen the powerful laser beams take out a third of the Nuorean attack force, as well as the glowing triple set of diffusion screens. The Nuoreans broke off their attack almost as soon as it began, realizing the futility of their actions. And they had a hundred fighters plus a battle-carrier.

      What could Adam’s two barely-serviceable starships do against that?

      The fact that both Human ships were still in one piece gave some aboard a smidgeon of hope.  After all, didn’t the saying go: ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend?’ Adam was hoping they’d just found a new and extremely powerful friend.

      There was another fact that gave him hope. As the black ship changed course and approached Adam’s two ships, he detected countless systems aboard the ship of Formilian—or at least Milky Way—design. Since so much of Formilian technology had been pirated by now, nearly everything built in the galaxy was compatible to his ATD. This meant the huge ship was of local design, and not from some distant galaxy or another dimension. Adam had already been there and done that; he wasn’t looking forward to a replay.

      Fortunately—possibly—his questions would be answered soon. The Tobias was being pulled into an incredibly huge landing bay by magnetic grapples. So far the Rutledge wasn’t being towed in. Nolan kept his ship in near-dark status, hoping the mysterious behemoth would ignore him. As the Tobias disappeared into the belly of the beast, he got his wish—sort of.

      The black ship created a deep gravity-well, with the same narrow configuration as when they first detected the vessel. Then it popped out of normal space and entered the fringe of an event horizon, leaving conventional physics behind.

      What it didn’t leave behind was the Rutledge. The tiny ship came under the influence of the deep gravity-well and was taken along for the ride…wherever that may lead.
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        * * *

      

      To Adam’s surprise, the landing bay of the huge ship was empty of any other starships or shuttles. It was large enough to carry hundreds, and as they witnessed from outside, this was only one of six such bays. Now the Tobias sat small and insignificant in the center of the cavernous chamber.

      Once the room was sealed and atmosphere returned, Adam had to wait another fifteen minutes for the temperature to climb to a comfortable level; it took a lot to heat such a large room, especially one that had recently been open to the chill of space. He went to the main exit hatch and looked back at the anxious faces of his team and crew.

      “No use putting it off. These guys are our new allies. And seeing what they did to the Nuoreans, I think we need to be gracious guests.”

      The concerned looks on the faces indicated his little pep talk didn’t have the desired effect. So he turned and undogged the hatch, before stepping out into the warm and slightly humid chamber.

      Although there was only one starship in the landing bay, it wasn’t truly empty. Along three walls were stacked hundreds—if not thousands—of metal boxes, each about four feet square. Their surfaces were uniform and carried no labels or markings of any kind. They were stacked to the ceiling, and from an angle, Adam could see there were twenty rows extending out from the walls.

      Without closer examination he was at a loss as to what the boxes contained. If they were food stocks, then there was enough to support the population of a small city for ten years or more. Weapons, possibly, but what kind? The black ship used lasers against the Nuoreans. Besides, there could be a couple hundred thousand of the crates aboard holding over a million weapons. Where were the soldiers who would use them? Even a ship this big couldn’t carry that many troops.

      The rest of the Tobias contingent joined him on the latticed deck, silently gawking at the sheer size of the room and the vast number of stacked crates. Adam could see through the glass panel into the control room for the landing bay. There was no one up there looking down at his motley crew. In fact, the whole place was as quiet as a tomb, without even the ubiquitous hum of the gravity generators. Was this a fully-robotic ship, with no living crew aboard? If so, then why build it so big?

      “Please proceed to the second airlock door on your right,” a voice directed them from hidden speakers. It could have been a computer speaking; one couldn’t tell these days.

      “Are you automated?” Adam asked as the entourage approached the door.

      The panel slid aside.

      “I assure you, Adam Cain, I am quite real.”

      He was also a Klin.
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      In another time, Adam would have shot first and asked questions later. But with his new mutant powers, he didn’t feel compelled to act so impulsively. Sherri, however, wasn’t so conflicted. It took a sudden surge of his lightning-quick reactions to grab her hand before she could level the MK-47 at the alien. Adam would have liked nothing more than to see another dead Klin at the moment, but now he needed answers.

      “Cool it, Sherri.” Adam growled.

      She wasn’t having any of it. She struggled against his firm grip to free the weapon. “What are you doing? It’s a fucking Klin!”

      “I know, and he saved our life. Don’t you want to know why?”

      “So he can kill us himself, isn’t that obvious?”

      “To the contrary, Ms. Valentine. I only wish for a constructive dialogue,” said the seven-foot tall alien with pure white hair and silver skin.

      “And then you’ll kill us.”

      “Possibly, but are you not at least a little curious what we Klin have been up to for the past several years? I am willing to be quite open with you.”

      “Because you’re going to kill us afterwards.”

      The shiny alien smiled.

      Adam didn’t like that at all. Not one little bit.
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        * * *

      

      “Please step into the foyer…all of you.”

      The Klin stepped aside to allow the seven members of Adam’s team plus the four commandos to enter a spacious area beyond the airlock.

      A boxy robot on double tracks moved up next to the Klin. It wasn’t your super-sleek automaton, designed to look like a Prime with a head, eyes, arms and legs. Instead it was rather gaudy, with a box-shaped torso and a series of attachments, gripping tools and obvious weapons placed haphazardly on the skin of the machine. There was a small round dome on top made of a dark glass-like material. Adam could see a rod spinning on an axis inside.

      The Klin placed a slender, silver hand on the dome atop the five-foot-tall robot.

      “Before we proceed, let me introduce you to the AN-9 automated assault module. I do this to inform you of the futility of direct action against me or any of the systems aboard the ship. Every eventuality has been considered, otherwise I would not have brought you aboard the ship.”

      The Klin looked with pride at the robot. “The AN-9 is the most-advanced automated fighting module in the galaxy. Within its internal computer is programmed the strengths and weaknesses of almost ten thousand species, along with strategies and capabilities to subdue them all. There are thirty-eight specific weapons incorporated into the AN-9—including long-duration laser devices—which can be used individually or concurrently with other systems. It moves on tracks which can transition to bipedal locomotion for climbing and transiting uneven topography. It can move at seventy of your miles per hour and operate unilaterally or in conjunction with coordinated maneuvers involving hundreds of identical units. Oh…and it carries its own form of both electronic diffusion screens and magnetic repulse shields, designed to negate your ballistic weapons.”

      The alien stopped to admire his prized possession.

      “It is an amazing piece of machinery, and much more effective than anything the Klin have developed before.” He looked at his guests and smiled. “But I am getting ahead of myself. My name is Senior Fellow Siminous Cannin. I am the master of this ship. And if you expect to see others of my kind aboard, you will not. Only I control the entire vessel, with help from my AN-9s and other automated systems, as you will see. Now, let me take a survey.”

      The alien pulled out a datapad and stepped up to the closest person in front of him. He smiled at Adam and then moved to Sherri. He looked down at the pad and then back to Sherri’s ‘if-looks-could-kill’ gaze. “Affiliated,” he stated.

      He stepped over to Copernicus. After a moment looking at the pad, he looked up with surprise. “Copernicus Smith! Indeed. This is a surprise. We had dealings with you in the past. As it says here, you sold us Adam Cain and Riyad Tarazi.” The jubilant expression disappeared with the alien’s next comment. “That encounter forced the destruction of one of our six remaining Colony Ships. More than that, the twenty thousand Klin lost that day was a fifth of our remaining population. Can you imagine what it is like for your race to be so close to extinction…and then for that to happen?” Cannin looked down at the pad again, and in a very stern voice declared: “Affiliated.”

      The next person in line was Lt. Chaudhory. After a moment, the alien said ‘Unaffiliated’ and asked the Navy officer to step aside.

      He came to Arieel next. Again, he looked up with surprise. “Arieel Bol, the Speaker of the Formilians? I see the affiliation with Adam Cain; I just had no idea you would be here. Welcome.”
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      The alien continued the process until he had all of Adam’s team and the other affiliates on one side of the foyer and the four Marines and sailors on the other. Then he nodded to the robot.

      Four bright red beams of light shot from the body of the robot. The duration was only fraction of a second, but it was enough for the precisely-aimed lasers to burn holes into the hearts of the commandos. Their expressions didn’t register the attack, as they collapsed to the deck.

      Adam’s people rushed to their fallen comrades, jumping into action performing CPR and other emergency life-saving techniques, but there was nothing they could do. Hearts had been penetrated and the holes cauterized. The men were dead before they hit the deck.

      Adam surged to his feet, feeling the overwhelming influence of his mutant superpowers. A strong electrical current flashed out from the robot, striking Adam in the chest. His body spasmed, locking his muscles in place. He toppled to the floor, conscious but unable to move.

      His team was on their feet and facing a tense standoff with the Klin and his killer robot.

      “Please calm yourselves,” said the Klin. “He has only been stunned. The effects will wear off in sixty-five seconds.”

      Adam had news for him: he was already fully recovered. But he remained on the deck, not wanting to reveal any of his latent powers until he knew what he was up against.

      “Why did you kill them?” Sherri screamed, tears of anger and sorrow in her eyes. Her hand was on the butt of her MK-47, but she held back from drawing it, her eyes focused on the ugly metal box next to the Klin.

      “They were superfluous, too much of a risk without any purpose.”

      “What…what?” Sherri stammered. “But…you didn’t kill us.”

      “No, you are valuable to the Klin. They were not.”

      The Klin and his faceless robot stared down the angry six-person mob. Nobody moved.

      Then Arieel stepped forward. “If you don’t mind, I would like to attend to Adam.”

      Cannin nodded.

      Both Arieel and Sherri knelt down, checking Adam’s pulse and pulling back his eyelids. Sherri took hold of his hand and he squeezed it lightly, letting her know he was conscious.

      “Is there a place we can take him? His breathing is shallow; he needs care.”

      “He is unharmed and will regain consciousness in fifteen seconds,” said the Klin. “We have extensive files on Human physiology. The weapon used on him was calibrated to produce a given result. It did. There is no need to move him.”

      Adam waited the requisite time before waking. He was helped to his feet.

      “As I said, no damage.”

      Adam glared at the Klin. “What the hell are you doing? First you rescue us from the Nuoreans, and then you start killing us. What’s that all about?”

      “We did not rescue you from the Nuoreans. We merely staged a test using the Nuorean forces, and your captivity was a bonus to the operation. Originally, I was transiting to the main Nuorean concentration. When I heard of your capture, I amended the plan. The test was still conducted…yet now I have the famous Adam and his entire team under my control.” He waved a silver hand at the ragged row of Humans and aliens. “For the Klin, today has indeed been one to remember. As it will be for you, as well.”

      “If you don’t kill any more of us,” Riyad said, flashing his brilliant smile at the equally brilliant alien.

      “That, Mister Tarazi, will be up to you.”
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      Senior Fellow Cannin summoned another three of his boxy robots and had them escort Adam and his team to four staterooms within the huge ship. The machines had specific orders as to who to place in each room. Adam drew Riyad; Kaylor and Jym were together; Copernicus and Arieel in another. Sherri was placed in her own room. She glared at Copernicus before the doors closed. He held up his hands as if to say, ‘I had nothing to do with it.’ He ducked into the room with the voluptuous alien and the door slid shut.

      Adam waited a moment to do an ATD scan of the room before speaking.

      “Klin…in a ship like this. This ain’t looking too good for us, Tonto.”

      “What do mean us…paleface?”

      “Yeah, you wish. Keep it up. Human-hating aliens hate all Humans, no matter their skin color.”

      “Where’s your sense of humor, Captain Buzzkill.”

      “I guess I’ve never been a fan of Klin humor…or hospitality. Remember the last time we vacationed at Club Klin? No hot water and the buffet was shitty.”

      “Look on the bright side…there’s only one of them.”

      “And Robby the Robot. Don’t forget him.”

      “Danger, Will Robinson! Danger!”

      “Wrong robot, wrong movie.”

      Riyad and Adam sighed in unison. They’d done their part to act brave and macho. Now reality was setting in.

      “Anything interesting happening in your brain?”

      Adam knew what he meant. “Most of the systems I detect I can influence. I could probably even unlock the door. But until we know the lay of the land a little better, I think we should stay put. If the Klin wanted us dead, they would have sent lasers through our hearts, like the others. I think one Klin killing the famous Adam Cain Team would rob the rest of the silver bastards of a good time. They’ll make a big deal out of it.”

      “For once, I’m glad it’s not the Riyad Tarazi Team.”

      “Why? They’ll probably kill me last.”

      Riyad fell back on one of the beds and locked his hands behind his head. “I hadn’t thought of that.”
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      After spending an appropriate time joking about their eventual demise, Adam laid back on the other bed in the room and called Arieel on his ATD.

      I was led to believed your friend Copernicus was in a relationship with Sherri? the over-sexed alien began in a mental huff. He is not acting as such!

      Adam smiled. Relax, Arieel, he’s harmless. Just slap him on his nose and he’ll behave.

      Adam sensed the confusion in Arieel’s mind. He changed the subject. Have you been probing any of the systems aboard the ship?

      Yes I have. The problem is not gaining access, it is in the number of them.

      And the robots? I did a brief scan earlier. I don’t know if the Klin did it on purpose, but the inner workings are a mess.

      Arieel was finally on his wavelength, having put the frisky Copernicus Smith out of her mind. Yes, it would appear to be haphazard, but I believe that has been planned. Each system, from weapons to motion to internal cooling is on its own circuit. I’ve traced ninety-one separate functions within each unit. It would take far too long to identify and disable each one.

      I agree, Adam thought. But there has to be some central controller, something that feeds all those parts.

      The central computer is a feeder unit, proving data to each system, which is then held inside smaller internal databases within the individual units. Using an analogy, you could cut off its head and the unit would still function.

      Arieel was more proficient with her Gift than he was with his ATD, but he did have the advantage of his added mutant genius, limited as it was. He couldn’t believe there wasn’t a kill switch that could be flicked to shut down the robots. He would have to do a deeper probe using his mutant abilities. Arieel may have missed something.

      Okay, sweetheart, Adam thought. Keep trying. I’ll try as well. Maybe between the two of us we can come up with something.

      And what of your friend? He is exceedingly handsome, and I do have my needs. Yet I fear Sherri would not understand the dynamic.

      Adam was amused by the alien’s openness. But that’s how Formilians treated sex; it was separate from love and affection. Their urges were always there and not to be ignored or suppressed. Yet Arieel had a point. Although he believed Sherri’s feelings for Copernicus weren’t that deep, it would still hurt her to know that her current lover had succumbed to the charms of the alien sexpot—just as Adam had.

      Then he mentally laughed. By his estimates the team was living on borrowed time as it was. Any hurt feelings wouldn’t last too long.

      Still….

      You’re right, Arieel, Adam thought. You’re Sherri’s friend, so I wouldn’t do anything to hurt her.

      I agree. It is unfortunate we were not put together in a room.

      Adam had to disagree. If that had happened he wouldn’t be trying to figure a way to escape….
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      Seven hours passed, during which time water and processed food was brought to the Klin’s guests. As Adam probed the robots and the other systems of ship with ATD—appearing calm and contented on the bed—Riyad was going stir crazy.

      “Dammit, Adam, do something,” Riyad pleaded. “If not, then open the door and let me.”

      “So you can get yourself lasered? No way,” Adam replied. “Then where would I get a new sidekick…Sidekicks-R-Us?”

      “Now that’s low, my friend, especially since I always considered you my sidekick.”

      Adam sensed the arrival of two AN-9s at the door. He sat up on the bed, alert and serious. Riyad noticed Adam’s change in mood and understood instantly. He moved to the wall next to the door.

      Adam shook his head at his friend. “Careful,” he cautioned.

      The door slid open.

      The robots had voice capabilities, but they could also relay communications directly from their master, Senior Fellow Cannin. “Adam Cain, would you and Mister Tarazi please accompany my friends to the bridge. Ms. Valentine will also be joining us. It is time we talk.”

      Adam had been expecting this. Those in power often felt the need to boast to their captives. It was S.O.P. for tyrants and megalomaniacs. Adam welcomed these little episodes because that’s where he gained most of the knowledge needed to defeat them. But after seven hours locked in the room, he was beginning to worry that Cannin would break the cycle.

      Sherri met them in the hallway. She looked at the closed door to the room with Coop and Arieel. “They’re not coming?”

      Adam kept the ribald joke to himself. “Apparently not,” Adam said, sensing Sherri’s anguish.

      The robots began to move down the corridor, one in front, two to the rear, running parallel to each other, herding the Humans along.

      Besides the rooms they were in, the prisoners had only seen the landing bay, an elevator and a corridor within the huge ship. Adam was able to hack into various computer programs and pull up schematics, so he had a working knowledge of the layout, but he didn’t have a sense of the place. That came from actually walking the hallways and experiencing the various compartments—and the bridge was the premier compartment aboard the ship. He would learn volumes by being there.

      The elevators aboard the six-mile long ship were driven by air and shifted from vertical to horizontal with ease. Still, it took three minutes before the doors slid open and presented the passengers with a jaw-dropping view of the largest bridge Adam had ever seen aboard a starship.

      Senior Fellow Cannin was the only person present.

      “Please enter,” said the Klin. Then he laughed. “There is plenty of room.”

      The three Humans walked up to the tall, slender alien, while the three robots took up sentry posts near the elevator door. Adam knew every move they made would be tracked by the killer bots, more-than-likely with infrared targeting beams already locked on their hearts, or electro-shock wands ready to zap them at the slightest infraction. This was neither the time nor the place to make a move. Besides, Adam had information to gain, and the over-confident alien was anxious to spill his guts.

      “I have brought the three of you here—”

      “Why not the rest of us?’ Sherri interrupted, still agonizing over Arieel and Coop.

      With a slight grin, the Klin regarded her for a moment before answering. “Because you are the three Humans who most played a role in disrupting a very long and complicated sequence of events set in motion by the Klin. Now, with no further interruptions, I will give you some background as to the new plan of the Klin—more of an amendment, actually,” Cannin said

      He stepped over to a control station. “At each of these consoles you see an integrated module. This is my crew, all automated, highly-skilled and efficient. As you can tell, this ship wasn’t originally designed for the modules, but rather for a living crew. That changed when we lost twenty thousand of our fellow Klin a few years ago.” He cast cold glare at Adam and Riyad. It quickly passed.

      “Fortunately, even tragedies such as that often result in new paths, better ways of thinking.”

      “We call it a ‘silver lining,’” Sherri offered.

      The Klin perked up, seeing the irony in the phrase. “Indeed, a very appropriate expression. As it turns out, it forced us to look for alternatives.”

      Cannin moved to the expansive viewport along the forward bulkhead of the bridge. He remained with his back to his guests as he spoke. “In the past, we were forced to enlist the help of other races in our plans, seeing that our own numbers were so small. These included the Kracori…and the Humans. As you know your history, that did not work out very well for us.” Cannin turned to face the bridge. “Automation was the answer. Each of these integrated modules can do the work of ten crew, and much quicker and more efficiently. And the AN-9s, they are equal to a hundred standard combat units each. With a new strategy forced upon us, we have effectively multiplied our numbers by a factor of many thousands, with more being added every day.

      “These automated units also have one added feature, which we Klin value above all else. They will not rebel against us. On two separate occasions, our surrogates sabotaged our efforts precisely at the time we were to take our rightful place as leaders of the galaxy. That betrayal came at a great cost, taking the Klin to the brink of extinction.” Cannin glared at the Humans. “That time is past. The Klin are now stronger and more advanced than ever.” He waved his hand to indicate the room they were in. “This is the most-powerful starship ever built, and all it risks is a single living Klin. Imagine a fleet of such vessels and the damage it can do to the Expansion, and all guided by a handful of Klin. Never before in the four thousand years of our exile have we been in a better position to fulfill our destiny.”

      “You have a fleet of these ships?” Riyad asked.

      The Klin stepped closer and grinned. “No, we do not.” Adam was surprised by the admission. “We do not need them. Instead, we have found efficiency in automation. This ship and the initial AN-9s were built at the expense of one of our remaining five Colony Ships.” He smiled. “And until recently, we did enlist the assistance of another surrogate race to build more of our robots and other starships. That affiliation no longer exists.”

      “What did you do, kill them?” Sherri asked with dripping sarcasm.

      “No Ms. Valentine, we did not kill them.” He pointed to the AN-9s along the wall. “They did. Once there was an ample supply of AN-9s on the manufacturing world, they simply killed their overlords and began creating more of their kind with even more speed and efficiency. There are now a hundred thousand such units being produced every day, along with two other warships in final construction.”

      Adam did some quick calculations. Damn!

      Then something dawned on him. “The crates in the landing bay….”

      “That is correct, Mister Cain.” The alien nodded to the robots.

      One rolled forward. With swift and silent efficiency, all the external accouterments disappeared into hidden compartments; even the dome on top cycled over and retreated inside. The box body then descended on the tracks, absorbing the runners into the body of the robot as well. Five seconds later, the AN-9 was nothing but a four-foot square metal box.

      Adam’s mouth fell open at the revelation. Cannin smiled.

      “Yes, you are correct. There are three million, one hundred ten such units aboard.”

      “What are you going to do with them?” Sherri asked.

      “Conquer a galaxy, Ms. Valentine, what else?”

      “It’ll take a lot more than three million,” Riyad countered.

      Cannin frowned at the Human. “Did you not hear me? We are producing more, and at an accelerated pace. It seems no entity can make AN-9s as efficiently as other AN-9s. And as we progress in our conquests, more manufacturing facilities and raw materials will become available. I assure you, we have done the calculations. We will have more than enough to conquer the galaxy.”

      “We’ll fight back,” Adam said, defiantly.

      “Yes, we know.” Cannin pointed to the AN-9s. “There has been an incredible benefit derived from creating weapons from machines. Unlike with our prior surrogates, who were limited to what they could achieve both physically and mentally, we were able to create our magnificent new surrogates limited only by our imagination and intellect. We studied all the tactics, capacities and strengths of our enemies, and built machines to defeat them. These robots are not merely substitute fighters, they are better fighters, superior fighters. Again, we have done the calculations.”

      “I think you misplaced a decimal point somewhere,” Adam said. “It still won’t be enough. We’ll figure a way to defeat you.”

      Cannin laughed. “That may very well happen, Adam Cain; as there are always unexpected scenarios which may appear. However, you and your friends will not be part of those calculations.”

      Riyad flashed his trademark smile. “Which brings us to the coup-de-grass. What’s going to happen to us?”

      The Klin wasn’t confused by Riyad’s bastardization of the phrase. “First, you will witness the inaugural implementation of our master amendment, how we intend to conquer the galaxy. However, your witnessing of this event is only a consequence of my taking you prisoner, and for no other reason. After the battle, I will bring you to the main Klin concentration, where Pleabaen Gadis Sumlis will decide your ultimate fate.”

      “Gadis Sumlis?” Adam inquired. “I don’t think I’ve killed him yet, not like the other Pleabaens I’ve met.” Adam smiled like the Cheshire Cat.

      “Yes, I am fully aware of your history, Mister Cain. Yet be assured, the Klin now calculate everything before we act. Your fate was already decided even before I changed course for the Nuorean planet. Now return to your rooms. I will summon you again in two days, when we arrive on station for the coming battle.”
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      LtCol. Josh Nolan was wondering if the mystery ship was ever going to reach its destination. The Rutledge had piggybacked on the black ship’s gravity-well for nine days, and even though the huge vessel was out of visual range at over a half million miles away, the strange vortex the ship was caught in remained constant.

      That changed suddenly, when normal space popped into existence outside the forward viewport. The Rutledge, however, continued to be drawn forward, this time from its position on the opposite side of a small braking-well the huge ship had created to slow it down. If the bored and brain-numbed bridge crew hadn’t snapped into action as fast as they did, the Rutledge would have fallen head-long into the deadly maw of a miniature black hole.

      Creating its own braking-well, the Human warship essentially skidded to a halt in the emptiness of space, barely a hundred thousand miles from the invisible singularity. When the deadly gravity source disappeared, Nolan sent his ship moving forward again, before cutting power and drifting in the rest of the way to the black ship.

      The huge craft was using a maneuvering-well, and the Rutledge was able to approach the rear of the ship in dark status. And now, as the monstrous vessel loomed ahead, Nolan was doing his best his trying to figure out what to do next.

      Eventually he had the Rutledge match velocity with the behemoth before ordering a series of small gas bursts to move them even closer. Then with precise docking maneuvers, the Rutledge made gentle contact with the alien starship.

      “Bennett, Jong, grab some magnetic anchor cables from the cargo bay. Then suit up and meet me at the aft airlock.”

      “Sir, are we going to—”

      “Yes we are. Now go.”

      “Can’t I just hire someone else to do it for me?” asked petty officer Victor Jong.

      Nolan turned an evil eye on the enlisted man, before he saw the amused grin on the man’s face. With all members of the crew theoretically being multimillionaires, Josh believed him…at first.

      Once outside the Rutledge, the two Marines and one sailor stood on the exterior of their ship, staring out at the incredible expanse of black starship spread out before them. They’d never been this close to something this big in space. It was both awesome…and terrifying.

      The men set four cables to the Rutledge and then made their way onto the surface of the black ship using magnetic boots. They had no problem finding places to secure the cables, and soon Nolan’s two assistants were heading back to the airlock.

      Nolan remained outside, moving slowing along the hull of the black ship. His breath was taken away by the overwhelming size of the gravity generators, and he marveled at the hundred foot long spike that ran out the back, which Josh had seen draw in the combined energy from a hundred flash bolts. There was a similar antenna at the forward tip of the ship.

      He came to a large seam in the hull and recognized it as half of the door to a landing bay, a landing bay larger than anything he’d ever seen. Along the side of the towering panel were three small airlocks. These were used by tow and maintenance crews, as well as for access to shuttles and other vessels too small to warrant the venting and subsequent pressurizing of the large interior compartment. Each opening cost time and money. Often it was more effective just to shuttle over and dock with an airlock.

      It would be through here that Nolan and his commandos would gain access to the interior, if they didn’t trip alarms by activating the airlocks. Josh wasn’t ready to test it, not just yet. He would need a lot more information on what was on the other side of the airlock before he was.
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      Adam sensed the Klin ship drop out of the deep gravity-well. It had been two days since the meeting with Cannin; the alien would be calling them to bridge soon.

      That’s when he felt Arieel in his mind.

      Do you feel that? the Formilian asked.

      What? He was so distracted with his research into the operation of the AN-9 robots that he didn’t know what she was talking about.

      I do not know…a presence.

      Adam could feel it now, and he knew instantly what it was. It’s the ghost program in the Rutledge. They must be close enough for us to read the signal.

      But how? We have been traveling for nine days. They could not have followed the Klin ship.

      Adam reached out and accessed the remote program, then fed the contact through the ship’s 1MC. Nolan was in his mind a moment later.

      The Marine officer gave them a quick rundown of what happened, after which Adam told his story. Nolan lit off on a cussing tirade when he learned that he was attached to a Klin ship, and that the evil aliens were holding Adam and his people prisoners. But he really lost it when Adam told him about the four men the Klin had executed.

      “Calm down, Colonel,” Adam said. “There’s nothing we can do about it now. Besides, Cannin’s robots are everywhere, and until I can figure a way to disable them, we wouldn’t stand a chance against them. These things were designed to kill Humans—and every other race in the galaxy.”

      Where are we going? Nolan asked after regaining his composure.

      “Some world in the Expansion I imagine, where Cannin can deliver a statement regarding the power of his starship.”

      And he has over three million of those killer robots aboard that you talked about—thought about…whatever? How does he plan on deploying them?

      “Unknown, but one thing is sure, he’ll have to open the launch bay doors to do it.”

      And we blast them when they come out!

      “All three million of them, Colonel, and while the Rutledge is being cut to pieces by defensive lasers? Like I said, let me and Arieel work on the robot problem. They’re made of Formilian technology so there has to be a weakness I can exploit—”

      Formilian technology is the best in the galaxy! Arieel protested in his mind.

      I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just that we have access to their various parts and pieces with our…Gifts.

      Oh…of course.

      “Josh, stay put. Cannin said he’d call us again when we reach our destination. It looks like we’re there.”

      And we’re supposed to just hang out here and hope no one spots us?

      “The Klin ship is pretty automated. If they haven’t spotted you by now, they probably won’t. Just hang tight…and thanks for coming for us.”

      Nolan stammered you’re welcome, although he’d already told Adam how they’d been sucked along with the gravity-well against their will.

      “For now just chill, Mister Nolan,” Adam said. “But be ready. It’s going to get pretty hairy here pretty soon.”
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        * * *

      

      In the two days since his last meeting with Cannin, Adam had made a lot of progress analyzing the AN-9s operating system. There was a kill switch after all, but not what he’d been hoping for. It simply cut off the robot’s awareness. All the weapons systems would remain active, just the robot wouldn’t be able to detect any threats around it.

      He also learned that each robot ran periodic diagnostics on all its systems which would detect Adam’s messing around with the AN-9’s brain. This happened every five minutes, and each bot was on a different schedule, depending on when it was first put into service. The maximum any machine would be down would five minutes, and that’s if Adam caught it just at the right time. And with multiple robots on scene, units could start coming back online at any time…and begin shooting.

      However, there was one encouraging bit of information Adam found while digging around in the programming with his mutant superpowers. The robots used flash weapons. In fact they were their preferred weapon system. It made sense. Nearly all creatures in the galaxy were susceptible to flash bolts, either level two or three. Only certain species—such as Humans, Q’uel and Juireans, among others—could resist bolts at that strength. Juireans bought it at level one, as did most Humans, if struck in the right location. The hard-headed Q’uel would laugh off a level one bolt and just keep charging.

      The AN-9s knew all this and made accommodations. For Juireans, the level on the bolt launcher would be cranked up to the highest setting. For Humans—being a major threat to the Klin and unpredictable, even when injured—they either got the laser, the stun gun or hot lead. The Q’uel would get lasers, if the time ever came when Klin and Q’uel met.

      Yet the Klin were practical as well. Lasers were an incredible drain on the power reserves of the AN-9, so they would be used sparingly. The same with ballistics weapons which required physical slugs to be expelled. The robots could only carry so many rounds, so these weapons were also reserved for rare occasions. That left flash weapons as the go-to device. They were easy to use and quick to recharge and would be effective against all but the toughest creatures in the galaxy.

      And Adam Cain knew a secret about flash weapons. With just a simple disconnect of the firing controls using his ATD, the energy fed into the weapon without an accompanying shot would result in a fairly sizable explosion. AN-9s had formidable exterior defenses, but Adam was betting they couldn’t survive an internal explosion the size of a hand grenade.

      The problem—again--came from the diagnostic test. It would detect a severed connection and repair it, making the weapon active again. Also, Adam could only create an explosion while the weapon was in use, and before the AN-9 ran a diagnostic.

      How all this new knowledge would be applied in a practical situation was the other problem. He didn’t have a clue.
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      As expected, Adam was summoned to the bridge a few minutes after speaking with Colonel Nolan. But it was only he who was summoned.

      “When more than one Human is in a room, they tend to engage with each other, building confidence and courage. I have no time for such games,” Cannin explained when Adam asked why only him. He couldn’t argue with the alien. His observations were spot on.

      Adam looked out the forward viewport and saw the shimmering arch of a planet below. He also noticed streaks of flash cannon fire coming at the black ship, along with the accompanying glow of the impossibly-far-away diffusion screen. Cannin was seated at the command chair, his head propped up by a long, silver arm, looking bored.

      “Where are we? Adam asked.

      “Anbor-Namin, have you heard of it?”

      “One of the regional capitals of the Expansion, right?”

      “That is right.”

      Adam walked up to the large glass window. “You do realize we’re under attack, don’t you?”

      Cannin lifted his head and waved an impatient hand at Adam before cradling his head back in the palm. “It matters not. I must wait for a sufficient number of flash bolts to be absorbed before engaging the long-range lasers. Even then, I will have nothing to do with the targeting or firing sequence.”

      Adam looked down at the beautiful world below, appearing very much Earth-like, with just the right combination of brown and green landmasses and sparkling blue seas, all dotted with fleecy white clouds. The planetary defenses were making one hell of an effort to take out the black starship. Apparently word had gotten out about what happened in the nameless star system with the Nuoreans. The locals had assembled a pretty sizable fleet to face the dark menace, but so far, to no avail.

      “Why Anbor-Namin?” Adam asked, still watching the one-sided battle taking place outside.

      Cannin sighed but explained. “For many years—and especially after your daughter took over the Expansion—the empire has been governed more as a confederation of local groupings rather than one monolithic organization. There are fifty-four regionally-affiliated groups. Anbor-Namin is the capital of one of them. It controls almost two hundred local worlds, making it one of the largest. The Klin presence here will provide a very public exhibition of the Klin’s strength and abilities.”

      “I’m sure it will. There’s an entire fleet attacking and you’re sitting here about to fall asleep.”

      “This is just the beginning. I need the lasers charged so they can cover the AN-9 landings.”

      Adam turned back to the alien. “So this isn’t just a demonstration of the ship’s abilities. You’re going to invade the planet?”

      Cannin frowned and lifted his head from his hand. “Of course, that is the purpose of my being here, to set in motion the Amendment to the Klin’s Grand Plan. We wish to conquer the galaxy, not simply scare it with a show of unstoppable power.”

      “What if they acknowledge your power and want to surrender?”

      Cannin sighed deeply. He really had been about to fall asleep before Adam entered the room.

      “My mission is two-fold. First: suppress the forces sent against me. Second: reduce the number of insignificant species we will later have to contend with.”

      Adam recoiled from the statement, hoping he had misunderstood the meaning. “You plan on exterminating entire species, as in genocide?”

      “Every race has a word for it, but it is all the same,” said Cannin, sounding bored. “There are far too many races in the Expansion…and in your tiny Union. Those who do not serve a purpose to the Klin will be eliminated. I am surprised you react this way. It is a common-sense strategy.”

      “You’re surprised! What the hell’s wrong with you? You want to rule the galaxy…by killing off entire species.”

      “The Klin do not wish the leadership of the galaxy in order to rule it, Adam Cain. We wish only for justice, a reckoning for what happened to us long ago. As a consequence, we do not wish to become part of the community of civilizations. We wish to be a civilization unto ourselves, and without the fear of extermination we have lived with for so long.” Cannin sat up in his chair, feeling Adam was missing the point. “The Klin do not feel we have a better way of governing or answers for all the concerns of ten thousand unique races throughout the galaxy. We do not care about the other races. We have nothing in common with them.

      “Granted, at another time, when we had to use surrogate races in our Grand Plan, we had to mirror the ambitions of others. So many species in the galaxy wish nothing more than to lord over others. Now that the Klin have the means to subdue an entire galaxy without the help of others, we do not have to concede to the greed and insecurity of partner races. In an ideal future, there would be no beings other than Klin. It would be a simpler, more peaceful galaxy if that were the case.”

      “So when all this is done, you expect to be the last species standing?”

      “That is a very good way to describe it, as I would expect from a Human. Then you understand?”

      “I didn’t say that.” Adam moved closer to the alien; Cannin didn’t seem the least bit threatened, not with the two AN-9s standing guard. “Hey, I’m the last one to criticize you for hating aliens,” Adam said. “I’ve made a career out of it. But I also don’t advocate going around killing everyone just because they’re in my way. All you’ll do with this new strategy of yours is piss off a lot of people.”

      “My translation device is the most-advanced in the galaxy, so I understand your slang expression.” Cannin dismissed Adam’s concerns with another casual wave of his hand. “The welfare of other races is of no concern to the Klin. Perhaps if we had not been so callously dismissed by the galaxy, we might feel differently. But even while it was the Juireans who betrayed us and destroyed Klinmon, it was the rest of the galaxy who helped the evil aliens keep us running and hiding for all these years. We owe the galaxy nothing but our scorn.”

      Cannin noticed powerful beams of light streaking out to destroy the attacking ships. He smiled.

      “The world below is now to become the first world in a long line of such to be effectively sterilized by the Klin. And you, the great Adam Cain, will witness it firsthand.”

      A large monitor on the portside of the bridge came to life. It showed a launch bay, not the one with the Tobias in it, but another filled completely with the four-foot-square boxes that were the AN-9 robots. Conveyor belts on the deck were moving huge stacks of the boxes to the open bay portal—and dumping them into space. Adam knew this was happening in all six launch bays, launching millions of the killer robots toward the planet below.

      Adam turned a questioning face to Cannin.

      “They will freefall for most of the way to the surface,” the alien explained. “Their exteriors are made of a titanium composite that can withstand the intense temperature. Parachutes will then deploy thirty seconds before landing. The AN-9s will be fully functional and ready for action before reaching the surface.”

      “That’s why you didn’t have any shuttles or other landing craft in the landing bays.”

      “That are not required.”

      “What about recovery?”

      Cannin shook his head. “There will be no recovery. Subsequent invasions will be with new units. The AN-9s on Anbor-Namin will continue to fight until they can no longer locate adequate recharging facilities and their batteries run dry. However, they can operate at maximum level for six days, even without recharge. They are also designed to utilize a multitude of various charging options to extend their operational life. As you see, we have thought of everything.”

      “Well, not quite everything.”

      Though his ATD, Adam flicked the kill switch in the two AN-9s near the elevator doors, effectively blinding the killer robots. At the same time he felt his mutant powers kick in. He moved to Cannin and took him by the throat, lifting him effortlessly from the command chair.

      The alien was shocked. He struggled against Adam’s grip, all the while glancing at his silent sentries.

      “Call off the attack, Cannin,” Adam growled. “Call it off or another Klin dies…namely you.”

      “I cannot call it off,” the alien choked his reply. “It is all run automatically.”

      “Bullshit. The Klin are too much into control of everything. You’re not about to let a bunch of machines have all the fun.”

      “How…how?” Cannin stammered.

      “Like I said, you didn’t plan for—”

      It was only though Adam’s uncanny and enhanced situational awareness that he noticed one of the AN-9s turn toward him. It was the first movement either robot had made since he flicked off their brains.

      Adam threw Cannin to his left, just as a tight red laser beam emerged from the robot. The beam was aimed at Adam’s heart, but it punched through Cannin’s right leg instead. This gave Adam time to mentally enter the AN-9 and flick the switch again.

      Cannin was screaming from the pain, sitting on the floor, holding his leg and rocking back and forth. There was no blood, since the heat of the laser had cauterized the wound.

      “Relax, you’ll be okay,” Adam barked over the wailing of the alien. His eyes were locked on the second AN-9. He had the five minute countdown set on the first one, but the other one could come alive at any moment.

      There, a tiny vibration of the boxy torso. Adam entered the brain and flicked the metaphorical switch. Now both robots would be harmless for four minutes twenty-nine seconds and counting, according to Adam’s enhanced mental clock.

      He turned back to the whiny alien.

      “Shut up!” Adam ordered. “You’re acting like you’ve never been shot by a laser before. Trust me, you’ll get used to it.” Adam thought back many years ago when he’d been shot by a color-shifting alien on a planet he couldn’t even remember the name of anymore. He hoped he hadn’t been such a little pussy about it back then, not like Cannin was being now.

      “You are insane, Human!” the alien yelled. “You can do nothing to stop the attack or damage this ship. It will function even if you kill me.”

      Adam had had about all of the Klin he could handle “Oh, really?” he said, raising his eyebrows. “Let’s find out.”

      A moment later, Adam let the limp body of Senior Fellow Cannin slump to the deck. “You’re welcome,” he said. At least now the alien wasn’t in pain any longer. Adam had done his good deed for the day.

      Adam checked his mental clock. He had two minutes before the first robot would come back to life. He rushed into the elevator. At this point, time was his new enemy.
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      The damn Klin warship didn’t have stairwells, only elevators. Adam hated elevators, at least on a tactical level. Once inside and shooting along, he scanned the ship for the location of the other AN-9s. To his surprise, there were only eight left on the ship, after millions had been dumped on the suspecting planet below.

      Using his enhanced brain power, he mentally pulled up a schematic of the ship and plotted the location of the killer robots. He was relieved to find that none were guarding the prisoners. Yet there was a small cluster between the guest quarters and the landing bay where the Tobias was stored. That could be a problem. He tried to figure another away in, but it seemed the robots knew the layout of the ship, too, and had blocked the only access to the hangar.

      Arieel, can you hear me?

      Yes! I am here. Are you well? I sensed it when you were taken away. I feared for your life.

      So did I, Adam admitted. But for an update, Cannin is dead and the planet we’re orbiting is under attack by the robots.

      The Klin is dead, and the attack continues?

      Yeah, it’s all run automatically. There’s no way to recall the robots. At this point, all we can do is get off the ship before the robots learn of Cannin’s death and come looking for us. I need you to unlock the doors and get the team to a place I’ll convey to you mentally.

      Of course. I can detect you moving throughout the ship. We will meet you at the designated location.

      Thanks. I’ll let you know if I detect any of the AN-9s coming your way. See you soon.

      Adam was sure that as soon as the two robots on the bridge regained their awareness, they would notice their dead leader and send out the alert. The one thing—the only thing, really—Adam had going for him was that the ship was originally designed to carry Klin, and only Klin. Because of this, there was very little internal security aboard. Unless the AN-9’s can track him by his heat signature, there were no security cameras to record his movement.

      Adam was controlling the elevator with his ATD, moving it along to a point close to where Arieel was leading the team. He reached it without incident, and a few moments later reunited with his friends. There was no time for pleasantries.

      “Down this corridor and to the left are a pair of AN-9 sentries guarding the entrance to the landing bay. We have to take them out.”

      “I thought they couldn’t be taken out?” Copernicus said. This was the first physical contact Adam had had with him in nine days, since he’d remained locked in the room with Arieel for the duration of the trip. But Arieel had kept him up to date. She had also told Sherri, Riyad, Jym and Kaylor what was going on.

      “There is a way.”

      “You can disable their awareness sensors,” Arieel offered, stealing some of Adam’s thunder.

      “You can? That’s great,” said Sherri.

      Adam grimaced. “It’s not that simple. They can repair the damage at just about any time, so they require constant monitoring to catch them just as they come back online. But there’s another way, a more permanent solution.”

      “That is even better news,” said Kaylor. He and Jym had been kept in the dark for the bulk of the trip to Anbor-Namin and were only now learning what they were up against.

      Adam looked at his blue-skinned friend. He placed a hand on the alien’s shoulder. “Yeah, it is great. However, I’m going need you and Jym to give me a hand.”

      Jym recoiled in fear, backing away and pressing his small body against the metal wall of the corridor.

      “Not literally, Jym,” Adam barked impatiently. “Damn, I thought by now you’d understand Human-speak better.”

      “There is no need to be rude, Adam,” replied the alien. “Just a statement like that coming from Human, I can never be sure.”

      Adam sighed. “All right, this is the plan.” The team huddled up. “AN-9’s have flash weapons, and they’ve been programmed to use them against the majority of species in the galaxy, including our two friends here. As you know, I can disable the firing circuits in the weapons, causing an overload and a pretty sizable explosion. I figure that should be enough to permanently disable the robot.”

      Kaylor cut right to the chase. “That would require the weapons to be in use at the time.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Firing…at us?” Jym added.

      “Exactly.”

      Now the fear really took hold of the small Fulqin bear. “Then you must provide us with protection, armor.”

      The new grimace on Adam’s face didn’t help his sales job. “The problem with that is the robots will detect the armor and select another weapon system with more power.”

      “I will do it,” Arieel announced, stepping forward, while proudly throwing out her ample chest. “I am of the class that is susceptible to flash bolts. I will draw their fire.”

      “I can’t let you do that. I need your abilities with your brain interface device.”

      “You cannot allow her to volunteer…because she can be killed, just like us!” Jym reasoned.

      “Trust me, Jym” Adam said. “Have I ever allowed anything to kill you before?”

      Kaylor looked askew at Adam, while Jym appeared lost in thought.

      “Okay, we will do it,” Kaylor said.

      Jym looked up at him. “We will?”

      The Belsonian placed a reassuring hand on his friend’s shoulder. “As he said, he hasn’t gotten us killed yet.”

      “It only takes once,” said Jym. His shoulders slumped as he surrendered to the inevitable.

      With that out of the way, Adam led the two aliens down the corridor to where it met with another cross hallway. “The robots are in that large open area where we first met the Klin. As soon as you step into the intersection, they’ll see you. Run down the corridor to the right, letting the AN-9s keep you in sight. I’ll be inside their systems and ready to act as soon as they…well, you know.”

      “Stay focused, Adam,” Kaylor advised. “It is our lives at risk.”

      “And very special lives they are.” He placed hands on the shoulders of his alien friends.  “Okay, get ready. I’ll give you the word.”

      Jym looked back at Adam in a panic. “What…oh.”

      Adam pursed his lips and shook his head. “All right…go.”

      The two aliens followed his instructions. They entered the intersection of the corridors, stopped and turned to look toward the landing bay foyer.

      The two boxy robots were about forty feet away. Their bodies had to spin around to bring the flash weapons to bear. Kaylor and Jym turned and ran away in the opposite direction.

      Adam had the firing circuits identified. Now he severed the connections. A moment later it happened.

      The normally square torsos of the AN-9s bulged out, forming near-spheres atop the running tracks. Several side panels on both robots burst out and the domes on top shot upward, smashing into the overhead and shattering in a thousand pieces. Flame and smoke erupted like geysers from various opening in both machines and the attachments that had not been blown off fell limp to the sides of the deformed metal balls.

      Adam stepped out from behind the corridor wall and smiled down the hallway at his handiwork. He turned toward Kaylor and Jym twenty feet farther down the corridor.

      “That worked—”

      The explosions were incredible, originating in the foyer area and sending a wave of heat, fire and concussion racing through the confined space of the corridor. Once again, Adam’s enhance mutant powers saved him. The blast hit him in the back, burning clothing and flesh and throwing him forward.

      He was at Kaylor and Jym a moment later. The aliens were spared most of the effects of the explosions, partly from distance, partly by the shield formed by Adam’s charred body.

      As the dust settled, the rest of Adam’s team rushed to his aid, and to that of Kaylor and Jym. Adam was on his belly on the still baking-hot deck, half of his body naked and covered in black blisters. Coop and Riyad helped him to his feet.

      After having his clothes blown off on the nameless Nuorean planet, he’d dressed himself with new garments after boarding the Tobias. Now his backless and smoldering shirt fell to the deck, along with the front of his pants. This time, not much survived, not even his shoes.

      Copernicus helped him out. He took off his shirt and offered it to Adam.

      Sherri and Arieel shared a glance at each other; Coop’s six-pack abs and light covering of black hair on his chest was nothing to sneeze at.

      For his part, Adam took the shirt, and instead of putting in on conventionally, he took the long sleeves and tied them around his waist, covering his private parts as best he could. An awkward moment passed between members of the team.

      “Are you all right?” Sherri asked, breaking the silence and stepping up to look at Adam’s rapidly healing back. Arieel and Riyad had moved to Kaylor and Jym to check on them.

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine. How are my two friends?”

      Arieel looked up at him. “They are fine, only a few superficial burns. Was that supposed to happen?” she asked, referring to the major blast that had ripped the corridor to shreds. Metal walls were buckled and crunched like an accordion, while electric wires sparked and water dripped from broken pipes in the overhead.

      “They must have had some self-destruct mechanism,” Copernicus surmised.

      Adam turned to survey the damage. “This will attract the other AN-9s. There are still six of them onboard.”

      “It’ll take some effort getting through that,” Copernicus noted, pointing down the hallway.

      “We’ll have to,” Adam said. “It’s the only way to the landing back. Let’s hurry. The robots are coming.”
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      Five minutes later the team was in the shattered foyer outside the landing bay. Despite the damage and his near-death, Adam was relieved to learn that the AN-9s could be destroyed. That would help with his future planning…if he had a future.

      The team stared through the huge observation window in the landing bay control room. The control center had been built to sustain the force of an out of control starship entering the bay and had therefore come through the explosions relatively unscathed. But what had the team staring in stunned silence down into the huge chamber…was the sight of the A.C. Tobias—Adam’s obscenely expensive luxury starship—lying in pieces on the deck of the landing bay.

      The robots had made mincemeat of the ship, using lasers to slice it into dozens of pieces.

      But Adam didn’t have time to lament the death of his ship. The other AN-9s were closing in. He contacted the Rutledge through his ATD.

      “Nolan, where are you.”

      The Marine officer sounded perturbed when he answered within Adam’s mind. “Where would we be? Still stuck on the ass of the ship. We tried to get inside after all those boxes got dumped, but the doors closed before we could do anything.”

      “You’re lucky. But now we’re going to open the doors. Get in as soon as you can. Some of those killer robots are on their way and they have lasers that can cut the Rutledge to shreds.”

      “And you want us to come inside?”

      “That’s right, Colonel. Now get ready.”

      Adam looked at the control panel for the huge bay doors. There was a bulky gray-metal module blocking where the controls would normally be accessed.

      “Jym, can you get the doors to work?”

      The tiny alien was still shaken from the explosion. He stepped up to the console and stared at the module. “I cannot, not with that unit attached.”

      Adam pushed Jym aside and moved to the right side of the three-foot-long metal box. He slammed his left arm into the side of the unit. His added strength bent the metal box but didn’t break it loose. His second hit sent the module flying across the room, requiring Riyad and Coop to jump out of the way before it crashed into the wall between them.

      Adam and Jym surveyed the console. The automated unit had been hardwired into the panel. Now orphan wires sparked while others dangled lifeless.

      “There,” Adam said.

      “What?” Jym asked.

      “Make it work.”

      The alien stared at Adam for a long moment…before getting down to work.

      Jym had been literally born aboard a starship and grew up scampering around the inner workings of dozens of models. He knew every system and how to fix it. Now, according to Adam internal clock, he had about two minutes, forty seconds to perform a miracle.

      The alien’s delicate hands joined wired together and rerouted others. Occasionally a spark would pop and Jym would yelp as he contacted live wires. But eventually, he stood back with a small electric unit in one hand and a wire in the other. He placed the wire to a contact.

      Atmosphere was purged from the huge chamber and the outer bay doors began to cycle open.

      Adam patted Jym on the back. “Well done, Jym. You just saved us all.”

      With the doors only a third of the way open, the Rutledge raced into the large chamber and skidded to a stop on the metal deck. Jym removed the wire from the contact and the doors closed.

      “Everyone get to the airlock. Be ready to move when the bay pressurizes. I’ll disable the robots. It will buy us a little time, but not much.”

      Jym placed the control module on the console and moved to toward the exit. Everyone froze when the huge pressure doors in the bay came together—and then suddenly started to open again.

      “What the hell, Jym?” asked Copernicus.

      Jym returned to the module. He disconnected the wire and the doors closed again. The chamber began to pressurize for a second time.

      “The door controls are damaged,” Jym reported. “They will require constant manipulation.”

      “What does that mean?” Sherri asked, panic in her voice.

      “Making contact once opens and closes the doors. Another contact reverses the sequence. Someone will have to manually make the necessary contacts to maintain integrity and to allow for the ship to exit.”

      The team was frozen in place, looking at the tiny bear-like alien.

      “Don’t worry,” Adam said. “I’ll stay and do it.”

      “Like hell you will!” Riyad exclaimed.

      “No really. I’ll get out in the escape pods.”

      “What escape pods,” Sherri asked incredulously.

      “Remember, this ship was originally built to carry only Klin. You don’t think they’d forget to provide for emergency egress to save their miserable silvery hides, now do you? There are several hundred pods lining the hull. I’ll get out in one after you’re gone.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I’ll be fine.” Adam smiled at her. “Now everyone go. The bay is just about pressurized.”

      The team rushed from the room. All except Sherri. She stood in the doorway, looking at him, sadness on her face. The smile fell from Adam’s face. He nodded. Sherri reluctantly turned away and left the room.

      A few seconds later, Adam watched as the team scrambled across the deck toward the open hatch of the Rutledge. He saw Nolan at the doorway, and when Sherri went to enter, he grabbed her by the arm and said something to her. She glanced over her shoulder and both she and Nolan looked up at Adam in the control room. Sherri pushed past and entered the ship.

      Nolan gave him a sharp salute a moment before he entered the ship and dogged the hatch.

      Adam pulled the wire away from the contact and then touched it to the module again. Atmosphere was sucked from the room and the doors began to open. The Rutledge was already up and moving even before the doors opened all the way. It slipped through the narrow opening with only feet to spare on each side.

      Adam let the control module fall to the deck. The wire fell away and the doors to the bay began to close. He left the control room door and headed toward the starboard side of the ship.
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      Adam had been right about the AN-9s; they arrived on his tail a moment later. There were three of them. He disconnected their awareness scanners and they rolled to a stop and sat there, unable to see walls or other objects—including targets.

      Then one of them reactivated and took off after Adam.

      He was monitoring all this on his ATD. He couldn’t afford to have one of the robots sneak up on him and fire a laser beam his way. He was sure his limited mutant abilities couldn’t reattach or regrow sliced off limbs. At least he wasn’t willing to test his hypothesis.

      Adam wasn’t lying about the escape pods; he’d noticed them during his survey of the ship’s layout. They were placed along both the starboard and port sides, along two levels. The other feature about the Klin ship he noticed was that there was a wide buffer corridor running along all levels next to the outer hull. This essentially allowed for the creation of a hull-inside-a-hull, allowing crews to move between pressurized compartments and repair damage to the exterior hull with relative ease. It was an elaborate design element, and only possible because of the huge size of the ship. Smaller ships couldn’t afford the wasted space.

      It was along the outer bulkhead of the ring corridor where the escape pods were located. Adam slapped an emergency control pad and a panel slid aside. Within was a teardrop-shaped pod with a long, sloping glass panel covering most of the top side. The capsules were designed to carry as many as three Klin, with enough life support to last two weeks or longer. They also had tiny jets, used for escaping the pod tubes and limited maneuvering time once in space. The canopy was already open.

      Adam jumped inside and pulled the lid shut. There was plenty of room for just him. The internal controls activated automatically—which caused Adam’s heart to jump.

      The one thing he’d failed to tell Sherri and the others: The pods would be picked off like skeet targets by the ship’s short-range defensive lasers if the AI of the ship suspected them of carrying fugitives.

      Fortunately, the controls of the escape pods were fairly simple; they had to be to keep them effective and accessible during a crisis. Adam was able to activate the launch controls for dozens of other pods, and soon, a cloud of tiny, jet-powered modules were shooting from the skin of the black starship.

      As he expected, a dozen thin rays of light reached out to meet the departing pods. At first, the lasers were able to keep up with Adam’s release of the pods, but soon they became overwhelmed by the sheer number of capsules being launched.

      Looking out into outer space from the pod launch tube, Adam remembered the assault on the Klin warship had stopped. Once the long-range lasers had been charged by the incoming flash bolts, the deadly beams of light destroyed most of the attacking fleet. The survivors retreated out of range, and without new cannon bolts feeding the weapons, the long-range beams ceased to function.

      The smaller, short-range beams suffered from the same malady. They took incredible energy to operate, just not as much as the larger beams. As Adam watched, the frequency of the beams decreased. They weren’t dead, just recharging. He saw his opportunity and launched.

      Adam was pressed back in the cushioned cradle as the pod raced away from the looming hull of the Klin ship. He continued to launch more pods to confuse the lasers that still functioned.

      Two bright beams lit up the interior of his pod as they targeted a pair of tiny jets flaring off to his port side. That was close, but even as the tense seconds passed, Adam noticed a sprinkling of twinkling lights beyond the range of the lasers. Dozens of pods had reached safety.

      But then the lights began to blink out.

      At first he didn’t know what was happening. By reality dawned on him, it was too late.
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        * * *

      

      Under normal emergency procedures, the Klin would have deactivated the outer diffusion screen before launching their escape pods. In this situation, however, the screen was still fully active, and Adam was about to come in contact with it twenty miles out from the surface of the massive black starship.

      As the pod passed through the shield, all power was sucked away, leaving the capsule dark and the jets non-functioning. Adam felt the circulation vent; no moving air was felt. The pod was dead in space, and without sufficient backup energy reserves for a reboot.

      Adam leaned back in the chair and let out a deep sigh. The pod was designed to hold three adult Klin, so the interior would hold a certain volume of air even without resupply. He was also pretty sure his mutant brain cells would allow him to survive longer than a normal Human under similar circumstances. But how much longer, he had no idea.

      He opened some nearby compartments and found food, water and thermal blankets. The blankets would come in handy; it was already getting cold inside the small pod without the life support system operating.

      He reached out with his ATD in an attempt to contact the Rutledge, and that’s when he discovered his brain interface had also been affected by the diffusion shield as well. He’d never physically encountered such a screen before; it made sense that all power—from all electronics—would be affected.

      Adam tried to relax. Perhaps the ATD would recharge somehow. It was a truly remarkable device, so he couldn’t count that out. Otherwise, he was in for…well he didn’t have an answer, at least not one he wanted to dwell on.

      He glanced off to his left and at the large, glowing crescent of Anbor-Namin, taking up much of space below him. At least he’d have a nice view…as he died.

      It was then that his heightened awareness noticed something strange about the planet below. It was growing bigger.

      His tiny escape pod had been captured by the gravity of the planet and he was being drawn in, eventually to enter the atmosphere.

      Adam unfastened the safety harness and sat up. He pressed his face against the glass canopy of the pod, looking to each side, trying to get some idea how fast he was falling. It was noticeable.

      This is just great, Adam thought. At least it’ll be over quick.

      Adam had no idea if the pod was rated for a planetary landing. Why would it? The huge Klin ship was never designed to land on a planet, so the escape pods would be used primarily in deep space.

      Adam wrapped the glass canopy with his knuckles. It seemed thick enough, if it was made of the right stuff. And the exterior, what was it made of?

      He fell back in the seat again. “Even if I do survive the entry,” he said aloud, “without any systems working to break the fall, I’ll just splat on the surface. After that, , let’s see if all the King’s precious little brain cells can put a pulverized Humpty Dumpty back together again?”
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      Speed became apparent as he reached the upper levels of the atmosphere and gained some perspective. Streaks of white raced across the canopy and he began to feel the pod rocking back and forth. The white streaks were soon replaced with ribbons of flame.

      The interior was scorching hot, testing the limits of his mutant tolerance. His lungs felt like they were inhaling fire and his eyes burned as any trace of lubrication evaporated. Yet even through his agony, his mind stayed sharp, if distracted. He noticed that the tiny pod didn’t tumble, but instead seemed to catch the thickening air mass and begin a more nuanced entry, rather than a head-long fall. This was encouraging. The Klin didn’t need to design their pods to be aerodynamic, not unless they intended them to be used for atmospheric reentry….

      The long canopy was facing upwards, towards space, so Adam couldn’t tell how close he was to the surface. But there was one thing he was sure of: He was falling a lot faster than what would be classified as a soft landing. Unless the capsule transformed into a glider, he was still heading for the preverbal sudden stop that punctuated most long falls from great heights.

      Then it happened. At first he didn’t understand why, and he was in no condition to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      A parachute deployed.

      The pod was thrown into an upright position, with the narrow point aimed downward and the parachute attached to the thicker part above Adam’s head. It had to be a barometric switch, he reasoned, set to trip the parachute mechanically upon reaching a certain air pressure. For once, Adam was thankful that the Klin calculated for every possible outcome.

      He was in a standing position, able to look out the canopy at the approaching landscape. He was near a large city, currently in a state of conflagration. Although much of it was still intact, Adam could tell from the size and frequency of the flames whipping into tornadic funnels above the city that it was a lost cause.

      Just then, a sudden gust of wind spun his tiny pod around. Racing toward him was the facade of a burning skyscraper.

      He only had a second before the pod crashed into the building, shattering the canopy and spearing him with dozens of shards of glass. Blood covered his bare chest, face and legs before his mutant healing powers stopped the flow. But what sum total of injuries he was to suffer from the landing on Anbor-Namin, that was still to be determined.

      The unseen parachute above caught on something and ripped away, allowing the pod to tumble backwards—once, then twice—before it crashed to the ground face down in a pile of broken and smoldering debris.

      Adam was still strapped in the chair, but now his face was only a few inches from the ground. He closed his eyes and breathed a sigh of relief. He was on the ground—and although the pod was toast—his body was still relatively intact.

      Then something moved outside the crushed capsule. Adam could see a sliver of light on either side, and that’s when he saw the treads of an AN-9 roll up beside the pod. Adam remained motionless, holding his breath for as long as his mutant brain cells allowed.

      Six minutes passed before the robot grew bored and moved on.

      He waited another five before unfastening the harness and letting his body fall the short distance to the hot, black soil of the planet.

      He was trapped under the broken pod, but using his super strength, he braced his back against the pressure seat and pushed with his bare legs and feet. The tiny craft lifted away without too much effort, and with it riding on his back like a turtle’s shell, Adam chanced a look outside.

      This part of the city was in utter ruin. The AN-9s must have entered here first and were now systematically moving through the city destroying everything they saw. Adam pushed the pod away and stood up, getting his first full view of the devastation.

      To his surprise, there were still hundreds of people on the burned out streets. But most were battered, bloodied and bruised, with empty looks of confusion on their alien faces. The natives were the most plentiful species—gaunt-looking creatures in their own right, with huge, six-inch wide fans growing out of each side of their narrow heads. There were other species here, too, including an eight-foot-tall Juirean Guard with half his green mane burned off. He noticed Adam and stopped to stare for a moment. There was no hatred in his eyes, or accusation. After a moment, he broke his gaze, turned and staggered away.

      With Anbor-Namin one of the regional capitals of the Expansion, Adam guessed the population had to be in the billions. Even three million AN-9s couldn’t kill them all, not before their batteries ran dry. But they could kill enough to send the planet back to the stone age.

      Cannin had mentioned his robots could operate for six days between charges. They were also capable of tapping into local energy sources for the recharge. Theoretically—until they destroyed all the power plants—the robots could operate for weeks.

      Adam was startled by a tremendous rumbling vibration. He looked down the long avenue just as a fifty-story building half a mile away toppled over. It wasn’t burning or appeared to be damaged in any way. It just falling. Then through the billowing cloud of dust, Adam noticed the glow of laser beams and he understood instantly.

      The robots had cut away the supports for the building, causing it to fracture and fall. Thousands of creatures were probably inside the building, seeking shelter from the killer robots outside. Collapsing gigantic buildings full of people was a very efficient way of multiplying the kills.

      Flash bolts erupted from a side street. A crowd of terrified creatures ran into Adam’s view, followed by a trio of AN-9s, coming down the street in a configuration he’d never seen before. The rolling tracks had split apart and were now serving as legs, complete with knee joints and footpads. The robots easily climbed over fallen debris and the twisted remains of alien cars and trucks, following their targets.

      Adam concentrated on the AN-9s, trying to access the firing controls of the flash weapons. But there was nothing there. He was shocked back to the reality that his ATD was down. He’d had the device for so long that he felt a deep sadness upon its passing. He’d also come to rely on the device more than he should have.

      In his reverie, Adam almost missed it when one of the AN-9s noticed him. A laser beam lashed out in his direction. Adam jumped on mutant-enhanced legs, landing across the street before the robot could retarget. He rushed into a still burning building.

      More beams penetrated the smoke-filled room he was in, but the AN’s aim was off. Adam was moving too fast for it to get an accurate lock.

      The lasers stopped, replaced by a barrage of metal slugs piercing the gloom. Adam dove behind a fallen concrete column just as bullets raked the other side of his hiding place…until Adam heard the gun click several times, out of ammunition.

      This was his chance.

      Adam burst out into the street, holding a two hundred pound chunk of broken concrete in his hands. The AN-9 was recharging its laser batteries and it was out of live ammo. Adam lifted the concrete block—just as an incredible surge of raw electricity struck his bare chest.

      Unlike the first time Adam had been struck with the electric stun charge, he knew what was coming. He held his ground and didn’t fall. Instead, he allowed his mutant cells to absorb the energy and spread it throughout his body.

      Although the robot could absorb energy bolts and deflect metal rounds with its magnetic repulse field, it had no defense against a crazed superhuman slamming a two hundred pound block of concrete onto its head. The dome on top crumbled, as did a pretty good portion of the AN-9s internal volume. When Adam brought the block down for a second time, the robot fell silent.

      But it was still deadly.

      Adam literally flew through a blown out window in the building he’d been hiding in. He reached the other side of the fallen concrete column just as the AN-9’s self-destruct bomb went off.

      As the smoke cleared, he leaned back against the smooth surface of the fallen column. That’s one down, he thought. Only three million, three hundred nine to go.

      That’s went Adam heard the voice in his head.

      It was Arieel.

      Her mental voice felt low and depressed. She was calling out his name, over and over, in a slow cadence.

      Arieel! Can you hear me?

      The force of her mental response actual hurt. Adam! Is it really you?

      Yes it’s me!

      Where are you?

      In the city…a city. Where are you?

      We are gliding over an open area. The robots fire at us if we get too close. Why have you not been answering my calls?

      The escape pod passed through the diffusion shield of the Klin ship, draining my ATD.

      Yet it is working again.

      Yeah. I just got zapped by a robot. It must have recharged the damn thing. I guess Formilian technology really is the best in the galaxy.

      Damn right! Arieel said. Adam sensed her mental smile, as she adopted Human–speak to make her point.

      Can you lock onto me?

      Yes I can. I will have Colonel Nolan steer toward your location immediately.

      I’ll move out of the city so you can make a safer pickup. Just keep tracking me.

      We will. I am so glad you survived.

      Likewise, I’m sure.
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      Adam was now able to scan the local area for hostiles, and there were plenty. He also found they were firing their flash weapons. Even knowing some friendlies would die from the self-destruct bombs, Adam set about severing a number of firing circuits in the AN-9’s flash weapons. At least the killer robots wouldn’t survive to kill thousands more. A dozen explosions sounded around him.

      When the area was clear, Adam set off toward the south end of the alien city. He ran barefoot over broken and sharp debris, allowing his mutant healing powers to keep him going. He didn’t have an accurate measure of his speed, but he figured he had to be running at close to a hundred miles per hour. Take that Usain Bolt!

      He left the city and entered an area of suburban communities that had been left relatively unscathed throughout the invasion. The Klin killers were concentrating on the larger population centers, at least initially. He came to a large park, once covered in green grass, now being coated in a fine layer of soot blown in from the burning city. He waited for the Rutledge to arrive.
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      Two months later Adam and his team were once again in the conference room near the top of the O’lac Building on Formil, facing the same cast of characters as before…minus the Nuorean representative, of course. The invaders from Andromeda were persona non grata again, having had their leaderships’ role in the whole bounty-affair exposed. In light of the new crisis facing the galaxy, no one paid much attention to the Nuoreans anymore.

      Adam was both frustrated and disappointed that he was here, once again defining a new threat to the leaders of the galaxy. It amazed him that something as large as a galaxy could actually have threats. Then he recalled all the hysteria involving over-population, oil shortages, global warming and other such catastrophic threats that supposedly endangered the Earth. In reality, the planet was never in danger, only to the creatures who occupied a very thin layer of dirt on the surface. The planet would get along just fine. It was the people who had the problem.

      That was the same in the galaxy. It was the thousands of civilized worlds that were threatened by the Klin genocide. Even then, at first the concept seemed ridiculous. How could one race exterminate so many others? Adam was there to convince the power-that-be that it was a very real possibility.

      “Are their robots really that effective?” asked the Castorian representative. Adam was too frustrated and impatient to bother with trying to remember their names.

      “You saw the aftermath of Anbor-Namin,” Adam chided. “That was the first test of their machines. Although a billion people survived, the planet is a mess. Its cities are gone, its means of production, its infrastructure. The natives weren’t exterminated, but it will be decades—if not longer—before they’ll want to have anything to do with galactic affairs again. They’re going to be much too busy rebuilding their planet. And if there’s one thing I know about the Klin, they will adapt and improve. This is just the current version of their killer robots—the AN-9. Imagine what an AN-20 will be capable of.”

      “But can the Klin really expect to attack eight thousand worlds, and that’s just in the Expansion? The logistics would be unimaginable.” The speaker was a blue-skinned creature with three sets of arms. Adam had seen his kind around, but he didn’t know what they were called.

      “They’ve already attacked one, then the black ship left orbit and disappeared into a deep well, to go back where big black invincible warships go after destroying a planet. But it will be back. In the meantime, the death toll on Anbor-Namin will be near three billion. You know how many Klin were lost in the battle?” Adam asked. He held up his middle finger as an answer. He was sure most of the aliens at the table weren’t aware of the other meaning of the gesture. “One. Just one…and I killed him. Not someone in the defensive fleet or on the ground. So, yes, I believe they can. And the Klin are extremely patient. It may take a thousand years for them to fulfill their Grand Plan, but they’ll keep working at it, planet by planet.”

      Adam looked at the Juirean Overlord at the table. “Why the hell did you guys have to go piss off the Klin in the first place? Bad move. Bad.”

      It was a rhetorical question. Which was good; the Juirean remained silent.

      “So what do we do, Captain Cain?” asked the Human Ambassador, Brandon Hale.

      Adam locked a cold stare onto the politician. He still owed Adam and his team an explanation why he led them to the elevator with the four armored assassins….

      “The Klin’s major weakness is their cockiness.” Adam knew that for half the attendees, the term wouldn’t translate. He didn’t care. “They truly believe their machines can’t be beat and that their strategies are perfect.”

      “But you just said they adapt to situations,” Hale countered. “You only adapt when your strategy doesn’t work…and you accept that fact.”

      “That’s right,” Adam conceded. “But the Klin are slow learners in that regard. Since their plans are set decades in advance, they’re like trying to turn an aircraft carrier, slow and wide. We have an opportunity to knock the wind out of their sails.”

      “Spare us the bromides, Captain Cain,” the ambassador said. “What can we do?”

      “Two fold. First, use the Formilian brain-interface technology to build a whole new defensive network geared at penetrating the inner workings of the Klin robots. They can’t be defeated from the outside—”

      “Nuclear devices,” said the Castorian.

      Adam shook his head. “The robots operate within major population centers. You’d be wiping out millions of innocents and contaminating their planets for generations. The Klin know this. That’s why they didn’t build behemoth killing machines that would make easy targets.”

      “And your second point,” Hale asked.

      “We find where the Klin are hiding.”

      “We have been looking for them for four thousand years,” said the Juirean, sarcastically.

      “We’re just going to have to do a better job,” Adam countered. “They’re coming out of their shell, sticking their heads out to build robots, massive warships and to destroy worlds. That has to leave a trail.”

      There was an unexpected quiet around the table as the politicians considered their options. They really didn’t have very many. They could send the largest fleet ever assembled against the black ships of the Klin and they still couldn’t destroy them. The more you fire on them, the stronger they get. And if you don’t fire, they simply go about their business and invade more planets. A new approach was needed, one using good technology to overcome evil technology.

      For Adam, finding the remaining two hundred thousand Klin and wasting them was the best answer. And if given the chance, he wanted to lead that effort.

      Considering that he was The Great Adam Cain, he was sure he’d get his way.
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