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Beyond
Mars Crimson Fleet is an action-packed
thriller and “shoot’em up” from cover to cover. It is not the
farfetched fantasy of Stars Wars, nor the idealistic science
fiction realm of Star Trek. Instead, it is a stark realistic view
of history that may yet be. Beyond Mars –
Crimson Fleet was written to not only
entertain, but to provide the reader with a dark and thought
provoking glimpse of what our world is possibly turning into and
hopefully ensures that this future…never happens!
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PROLOGUE:

A Chronicle of Things That May Yet
Be

 


“Conflict is created by two conditions: the evil that
is sanctioned by the corrupted…and the sacrifice borne by upright
men and women who chose to destroy it.”

—Adam
Turquine (Martian
novelist - 2143)

 


At the dawn of the 21st
Century, mankind boldly entered a new and dauntless age. For the
most part, war and large-scale conflicts were rendered to the
history of the past, as nations co-operated in an effort to
stabilize their own sovereign states by joining the emerging global
economy. With the enticement of new technologies and nearly
unlimited credit, every nation hastened to the promise of a better
tomorrow.

As a result, unimaginable
creations proliferated the world with their commonness. Even
between political opponents and former enemies, advanced scientific
information and devices flowed freely and propagated in
immeasurable abundance.

International corporations
spearheaded this drive for this newfound fellowship of commerce.
They laced the world together in networks of digitized
communication, while breaking down many social and ethic barriers
as they attempted to fill every country’s desire to modernize and
improve conditions for its citizens.

However,
it falsely became a golden era of peace. For underneath this
team spirit, many business
entities in reality cared little for the moral and ethical dilemmas
associated with their technological wares. They were more concerned
with their profit margins and the need to increase their market
share. In their arrogance and greed, these businessmen forgot that
the universe is not a void, and any action taken always has its
consequences.

Their self-serving lust for
money and personal success unexpectedly opened a door of
opportunity to something else: something primal that lingered in
the hearts of ruthless men of baneful ideologies that preached the
doctrine of hate. For these servants of evil not only desired
power, but the total extermination of all of their professed
enemies. To this end these canonical companions of darkness, who
called themselves “God’s Chosen”, diligently worked. And from their
devious minds that knew only the vilest of thoughts and the most
unspeakable demons of the imagination, drew their blueprint of
terror and destruction against the world.

Over time, the once
harmless and beneficial devices were methodically scrutinized and
legally plundered for their technology under auspices of universal
trade agreements. The technology was then redesigned and married to
deadly chemicals, high explosives, synthesized diseases, and
generators of nuclear fission. They became what they were never
meant to be: the physical embodiment of cataclysmic
nightmares.

In not-so-hidden workshops,
laboratories, and factories, the apparatus of genocide grew in
alarming numbers. The world at large, however, cared not as it cast
its eyes away from the truth, daring not to confront, offend, or
provoke. This pacifism of refusing to face the obvious was then
perceived as fear, and it furthered the appetites of the agents of
death.

Still these artisans of
apocalypse waited, for the moment of “ecclesiastical and genetic
cleansing” was not yet right. But their patience was soon rewarded.
An economic crisis and upheaval that threatened to topple even the
richest and most powerful nations of the Earth became the finger
that pulled the trigger.

The bubble of unlimited credit had burst to the
pinhead of financial fraud, bad lending practices, and soaring
deficits created from crippling taxes and wasteful government
spending to the transfer of well-paying jobs to overseas
sweatshops. The illusion of financial stability dissolved at an
unbelievable pace for both businesses and individual citizens alike
as markets plunged into monetary depths not seen since the Great
Depression of the 1930’s. Banks failed, savings were wiped out,
unemployment rose high into double-digits, and more than a quarter
of the people became homeless or lived in tent cities with
government welfare and charities as their only means of
support.

From ever tightening
government control that descended into brutality, hunger,
joblessness, and fear, the chaos was magnified and painted in
rivers of blood on global streets from massive and frenzied riots
across the Earth. Yet, still the reckless avarice of speculation
persisted, for the greedy lusted fervently for more! Ultimately,
food prices were driven well beyond the brink of affordability—and
started the final countdown to Armageddon. And when the economic
upheaval was at its bleakest point, the iniquitous mutations of
science were finally unleashed with such savagery that they swiftly
ravaged the Earth, heralding another world war.

The war, although short,
was a bloody one. The weapons of mass destruction remorselessly
struck their targets with such speed that only the fervor of
fanatical malevolence could summon it. Country after country
rapidly collapsed as their infrastructures disintegrated from the
holocaust. But the cost in human life was far greater.

Many people died horrific
and agonizing deaths at the hands of merciless killers or through
the resulting pestilence and plagues that were spread in their
wake. The number of dead was so countless that they were stacked
like cordwood and unceremoniously heaped into mass graves. But the
apocalypse was overwhelming, and many more bodies were just left to
rot where they had fallen. A habitat for maggots and swarms of
flies became the Earth as the wages of conflict afflicted the
planet, choking the very air and essence of life in its
bitterness.

In the end, however, the
agents of death were destroyed and their scourge smashed upon the
rocks of justice and resolve. For civilized men and women of
adamant courage once more rose up and relentlessly struck down the
modern-day barbarians in unforgiving retribution. And as the last
echoes of war faded into memory, it was hoped that evil was now and
forever vanquished from the human race.

The world was in total ruins, the
final tally of the devastation, but still it endured. It drew
closer together as it began to rebuild itself once more. In the
long process, many came to agree that a New World Order was needed to
replace the old world, one that respected individual rights, and
eliminated the ancient hatreds and social differences.

In the years that followed,
mankind struggled towards a lasting peace. Ultimately, global
unification and a one-world government became a reality, ushering
in the end to all sovereign nations.

With this new era of peace
and prosperity, the light of humanity seemed to shine more brightly
than throughout all of its previous history. Greater leaps in
technology abounded, allowing the human race to reach out further
into space than it ever had before. Finally in the year 2041, the
first human footprint was placed on the surface of the planet
Mars.

Within a decade of the
first landing, several bases were established on the distant world,
opening the path for colonization. To further mankind’s presence on
the planet, the newly formed Earth government called out to its
vast population for volunteers to settle the red world. This was by
no means an easy task, for Martian life would be hard for all those
who dared to choose it. But they came anyway, the loners, the
outcast, the discontented, people looking to make a better life;
all came to the planet Mars. By the year 2100, a proud colony of
rugged and self-reliant individuals flourished and prospered on the
distant planet.

However, the timeless winds
of dissolution once again began to vex the human race. Not even the
most intellectual or wisest among them realized that such winds
again blew through their solar system, with the foulest emanating
from the Earth itself.

From the umbra of Earth's technological society, an
invisible evil crept its way into the heart of the planet,
contaminating everything it touched, defiling man and nature alike.
So great was its influence that the Earth government itself
eventually took on a darker, more sinister tone. Because global
unification was achieved at the expense of unconditional
disarmament, there was no one to oppose the will of the Earth's
central government.

The
Martians watched suspiciously as The
New World Order tightened
its grip upon the lives of the people of the planet Earth. Slowly,
the Earth's population was gradually indoctrinated into a state of
complacency, rhetoric, and submission.

As The
Order voyaged deeper into space, it began
to spread itself among distant worlds. This required massive
resources, and The Order
then turned to its closest and most productive
colony: Mars.

At first, the demands of
the Earth's central government were reasonable and drew little
attention or interest. But over time, the Martians’ resources were
systematically pillaged as their energies were spent on compelled
labors. A new slavery arose, backed as always by intimidation and
force. The Earth government justified this indignity by challenging
the status of Martian citizenship within the Earth's dominion. The
Martians became regarded as dependants of the Earth, removed from
the prominence of full citizenship. But in the Martians' rough and
simplistic view of life, this lie bred the seeds of
insurrection.

New and harsh restrictions
further accelerated the feelings of discontent and revolution on
the red planet. Outbreaks of defiance and violent demonstrations
ensued and then intensified. Finally the hostility grew to such a
heated pitch against each new law of abusive constraint, it plunged
the red planet into outright civil war and rebellion.

Yet, the struggle was
greatly uneven as the Martians had little in the way of weapons and
military training to fight back with. Even with the employing of
guerrilla warfare tactics, the inevitable was only senselessly
prolonged. In the end, all resistance was brutally crushed by the
Earth’s security forces, leaving the Martian people to tend to a
broken world, shattered families, and trampled pride.

Still there was something
that the “Earthers” overlooked in their zeal for control and
domination: the irrepressible longing to be free. It slowly sparked
and nurtured a new determination from the despair of defeat and
fostered a new dream, uniting many of the colonists of the red
planet in purpose and deed. To the risk of death, the Martians
plotted, organized and waited.

An uneasy calm settled over the red world. Years
passed without incident, allowing for the return of some normality
to life on Mars. With this peace came some trust and added
responsibilities. The increasing threat of alien military
intervention loomed on the horizon, necessitating a small Martian
defense force to be quickly constituted. Eventually, several
interplanetary wars became a reality and the small Martian
Fleet—supplied with aging warships and obsolete equipment—was
called upon to aid in the defense of the human race from certain
alien annihilation.

The Martians trained hard and fought fiercely,
driving back all aggressors from the Earth's dominated systems. But
beneath the official face of professionalism, however, a wall of
suppressed animosity and contempt stood between the Martian forces
and their Earth counterparts. Regardless that the Martians had
showed extraordinary bravery and skill in every battle they fought;
they were still berated by their Earth overlords.

With the
wars won and over, The Order
turned once again to their Martian colony with
“new directives” to be fulfilled. The building of several new
spaceports and other facilities on the red planet was needed to
spur economic growth as well as to pay for a huge war debt. This
burdened the Martians beyond their capacity. However, to the
complete amazement of the Earth’s central government, there was no
public outcry from the settlers of the red world—only
silence.

It
appeared to the Earthlings that the Martians finally came to accept
their position within the Earth dominion and that they now too
worked for the greater glory of The
Order and the human race. All did seem to
be well with the Martians, all did seem to be
well.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 1: November 23,
2152

 


Hoards of space-suited colonists, each carrying a
hasty gathering of personal possessions, flooded the newly built
Martian spaceport of Cassini. They chaotically passed Martian
Marine checkpoints, and the aftermath of small pitched ground
battles that left a trail of corpses and debris strewn about. Mars
was in full rebellion against its hated overlord, the Earth.

As people hurriedly shoved
and pushed their way onto a multitude of waiting spaceships, many
of the boarding passengers still reeled from a state of shock at
what now beckoned before them. Even though the coming of this day
was relayed in whispers and quiet meetings throughout the colony
for years on end, the reality of the moment clouded the minds of
the immigrants like a mist of dreams. Still, the air was charged
with an unimaginable excitement as well as the fear of
uncertainty.

The choice given was a simple one:
either to remain on Mars and live under the heel of
The Order or chance a
migration to new, far-flung world with all the possibilities and
penalties that came with it. As the majority of the colonists chose
to board spaceliners, freighters, and every other transport
available, their decision became quite clear. In one utterly
sobering and extraordinary moment, the Martians radically defined
their future; they were leaving old Mars and the Earth’s tyrannical
domination—forever.

Above the throngs of people nudging and shouldering
their way to freedom, distant flares high above in the night’s sky
constantly interrupted the evening’s darkness. The flares flickered
brightly for a few seconds then faded into blackness closely
followed by an occasional loud “boom” or two. Adding to that, fiery
showers of meteor-like objects of various sizes traveled through
the outermost atmosphere in all directions, creating a spectacular
fireworks display.

A tall
slim man with wavy black hair and impeccably dressed in a slate
gray Mao suit stood on the bridge of the loading spaceliner
Morning Star. His cold
brown eyes gazed steadily upward through a large overhead skylight
that gave only a diminutive glimpse into the warring heavens.
Martian Administrator Feoras Damon evaluated the distant battle
between the Martian Fleet and ships of a reserve force sent from
Earth. His face showed no expression as he watched casually and
listened to the cracking of military communications over a loud
speaker.

"Five enemy fighters at ten o’clock high."

"Two more fighters coming in at three o’clock
low."

"Damage control! Hull
breaches on aft decks two and three!"

"Port side, enemy star
cruiser burning and out of control."

"CONROY! CONROY! YOU’VE GOT
ONE ON YOUR TAIL!"

"Zeta Leader to Zeta
Flight, reform on my wing."

"HANSON! EJECT, DAMN YOU! EJECT!"

As the man continued to stare at the far off
conflict in space, he thought to himself that the battle sounded
more intense than it really looked. Although the voices of military
men and women filled the air with their both desperation and
bravery, he found little to maintain his interest in the titanic
life or death struggle above. Truly this was an historical moment,
but all he felt was a great annoyance.

"Will someone shut that damn thing off and give it a
rest!" Damon bellowed in an infuriate tone.

Captain Jacobs, an aged and balding man of many
years, looked up momentarily at the administrator and then turned
to the communications crewman. "Shut it off," he ordered.

The captain raised his hand
and stroked his graying moustache and goatee. For a few seconds,
the starfarer studied the administrator as the man persisted in
gazing up at the afar haze of combat. The sailor then strolled
gradually over to the tall man.

"I thought you would be interested in hearing about
the progress of the fleet?" the captain finally quizzed Damon.

"Progress of the fleet?" Damon smirked. "Don't make
me laugh! We both know how this is going to end. Personally, I
can't wait until this whole affair is over with," Damon conceded
his sanctimonious thoughts.

"I'm sure Commander Paladin would be quite touched
by your concern and loyalty," Jacobs offered sarcastically, but
Damon just ignored the remark.

"I'm going to my cabin. Notify me when the battle is
over with," Damon openly displayed his lack of regard for the
situation. He then turned and headed towards the hatchway.

Captain Jacobs watched as
the man departed. His disdain for the politician showed readily in
his eyes that stared stonily with a hint of anger and disgust. Even
though Jacobs was a man who would do mostly anything for money, he
felt sorry for the poor souls on both sides now engaged in the
fighting overhead. As he looked up through the large porthole and
surveyed the distant death of ships and crews, an old prayer
remembered came to his lips. Suddenly a large explosion appeared in
the void and shimmered brightly, but it soon vanished along with
his quiet words. With a sigh, the vessel's steward went back to his
ship's business.

 


* * * * *

 


In the cosmos around Mars, fighters zoomed through
the void trying to dodge other spacecraft and the all too apparent
twisted and shattered wreckage wroth by war. Their plasma bullets
of super-heated gas, and energy-seeking missiles sometimes found
their marks, and sometimes didn’t. Regardless, pulse cannons of
other fighters as well as the lasers of larger warships targeted
the small speeding craft themselves. In the hectic chaos and
carnage, hulking remains and broken bodies were left drifting
everywhere—forever tumbling slowly in the coldness and solitude of
space. This was the stark testimony of mankind’s habitual insanity
brought about by hate, injustice, politics, and domination.

Among this moving maze of bloodshed and desolation,
a damaged Martian shuttle zigzagged in evasive maneuvers. It
ferried to a hopeful safe haven the only survivors of a ship that
no longer existed. However, some things were never fated to be.
Even though it wasn't a combative craft, it soon became the prey of
two Earth fighters. Within moments, the two teardrop spacecraft
with stubby delta wings let loose streams of plasma pulses at the
unarmed craft from their nose-mounted weapons. The shuttle burst
into a brilliant ball of fire after several direct hits as the
plasma, fuel, and oxygen ignited, killing all aboard.

After destroying the
shuttle, the two Earth fighters then picked out an old Martian
cruiser making its way through the heart of the battle. Circling
from behind, the two daring pilots chose to make their run on the
dark grayish-blue ship. They increased their throttle and headed
in.

The old ship for the most part resembled a huge
orca: an obsolete design concept that echoed the importance life
once held by humanity. However, conards were substituted for fins,
while gun blisters, and compartments punctuated the vessel. Also
added to her silhouette just above mid-ship was a magnetic field
accelerator that took the shape of a flat ring dome. It was
connected topside by a huge dorsal fin, and was used for creating
the massive and complex rotating magnetic fields needed for
hyperspace travel as well as defensive shields. Beneath her, a
large rectangular flight bay hung from the bottom of the vessel,
while smaller engine pods on either side of her were mounted for
maneuver and reverse thrust. Ominously, the rounded bow of the ship
was fitted with a ramming plane that traveled its diameter: a
leftover from battle tactics of long ago.

As the
old vessel traveled through the conflict, both pilots fired their
plasma weapons simultaneously at the ship. However, the Martian
cruiser christened Mariner
was heavily armored and returned their fire almost
immediately. A direct hit transformed one fighter into millions of
tiny flaming fragments as the second fighter pressed its attack.
This ultimately proved fatal, as one of the warship's laser cannons
severed an engine and several control surfaces from the fighter.
The small craft spun out of control, ending its flight with an
explosive impact near the bridge of the big ship.

The
bridge of the Mariner rocked from the volatile collision. Normal lighting dimmed and
blinked off, replaced by an emergency subdued red illumination for
a moment. It faded the bridge into a temporary surreal atmosphere
of glimmering instruments being attended by shadowy figures. But an
instant later, normal lighting snapped back on and was
restored.

The
bridge crew of the Mariner
paid no heed to the lighting as they felt the ship
rock from the violent encounter. Like on any ship, they continued
to carry out their seemingly endless tasks of tending positioned
instruments mounted against the bulkhead walls or around the main
holographic viewer. Dressed in dark blue flight suits that covered
their bodies from their black combat boots to their necks, the
crewmen were methodical, yet hasty in their
actions.

A small, stocky man with two stars on his collar
paced the deck as he talked loudly into his wireless headset. His
snapping and crackling ciphernetic voice came from an
electro-mechanical device that was implanted in his throat many
years ago. This added to his unsettling appearance of cropped white
hair bounding between the normal right side of his face and the
artificial skin that covered the left side like an off-colored
mask. It was a constant reminder to all who viewed him that
starship warfare was indeed a dangerous game.

Commander Paladin's dark
eyes and harsh voice were charged with fury as he directed his ship
and the Martian military’s order of battle. "ANGEL FIRE TO ANGEL
ONE! ANGEL FIRE TO ANGEL ONE!" Commander Paladin voiced in urgency.
"They're trying to reform several wings at 2-0, 3-1-7, 1-1-5,
OVER!"

"Wait one," the female voice of Angel One replied
over his headset.

 


* * * * *

 


Some distance away, the blue and gold Martian
fighters of Angel flight assembled. They were somewhat reminiscent
of the F-18 fighters of over 150 years past, but were superb
blended-wing craft that held many major differences. For instances,
like the bigger Martian warships, they were ion driven. However,
the fighters required compressed fuel cells for power instead of
relying on a cold fusion reactor. Also each forward wing was
connected to the other by a rearward triangular spoiler, which gave
them great maneuverability when flown through a planet’s
atmosphere.

Huge plasma pulse cannons replaced each of the
F-18’s jet intakes, however. Liquid oxygen and hydrogen were their
ammunition supply. Stored in wing tanks, a mixture of both fluids
was sent into a special chamber and ignited into plasma by a laser.
Using an intense electromagnetic accelerator to form and propel the
plasma down its barrels, a plume of plasma bullets were then
loosened from the fighter’s cannons at approximately 5,000 meters
per second. The high-tech weapons could easily penetrate over a
foot of unguarded steel. And to supplement their guns like their
ancestor, there were a number of pylons under the forward wings
that carried a variety of different types of missiles and other
ordinance.

Angel One—Squadron Leader
Colette Boussard—vectored her flight towards the given coordinates.
Despite her helmet’s visor display supplying an enormous amount of
flight and target information, she jerked her head around
constantly while her eyes searched in an “S” pattern. This type of
scanning was typical of veteran pilots that used it to avoid a
“flaming helmet” scenario of information overload under the
stresses of combat. Her bulky and somewhat oversized space helmet,
however, forced her to over-exaggerate her head movements in order
to get a better view.

"Boosy, I see them! They're at nine o'clock high!"
her wingman blurted out over her radio earphones.

Colette snapped her head upward to survey two huge
enemy formations of teardrop craft with delta wings.

"Oh my God, there must be over a hundred of them!"
her wingman was awed.

Colette's gut tightened in
anxiety, but it made no difference. "We see them, Commander. We're
on our way!" Colette spoke resolved to her mission. "Angel One to
Angel Flight! Vector 2-0, 3-1-7, 1-1-5! I say again! Vector 2-0,
3-1-7, 1-1-5! We’ll form a Cat’s Claw at the new
Initial Point!"

One by one, the fighters of
Angel Flight peeled away from their separate and isolated positions
in the battle, and started their attack run in what seemed to be
random, disconnected patterns. The space fighters zipped and spun
about at tremendous speeds while turning at insane angles, barely
missing thousands of drifting pieces of wreckage—the vestiges of
the destruction—as well as other surviving spacecraft. The control
of each fighter was directed by their linked flight computers via a
joint tactical matrix system. But all were making their way
steadily to the same directed I. P. This was the nature of fighter
tactics of the 22nd Century. Long gone were the days of approaching
an enemy fighter unseen from behind. An array of sensors and
cameras scanning in all directions had rendered this ploy
absolutely useless.

Regardless, the Martian
fighters swiftly climbed to attack. With every second that passed,
they drew faithfully nearer, masked by the stealth of their
maneuvers. Yet, it seemed not to matter, for the “Earthers” were
paying more attention to their intended targets rather than to the
small ban of Martian fighters moving towards them.

As the Martian fighters closed in, cold sweat from
Colette's hand filled her glove as it tightened its grip around the
fighter's joystick. "Wait��wait!" she cautioned her flight. "Wait!"
Colette cautioned further as she could now make out the enemy
ships' markings. "Wait!" her thumb caressed the fire button as
Angel Flight came together finally in a claw formation as indicated
by her flight display. "NOW!" Colette’s harsh voice tone
demanded.

The small group of Martian fighters unleashed a
lethal barrage of pulse cannon fire and heat-seeking missiles that
raked the first massive wedge formation of Earth fighters. Many of
the small Earth craft simply blew apart, while the rest scattered
to avoid the same fate as the burning cinders that were once their
wingmen.

As a few of the Martian
fighters gave chase to the fleeing Earth craft, Colette strived to
maintain coordination over her flight. "NEVER MIND THEM!
CONCENTRATE ON THE SECOND FORMATION!" she ordered.

However a
moment later, her wingman's voice once again excitedly interrupted
over her headphones. "BOOSY, WE'RE TOO LATE! THEY'RE FIRING AT
THE VIKING!
LOOK!"

Snapping her head for a view of the warship and its
attackers, Colette’s eyes widen in alarm as the second formation
fired their missiles at the ill-fated Martian cruiser.

The destruction of the ship
just seemed to happen in slow motion. The hoard of missiles
penetrated the hull of the ship from bow to stern. Through its
portholes, flashes of light illuminated the space around it. Then
the larger secondary explosions came, which began to twist and melt
the metal of the vessel into molten portions. At this point, great
blazing sections of the cruiser blew off indiscriminately,
fragmenting the space around the vessel in her death throes.
Finally, the end came in a massive explosion that sent an
ever-expanding hallo of energy off into the blackness of the
void.

Colette winced in momentary shock, but then firmed
her jaw and went back to her deadly profession.

 


* * * * *

 


Back
aboard the Mariner,
Paladin's attention had turned to several breaches in the hull of
his ship. "I don't care! Commandeer the entire galley crew and any
non-critical personnel if you have to, but seal those breaches! You
get me, mister!" he rebuffed the ship's damage control officer over
his headset.

"COMMANDER, AN EARTH CRUISER IDENTIFIED AS THE
TASMANIA IS ABEAM OF US
AND RAPIDLY APPROACHING OUR PORT QUARTER!" Captain John Winslow, an
average middle-aged man of dark brown hair and New England ancestry
warned Paladin in a yell across the bridge.

Paladin
quickly turned his head and gazed at the tactical display. A
holographic globe containing 3 dimensional images of the ships
around the Marnier along with their coordinates were projected between two huge
octagon light fixtures. The Earth ship's advance on their position
was clearly recognizable. Paladin calculated that it would be in
firing range in less than a minute.

"MR. WINSLOW, GET ME A
FIRING SOLUTION ON THAT SHIP! TACTICAL, SET THE DISTORTION-FIELD
GENRATORS TO MAXIMUM, AND READY THE HEAT SHIELD, STAR BURST,
Phalanx, AND MISSILE DECOYS!" Paladin yelled out to the weapons’
crewman as he abruptly paced to the helm's position.

Stopping next to the helmsman, he grabbed at the
man's shoulder. "Cut the main starboard engine, right now! On my
command, give me a hard right at a 45 degree angle of climb, and
use the bow and port docking thrusters as well!"

Paladin then cast narrowed
eyes at Winslow. "At this range, he can’t lock us with his sensors,
not with the distortion generators set at max. He’ll have to lock
on us by optics alone. At that point, we'll blind him and then turn
just as he fires. He won't be able to correct in time. After his
main weapons have timed-out and we've come fully about, we'll treat
him to a volley!" Paladin spoke in strangled, but determined
electronic tones.

Winslow's face brightened with a smile. "Aye,
Sir."

"SENSORS!" Paladin continued, "CALL OUT HIS
DISTANCE! BUT AS SOON AS YOU SEE ANY POWER FLUCTUATION, GIVE ME A
YELL!"

"AYE, COMMANDER!" the woman responded.

The
bridge of the Mariner then went silent.

The Tasmania was a modern-day warship of deadly efficiency and a veteran of
many battles. Her multi-rectangular design, however, looked like an
upside down and elongated stairway of four tiers with a huge upper
deck that spread into a massive delta wing. Her super structure was
oddly divided and mounted on her sides, but they each brimmed with
laser cannons and other instruments of war. As she drew closer and
prepared for her assault, her metallic gray and silver precipitated
harden alloys gleamed brightly in the rays of the distant sun. She
was a magnificent ornament of beauty and death in the eternal night
over Mars.

"TASMANIA,
TWENTY-FIVE CLICKS AND CLOSING!" the sensor crewman
cautioned.

“TACITCAL, DEPLOY STAR BURST!” ordered
Paladin. “WHEN I GIVE THE COMMAND TO TURN, ENERGIZE THEM!”

The crewman gave Paladin a single nod and then went
back to his tasks. With a press of a button, a dozen man-size
spheres ejected from the ship and took up station in front of the
old Martian cruiser.

"Steady helm," Paladin voice
reassured.

An endless moment then
passed.

"TWENTY CLICKS…HER OUTER MISSILE DOORS ARE OPENING!"
the sensor crewman again alerted.

Time now stood completely still.

"FIFTEEN CLICKS…POWER
SPIKE!"

"NOW! HARD TO STARBOARD!" Paladin's voice
boomed.

The Star
Burst Flares became a nova of an intense and blinding light just as
the Mariner's thrusters came to life. Totally obscured by the sudden
brilliance, the Martian cruiser turned mere seconds before
the Tasmania fired
her energy weapons. Without knowing the target had veered hard from
its original course, the sustained laser beams passed harmlessly by
as the Mariner rapidly pivoted away. Only when the brightness faded did the
captain of the Tasmania realized his mistake, but he was quick to remedy the
error.

A horde
of missiles were launched from the Tasmania and pressed in for the kill.
They streaked towards the Martian ship as burning white columns of
death. Suddenly, from the Mariner's
hull, missile decoys shot away at different
angles, while several rows of rectangular magnetic and x-ray
antenna transmitter arrays popped out of her sides and tons of
liquefied hydrogen gas was released through huge spray nozzles from
the ship’s internal storage reservoirs. The liquid gas was then
diverted away from the ship’s hull by an intense diamagnetic field
that was generated by the array. The field directed the substance
to form a thick wall in front of the Mariner. The liquid was then boiled to
an energized gaseous state by a bombardment of x-rays that also
stripped it of its electrons at the same time. This transformed the
gas into a thick churning, blistering shield of transparent red and
orange-hydrogen plasma that burned like the outer reaches of the
sun at approximately 12,000 degrees Fahrenheit.

Paladin and his bridge crew watched the trajectory
of the fiery messengers of doom approached the heat shield of the
boiling cauldron of hydrogen gas. It stood as the first line of
defense against the missiles. As the missiles closed, they all
wondered if their counter-measures would be enough to save them and
their ship.

Finally as the first
missiles penetrated the heat shield of plasma gas, these targeting
projectiles exploded quickly within a few seconds, taking out
themselves as well as any other nearby trailing missiles. However,
the threat still remained even though a little more than half were
destroyed; their detonations had dissipated much of the wall of
gas, creating large gaps. The surviving missiles penetrated through
these openings of the plasma field unscathed and continued on their
deadly path.

As the
projectiles closed in for the kill, the lumbering decoys
transformed themselves into moving holograms of the Martian ship.
The electronic illusions quickly confused many of the missiles and
sent them on wild courses away from the Martian cruiser. Still, a
few traveled unswerving towards the Mariner.

As the
final few approached, the spinning multi-barreled Gatling Gun-like
Phalanx lasers mounted in the Mariner’s many weapon blisters, aimed
and locked on the missiles. They then showered the traveling
explosive devices very rapidly with a bombardment of small pulses
of laser energy that simulated a stream of incandescent water being
sprayed by a hose. Each of the missiles was riddled by the lasers
and blew up short of its target. As the last of the Earth ship's
missiles were destroyed, it was clearly the Mariner's turn as her weapon systems
tracked the Earth ship.

"WEAPONS, FIRE!" ordered Paladin in a roar.

The Mariner filled the space between the two ships with deadly and
accurate laser and plasma fire. Both continuous beams and pulsed
energy pummeled the Earth ship. They opened huge sections of
the Tasmania's steel alloy hull in explosive ruptures.

"SHE'S DAMAGED BADLY!" the sensor
crewman loudly shouted to the Mariner's bridge personnel.
"COMMANDER, HER POWER IS DOWN BY SIXTY-THREE PERCENT AND THERE ARE
NUMEROUS BREACHES!"

"Cease firing," Paladin commanded. "Open a
hailing frequency to that ship and put her on the viewer."

"Hailing frequency opened, Sir."

Commander
Paladin drew a breath as he gazed at the luckless Earth ship. "This
is Commander Paladin of the Mariner
hailing the captain of the Tasmania. Captain, your ship is badly
damaged, breached, and on fire. It is senseless to continue
fighting. I promise care for you wounded and safe passage for your
entire crew to—"

Suddenly,
the Tasmania began
blowing itself apart in flaming sections. Finally, there was a
brilliant flash as both ship and crew died together in the inferno
of atomic expulsion.

Paladin just watched, seemingly unmoved.

"Damn!" Winslow's voice echoed his astonishment in a
sad tone.

For a moment, there was only silence on the
bridge.

"Commander," the
communication's crewman broke the quiet, "all units are reporting
in. The Earth forces are withdrawing."

Paladin’s taught eyes finally blinked in relief,
while he paused for a moment before he spoke. "As soon as the Earth
ships are out of range, give the order to recover all fighters and
send a message to Damon to be ready to have his transports lift off
on my command."

"Sir, with all due respect, I'd like to keep a few
fighters for cover," Winslow showed his concern.

"No. In less than an hour, the Earth's
Directorate Council will discover that nearly the entire Martian
population is in rebellion and immigrating elsewhere. They're going
to send everything they've got to stop us. We're going to have to
run like hell. Our fighters can't make the jump to hyperspace on
their own and I'm not leaving anyone behind if I can help it. I'll
deploy them only if there is no other option."

Winslow nodded, but then dropped his head
slightly.

Paladin knew something else was wrong. "What else,
Mr. Winslow?" he inquired.

"Among
our casualties was the cruiser Viking. She was lost with all
hands…including Deputy Commander Noda," the junior officer
reported.

Paladin closed his eyes for a minute and tightened
his jaw. The news to him was heartbreaking; Noda was his closest
friend.

"Sir, you'll have to appoint another second in
command."

"Any word
from the Crazy Horse?" Paladin questioned with some grief in his
tone.

"No, Sir, not since the last of the communications
and battle satellites were destroyed. There's too much debris
causing interference."

"Well, we'll just have to sit tight until they do.
It's all up to Wakinyan now," the aged veteran officer spoke,
glancing out into space and not betraying his thoughts.
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Chapter 2: Devil's
Furnace

 


The sun rose majestically over the endless red
cliffs of Valles Marineris: the Grand Canyon of Mars. So long was
this Martian canyon system that it could easily stretch between San
Francisco and New York City. Yet despite its ungainly size, the
canyon was magnificently beautiful in the rays of the early morning
light. The radiance of the rising sun illuminated a glittering
rainbow effect on the surface of rocks and boulders. They in turn
reflected sparkles like dancing fairies. However, a howl grew upon
the winds and the sparkles drew into darkness, for this day had not
only started with a war, but an enormous raging dust storm as
well.

The tempest of swirling
wind and particles quickly roared down the canyon's rocky
corridors, diffusing the sun's rays into a scarlet gray and casting
everything into a murkiness of grainy shadows. The storm of red
dust covered and cloaked the landscape at amazing speed. Faster
than two hundred miles an hour, it seemed that nothing could outrun
the momentum of the swirling clouds of dirt—almost
nothing.

Suddenly,
a large mound of sand bulged and then swelled away from the forward
wall of the advancing earthen squall. It quickly formed a huge
teardrop, which sped ever so quickly away. The mound’s speed was
tremendous, and the ionized red iron particles that formed the
outer coating quickly streamed off. A metal skin began to show in
patches, which grew bigger and united. Finally when all sand was
left in the trailing wash, a grayish-blue warship was revealed. It
resembled a bottlenose dolphin with a massive revolving laser
cannon protruding beneath its chin. Strangely, no insignia other
than a huge red lightning bolt and two opened blue squares were
displayed on its hull. But a proud name was boldly engraved on her
bow, MWS Crazy
Horse—and she bore the telltale signs of
battle.

The
Martian space destroyer Crazy Horse
zigzagged violently through the canyon and far
below the tops of the ragged cliffs, with the vessel rising and
falling just as fast in consideration to the distance between it
and the canyon floor. Occasionally coming uncomfortably close to a
harrowing and fiery end in the confines of the vast trench, rocky
walls passed as blurs while the ship sprinted through this natural
and huge obstacle course.

The destroyer’s high speed
and extreme maneuvers were not only due to the urgency of its
mission, but also in evasion of the Earth fighters and warships
that tracked and pursued her from behind. However, the turbulence
and sensor jamming distortion created by the magnetic red iron dust
forced the Earth vessels to reduce their speed while also affecting
the accuracy of their weapons. The Martians, on the other hand,
were use to such blinding conditions on their planet. With their
scanners and computers long since modified to compensate for it,
the Martians clearly held a tactical advantage. Regardless,
however, the situation became the source of criticism from a very
rankled officer on the bridge of the Martian destroyer.

"This has got to be one of the nuttiest schemes
you've ever come up with yet!" Lieutenant James Randall confessed
confidentially and with some irritation to his long-time friend and
commanding officer, Captain Richard Wakinyan. "I almost soiled
myself in the briefing room listening to you! Destroying that Earth
forces base guarding those space ports without getting ourselves
killed, is going to be a real miracle!"

Wakinyan just smiled at the
handsome, but somewhat upset first officer of 29 years, who bore a
striking resemblance to a 20th Century actor who had played the
movie role of “Batman” several times. “Miracles sometimes
happen…but don't worry; it’s going to be a good day!"

Randall turned for a moment and studied his muscular
and broad-shouldered 35-year-old captain. Wakinyan's reddish tinted
skin, almond eyes, broad nose, black hair, and high cheekbones more
than just hinted at his American Indian ancestry.

Besides being athletic in
appearance, Wakinyan held an air of distinction that was as solid
as his ship. He inspired all around him with his self-confidence
and indomitable spirit. Randall had always admired this in his
captain, regardless that he felt very uneasy with Rich's
willingness to take seemingly reckless but calculated risks. In the
same breath, however, it also attested to Richard's personal
bravery. Coupled with his years of intense study and training in
the martial arts, Wakinyan was the very essences of a true and
noble warrior; a man who never faltered in meeting the enemy or to
rescue those in distress. Yet, he was quick to partake in the more
worldly pleasures when time and circumstances permitted
it.

This was
evident in a few noted over-indulgences that were excessive enough
to have Wakinyan subjected to the unheard practice of having him
restricted—under hack—on his own ship. It also had cost him a promotion to squadron
commander, twice. Randall mused that Wakinyan had done this
deliberately though. It was no secret that Rich preferred that
the Crazy Horse act
alone as a fleet scout. It was far safer than being a part of a
squadron or mass division of ships being targeted by an enemy. Also
there was no concern about the interference or stupidity of other
captains and superior officers. Wakinyan easily saw their
shortcomings in character and thinking, the product of
assembly-line military training fouled with the stench of personal
agendas and politics.

Randall knew Wakinyan’s
past intimately though, and saw him more than just as an intensely
proud and spirited warrior. He was also one of innovation and
skill. Having spent most of his adolescence life as a crewman
aboard his uncle's aging star-freighter, Wakinyan had worked every
position from cook to navigator. It was an invaluable experience in
itself that had drawn the very best out of him. Wakinyan's
leadership abilities were solidly molded from those many years of
hard work, hauling cargo to distant and strange worlds, while his
peers merely sat in classrooms studying about them.

But a darker side also
tainted Richard Wakinyan, contributing to his subtle status of
social outcast. He was a man who was intolerant of any threat, and
was swift to “neutralize” them. It was a part of a strangeness that
was quietly accepted by his crew as well as the change of attire
that precluded combat. Before Wakinyan would knowingly enter any
battle, combat boots were traded for old, yet colorful pair of boot
moccasins. Added to this, was an ancient and broad “Bowie” knife,
which was sheathed to his right calf by leather thongs.

The aged steel blade of the
knife was well kept and sharp. It also had been meticulously
engraved with ancient characters that Randall could not decipher.
Its handle was crafted from an elk horn that was inlaid with stones
of blue and green turquoise as well as a small tarnished silver
coin on either side. They added a particular beauty to the weapon.
Yet, the knife was as deadly as an ion pistol. The young officer
knew this from first-hand experience, for Wakinyan never hesitated
in using it in past hand-to-hand combat encounters, and this scared
people.

From his outlandish
conduct, many officers within the fleet considered Wakinyan to be
"a wild savage" and nothing else. Richard never seemed to mind it
though. He cared little for their opinions and whenever, avoided
their company. What's more, Wakinyan never sacrificed his crew or
ship for his own personal ambitions like they did. Perhaps, this
was one of the reasons why Paladin had turned a blind eye to his
fierce and solitary demeanor.

Regardless, Wakinyan was
still Randall's best friend and his remark had brought out a smile
on the lieutenant's face.

"You know, I really hate
every time you say that," Randall admitted.

"Why?" Richard
inquired.

"To put it simply, it means
fill our pockets with jam, because we're about to become
toast!"

Suddenly, the bridge shook from a distant
explosion.

"That's just great," James complained
further, "their aim is improving! DAMAGE CONTROL, REPORT!"

"MINOR HIT ON THE STERN,
SIR!" the crewman called out, "NO CAUSALITIES!"

Satisfied with the summary,
Randall turned to Wakinyan. "Captain, you sure you want to go
through with this?"

"Jim, there's no other way.
Without cover, they'll blast us into the Next Kingdom," Wakinyan
stated his reasoning bluntly.

Randall snickered lightly. "You think they're dumb
enough to follow us?"

"We'll soon see," Richard
said with a sly smile.

"Sir, approaching the
Devil’s Furnace," the navigator alerted Wakinyan.

Richard then turned to the
helm's man. "Smitty, what’s our speed and altitude?"

"Two thousand air knots at
five hundred meters, Sir," the man replied.

"Descend directly into the
Devil’s Furnace. Reduce speed to thirty air knots. Mr. Edwards,
stand by to begin your run," Richard commanded.

A huge,
black vent hole from one of Mars' largest volcanoes loomed before
the Crazy Horse. Appropriately named the Devil's Furnace, the ancient orifice
was a monument to Mars' violent beginnings.

Plumes of hot gases still
escaped from the black opening, despite these volcanoes having been
classified as extinct. Some early explorers had even claimed to see
lucid flames and phantoms, possibly the souls of the damned,
dancing in the opening’s mist and giving rise to both myth and its
name. These were likely ionized auras that were created by regional
distortions in the magnetic field. Regardless, the Martian ship
slowed its descent and slid into the darkness of the Devil’s
Furnace.

As the
Martian ship slipped and vanished beneath the ground, three
pursuing Earth fighters reached the entrance. Breaking off their
chase, they circled high above the cave and waited for the arrival
of their warships. Moments later, they were joined by the Earth
space destroyer Gladstone.

Captain
Jamel of the Gladstone was in total disbelief at the flight leader's report. As the
officer studied the large opening, Jamel concluded that either the
Martians aboard that ship were extremely desperate or just plain
insane.

"Jamel to
Ortega," the officer called the captain of the Earth cruiser
Louyang, "We have stopped
pursuit. Repeat, we have stopped pursuit."

A second later, Ortega's voice questioned the
decision angrily, "Captain Jamel, what do you mean you have stopped
pursuit?"

"Just that, we have stopped pursuit! Those Martian
lunatics just flew into some old volcanic vent hole! They must have
just barely squeezed in!"

Ortega was furious. "I don't give a damn where
they've flown, follow them!"

Jamel's defiance hardened. "The hell I will! I'm not
going to risk it! There's no telling what's down there! If we try
to follow those crazy Martians—"

"Captain Jamel, that's a chance you'll just have to
take."

"Chance I have to take? If you’re so damn eager,
Ortega, why don't you do it?"

"Don't be absurd. If a destroyer can barely fit in
there, how could I possibly do it with my cruiser?" Ortega
justified his reluctance. "Besides, it's evident that their
objective is our base at Epson Planum. And if they succeed in
destroying it, I'll make quite sure that your name and this
conversation is prominently displayed in my report to Earth
Command!" Ortega threatened.

Jamel
gritted his teeth and glared angrily at the vent hole. A moment
later, however, he cut the communication's channel with the
Louyang and issued new
orders, "Helm, make speed of twenty air knots and bring us down
into that cave! Mr. Kuto, order the fighters to continue pursuit of
the enemy vessel, immediately!"

Within a
minute, the three fighters broke their holding pattern and plunged
into the vent hole while reducing their speed. They were then
cautiously followed by the Gladstone.

As
the Crazy Horse descended further and further into the vent hole, Wakinyan had
the ship's forward floodlights switched on to reveal the features
of the cavern hidden within. Finally, the ship entered a large
chamber that was in reality an immense subterranean lake surrounded
by craggy walls of rock and the blackness of an eternal underground
night. Steam rose off the illuminated boiling water, filling the
chamber with an eerie steamy haze. What was most disturbing,
however, was the color of the water that appeared in the
floodlights—it was blood red.

The scene
on the viewer had brought a complete halt to the activity on the
bridge of the Crazy
Horse. As each member watched, they were
all haunted by an uneasy feeling. Still the ship and crew continued
onward.

"It sure looks like hell itself, doesn't it,"
Randall leaned over to Wakinyan and quietly spoke. I just hope we
don't run into a cave wall or something."

"Relax, I've done this a dozen times in a shuttle,"
Wakinyan tried to comfort his friend.

"A destroyer is much bigger and less maneuverable
than a shuttle, or haven't you noticed?" Randall restlessly pointed
out.

Richard smiled. "I've noticed. You remember anything
about Mars' volcanism from school?"

"Nope, I was too busy trying to lay every girl in
sight," James stated as a matter-of-fact.

"I'm glad you were so diligent in your studies,"
Wakinyan chuckled, knowing of Jim’s reputation with the ladies and
having as much as a half dozen girl friends.

But then Richard’s tone grew serious. "This lake is
the only place on Mars where water exists as a liquid. In this
area, the core is still very molten creating a gravitational field
nearly that of the Earth’s. That’s why the atmospheric pressure
here is dense enough to keep the water liquefied. It stretches for
at least several hundred miles in underground lakes and canals.
Much of it is still unexplored. Its red color comes from the iron
oxide in the rocks. The lake system was slowly formed after the
last major eruption many thousands of years ago."

"Like I really care," Randall replied. "What makes
it steam and boil like that?"

Richard glanced at his friend, "The magma chamber
located beneath the lake bed. Only a small amount of rock separates
the two."

"And if it didn't?" the lieutenant inquired.

"Then Mars would have the largest active volcanoes
in the solar system again."

"Let's make damn sure that doesn't happen!" James
showed his uneasiness.

"Amen to that," Richard agreed, realizing it was
time to get back to the business of war. "Mr. Edwards, commence
your run."

"Aye, Sir!" the navigator snapped briskly. Edwards
went back to monitoring his three navigational hologram screens
while glancing at his digital stopwatch display for timing. "Helm,
level the ship off and make heading of two-seven-five degrees,
speed twenty-four knots."

"Ship leveled, course two-seven-five, speed
twenty-four knots, aye," the helm's man acknowledged.

The Crazy Horse began to maneuver in the dark chamber.

"First leg on my mark, course two-nine-zero,
speed thirty-eight knots." the navigator commanded. "Five, four,
three, two, one, mark!"

"Course two-nine-zero, speed thirty-eight
knots, aye," the helm's man again acknowledged.

The
bridge of the Crazy Horse
began to lean as the Martian ship shifted into the
turn. The big ship came about and straightened herself easily as it
journeyed through the cavern.

Once again the navigator guided the helm's man,
"We're in the lane and approaching the second turn. Decrease speed
to twenty-seven knots. Up angle two degrees. Come right to course
heading zero-three-one in thirty seconds."

Suddenly, the sensor crewman yelled out a warning to
Wakinyan, "CAPTAIN, THREE EARTH FIGHTERS HAVE APPEARED ON MY SCREEN
AND ARE CLOSING FAST!"

Without hesitation, Wakinyan issued new orders,
"Increase speed to fifty knots and recalculate! Weapons, prepare to
release missile decoys!"

The navigator quickly punched in
the new speed and course, and was promptly greeted by the words
“Speed Too Great For Turning Arc – Danger
Of Collision!” Edwards was dumbfounded.
“CAPTAIN, COMPUTER INDICATES COLLISION inevitable AT THAT SPEED!”
Edwards warned.

“Navigator, increase speed to fifty knots and
recalculate!” Wakinyan forcefully repeated his previous order again
as he stared at Edwards.

Edwards was astonished. The crewman realized the
danger of any miscalculation and turned his head to Lieutenant
Randall to appeal the command, but Randall wasn't about to.

"NAVIGATOR, RECALCULATE FOR FIFTY KNOTS!" James
angrily reaffirmed his captain's order.

"SOUND COLLISION ALARM!" Wakinyan added.

A claxon echoed throughout the ship, warning all of
the imminent peril.

Edwards, scared and flustered,
hurriedly recalculated the Crazy
Horse’s speed and course. After he had
finished, the navigator once more directed the helm's man's action.
"TURN ON MY MARK! FIVE, FOUR, THREE, TWO, ONE, MARK!"

"UP ANGLE TWO DEGRESS, COURSE ZERO-THREE-ONE, FIFTY
KNOTS AYE!" the crewman replied loudly.

This time
as the Crazy Horse leaned into the turn, part of her hull and one of her conards
began to scrape a side of the cave wall. Massive sparks trailed the
ship’s metal from contact with the rocks as the destroyer’s hull
vibrated, screeched, and groaned. But once more the ship righted
itself and was in the middle of the corridor again. Meanwhile, even
though they were flying at a greatly reduced speed, the Earth
fighters had gradually closed.

"Beta
Leader to Gladstone. Target is now within missile range, over!" the woman pilot
voiced.

"Gladstone to
Beta Leader, you are cleared to fire! Repeat, you are cleared to
fire!"

"Beta Leader to Beta Flight,
prepare to fire missiles!" Beta Leader then checked her console and
armed her missiles. "Beta Leader to Beta Flight, all weapon systems
now show green and have a lock! On my orderFIRE MISSILES!"

Almost
simultaneously, the three fighters launched their deadly
projectiles at the Crazy
Horse.

"CAPTAIN, FIGHTERS ARE STILL CLOSING!" the sensor
crewman exclaimed. "THREE MISSILES HAVE BEEN LAUNCHED! MISSILES
HAVE ARMED! MISSILES HAVE ACQUIRED!"

"WEAPONS, STANDBY TO LAUNCH DECOYS! HELM, INCREASE
SPEED TO SEVENTY KNOTS! TIME TO THE NEXT TURN, MR. EDWARDS?"
Wakinyan demanded.

"WITH RECALCULATED SPEED, FORTY-FIVE SECONDS, SIR!"
Mr. Edwards replied.

"LAUNCH DECOYS!" shouted Wakinyan.

Swiftly,
several decoys were ejected from the Crazy
Horse as the ship sped away. For a moment,
they hung in the air motionlessly, monitoring the radar tracking
signals from the inbound missiles. Then they started moving slowly
upward, generating false reflections and a holographic projection
of several phantom ships. The images were so enhanced by the
darkness of the cavern that the deception would have fooled even
the most skeptical eye.

As the missiles approached,
each of the projectiles' computers compared the electronic signals
and visual footprint of the holographic images to the ones stored
in their data banks. A match quickly was made to the electronic
deception. Within microseconds, the missiles locked on and pursued
the false quarries.

A few moments later, each missile flew
through the mirages and impacted on a rocky wall. Chucks of stone
debris were cleaved from the strata of the granite structure and
blown right into the path of the advancing fighters. A small
boulder slammed into the lead craft, creating an explosion that
blew the other two off course and out of control. Both pilots each
fought desperately with their spacecraft trying to regain mastery,
but their lives swiftly ended in brilliant fiery collisions with
the cavern.

The
bridge of the Crazy Horse
remained hushed as all listened for the sensor
crewman's decree.

"MISSILES HAVE REACHED DECOYS! MISSILES HAVE
DETONATED!" he pronounced, staring at his monitors. After a small
pause, the crewman smiled and turned to Wakinyan, "All three
fighters have been destroyed, Sir!"

"I'm going to get stinking drunk after all this is
over with," Randall said relieved.

Wakinyan leaned back in his command seat, "Save a
bottle and a seat for me. Thank the stars we nailed them without
starting an eruption."

Suddenly,
the bridge of the Crazy Horse
vibrated to a deep rumbling that engulfed the
entire ship. For a long minute it continued—and then quickly
ceased. A second tremor followed closely behind the first, but was
much more powerful. Finally, it too ended leaving no doubt to what
was happening.

"Then again, I could be
wrong," Wakinyan admitted his folly. "SMITTY, INCREASE SPEED TO ONE
HUNDRED KNOTS AND GET US THE HELL OUT OF HERE! MR. EDWARDS, PLOT
ALL COURSE CHANGES TO THAT SPEED! SMITTY, USE ALL DOCKING THRUSTERS
TO Support MANEUVERING!"

Randall grabbed Richard by his arm. "At that speed,
there's no way we can make it through the tunnel!" the lieutenant
protested quietly.

"We're going to damn well try! Or would you prefer
to be caught in a volcanic blast and lava flow?" Wakinyan softly,
but seriously asked.

Suddenly, the sensor's crewman alerted Wakinyan to a
new danger, "CAPTAIN, THAT EARTH DESTROYER IS BEHIND US AGAIN!"

From out
of the boiling mist, the Gladstone
appeared and began firing its pulse weapons in
short bursts. Even though the stern of the Crazy Horse took several hits, the
damage was minimal. The Crazy Horse
was quick to return the fire with its secondary
laser weapons.

Different warning alarms
sounded through the Martian ship's bridge as it rocked from more
hits. Emergency lighting flickered on and off with each accurately
placed energy bolt.

Randall was beside himself with anger, "What the
hell is wrong with those morons? Don't they know that this volcano
is about to erupt?"

Wakinyan spun and looked at his friend with a
glowing mischievous smile. "Maybe they don't know! Maybe we should
tell them!" his voice chuckled along with a spiteful twinkle in his
eyes.

Randall's jaw dropped as he lightly shook his head,
"Oh my God, no!" The lieutenant knew the situation was about to go
ballistic.

"Mr. Edwards, how many more turns do we have and
their time?" Wakinyan quizzed his navigator.

"Just two, Sir! The first one in one minute and
fifteen seconds! The second one in three minutes and forty-three
seconds!"

Unexpectedly, another giant tremor resounded in a
lengthy drum roll that quivered the entire ship. Many eyes within
the Martian crew widened in alarm as many loose objects fell or
flew to the deck in defeat of the inertia canceling system, which
could not adjust as quickly to the frequency of the huge
drumbeats.

"Proceed with due haste, Mr. Edwards!" Wakinyan
acknowledged the threat of the volcano. "Mr. Randall, set two space
mines to detonate in three minutes! Your target is the bottom of
the lake!"

The entire bridge crew was astonished at Wakinyan's
command. They all turned to gaze at him with amazed eyes. However,
Richard's face had become a carving of stone with an unimaginable
hardness.

"Mr. Randall, you heard the order?" Wakinyan
questioned to confirm his authority.

"Aye, Sir! Targeting the bottom of the lake!"
Randall's face grew slightly pale as he set the controls to the
mines.

The battle between the two ships had transformed
into a duel. Their secondary laser and pulse weapons not only
blanketed each other with hits, but blasted chunks of rocks out of
walls and ceilings. This apparently weakened the earthen structure,
for tremors increased in both frequency and degree. By now, both
ships were pelted with everything from pebbles to boulders,
bouncing off and sometimes denting their hulls, then splashing into
the water beneath them. Their resulting geysers soaked and sprayed
both ships with the blood-red water.

"Mines are ready, Sir!" Randall informed his
captain.

"Deploy mines!" Richard commanded.

The two
space mines dropped from the belly of the Crazy Horse, and plummeted into the
rippling and frothing sea below. As planned, this did not go
unnoticed by the crew of the Gladstone.

"SIR, THE
MARTIAN SHIP HAS JUST DEPLOYED TWO SPACE MINES!" the
Gladstone's sensor crewman
called to his captain.

Captain Jamel jumped up from his seat astounded.
"WHAT?"

"SIR, THEY'VE JUST DEPLOYED TWO MINES TO THE BOTTOM
OF THE LAKE!"

Jamel was quick to grasp Wakinyan's intentions.
"Those crazy Martians, they’re going to blow the volcano! HELM, GET
US THE HELL OUT OF HERE!"

A deadly race then began between the two ships with
time running out. As both destroyers throttled up their engines,
they either had to leave the cavern—or let it become their
tomb.

As the two ships dissolved into the dark confines of
the underground passages, the mines faithfully counted down
second-by-second until reaching the three-minute mark. With an
immense explosion, they announced the completion of their purpose.
The cavern at “point zero” disintegrated, while the rest of the
interior then began to collapse.

Tremendous amounts of pressurized steam saturated
the chamber as boiling lava met temperate water. The lava began
filling every crevice as it rampaged up from the magma chamber
below. Walls began to crumble into dust by both surging force and
searing heat. An eruption was now irreversible as well as
imminent.

After completing the last
of the turns, the two ships had ceased their battle and were now
dashing upward side-by-side down the darkened corridor of the
cavern at maniacal speeds. A speck of light finally loomed on the
horizon, and grew in size with each passing moment.

On board
the Crazy Horse,
the navigator announced a very welcomed message, "CAPTAIN, LAVA
HOLE EXIT DEAD AHEAD!"

The good news, however, was
short lived as another giant tremor suddenly collapsed part of the
upper portion of the vent hole in front of them.

"CAPTAIN, THERE'S A BOULDER BLOCKING THE
WAY! TWO SHIPS CAN'T FIT!" the sensor crewman forewarned of the
impending disaster.

Without hesitation, Wakinyan leaped up from his
command chair and dashed for the helm. Pushing the strapped-in
crewman aside, Richard grabbed the control sticks and shoved them
both hard to the left for a mere instant.

The Crazy Horse responded by slamming into the Gladstone, sending the Earth ship
hurling into part of the wall and the boulder. The
Gladstone crumpled and
detonated into a massive fireball as the Crazy Horse raced
past.

A new problem arose, however; lava was roaring up
from the vent hole. So tremendous was this molten surge that it was
quickly overtaking the Martian ship.

In
desperation, Wakinyan increased the speed of the
Crazy Horse to well past
the safety limits set for atmospheric conditions. Soon, the bow of
the destroyer glowed in a burning orange from the friction caused
by contact with the atmosphere. But with a final burst of speed,
the Crazy Horse lunged ahead and out of the volcano.

As the Martian ship climbed skyward; lava, rocks,
soot, and fumes were blown outwards from the hole at hurricane
force with a deafening explosion, which shook the vessel violently.
The destroyer, however, quickly sped away from the danger.

Wakinyan reduced the ship's speed and relinquished
the helm back to Smitty. As he stood and looked around, he asserted
his rank once more, "Resume your positions! It's not over yet!"

"Lord, what a ride," Randall commented. "DAMAGE
CONTROL, REPORT!"

"All decks reporting in, Sir!" a crewman answered.
"Just a bunch of bumps and bruises, and two minor hull breaches
under repair, Sir!"

"Captain, ship is now on course. Four minutes to
Waypoint Green, Sir," the navigator added his voice.

"Weapons," Wakinyan called, "have you fed in the
target coordinates?"

"Aye, Sir. All coordinates have been fed into both
manual and automatic systems. All weapons are set and fully
functional," the crewman replied.

"How are we going to hit them?" Randall asked.

"It's a good guess they know we're coming,” Wakinyan
replied. “After we take out their outer defenses covering the
approach, we'll have to concentrate on their sensors. Then we'll
rake the base!" Richard altered his strategy.

"And the Earth cruiser?" James wondered.

“We'll have to be ready to deal with them at any
time,” Richard woefully admitted.

Randall rubbed his chin in thought. "I've got an
idea, but it's based on an assumption. We'll have to leave the
base's missile tubes operational though."

Richard was intrigued. "Really? You that sure of
your plan?"

"Well, I wouldn't bet the farm on it," James was
honest," but I think there's a good chance that it will work."

"Outstanding! Let's do it!" Wakinyan agreed heartily
without knowing any of the details.

As the
two officers schemed, the Crazy
Horse sped on to her
objective.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 3: Epson
Planum

 


The Earth forces' base at Epson Planum was an
intricate part of Mars' defensive network. Spanning over ten miles
in diameter, the base was equipped with some of the most lethal
weapons technology could provide. The majority of the complex was
submerged, however, deep within the Martian soil as to sustain any
massive bombardment from space. A fort meant for unprecedented
defense, it was termed to be “unconquerable”.

Normally, each day started with the daily routines
postulated by military protocol within standard operational
procedures. With word of the Martian Fleet's rebellion, however,
protocol was shoved aside for immediate necessity. Sirens wailed,
blast doors closed, weapons were energized, and non-combatants were
removed to the deepest depths of the base for safety.

To make matters worse, volcanic ash had combined
with an incessant dust storm to impede both visual scanning and
electronic sensing equipment alike. Still, the base readied itself
for a presupposed attack.

General
Walter Cox, Epson Planum's Base Commander, stood in the command and
control center in conversation with the captain of the Earth
cruiser Louyang.
Yet, the general's keen eyes and shrewd mind still monitored and
analyzed incoming information supplied on several huge viewers at
the same time.

"From all the reports I'm getting, it's a damn
uprising! Those Martian bastards only gave a few minutes' warning
before launching attacks against all our forces!" the general was
furious. "Hell, we can't even call for help because all of our
communications satellites and links have been destroyed! On top of
that, that damn volcano is shaking us to pieces while a dust storm
is jamming our sensors!"

"You're about to have bigger problems, general,"
Ortega conceded. "A Martian destroyer is going to attempt to level
your base. We think he's approaching you from zero-seven-seven
degrees."

"SENSORS!" Cox instantly called out, "SCAN FOR ANY
APPROACHING SHIPS AROUND ZERO-SEVEN-SEVEN DEGREES!"

The soldier was quick to obey. Not pausing a moment,
the man swiftly worked adjusting his instruments, but to no avail.
"SIR, I CAN'T READ ANYTHING! THERE'S TOO MUCH INTERFERENCE!"

"SIR, OUR OUTER DEFENSES IN SECTOR KILO-FIVE ARE
UNDER ATTACK!" the female voice of the operations officer shouted
out.

Cox quickly changed a monitor to view the distant
sector. Flashes of light with accompanying explosions were made out
through the swirling clouds of dust and ash, becoming brighter with
each passing second. It was quite apparent to all that watched that
the explosions were getting considerably closer.

General Cox responded
hastily. "WEAPONS CONTROL, CONCENTRATE ALL BATTERIES TO FIRE A
BLANKET PATTERN TO THE SOUTHEAST!" he ordered.

"General, we'll be there in about a minute!" Ortega
informed his senior officer.

As the
general gazed at the screen again, the Crazy Horse sped out through the dust
firing its weapons. The march of its carnage was swift and
overwhelming.

"WE DON'T HAVE A MINUTE, YOU IDIOT!" Cox realized
the truth about his base's predicament.

 


* * * * *

 


At the
last moment, the Crazy Horse
flew upward over the installation to avoid hitting
a tower. The Martian ship then showered a surgical strike of
missiles, lasers and pulse energy bolts upon the sensor arrays and
weaponry of the base alike, while carefully avoiding all known
civilian sectors. Secondary explosions lit fires that in turn
caused more explosions. The base's defenses staggered under the
onslaught.

Yet,
danger still stalked the Martian ship. It was the sky itself that
held the most risk for the Crazy
Horse. Not only was the Louyang advancing rapidly, but also
high above the Martian destroyer circled an entire wing of Earth
fighters. The Crazy Horse
was about to feel the full fury of Epson
Planum.

"REPORT, MR. RANDALL!" Wakinyan summoned his first
officer.

"CAPTAIN, THE BASE HAS SUSTAINED HEAVY DAMAGE TO
THEIR OFFENSIVE CAPABILITIES!" James accounted.

"AND THE EARTH CRUISER?"

Randall quickly looked at the monitor and back
again. "CLOSING FAST!"

Wakinyan again mulled over Randall's plan in dealing
with the Earth cruiser. As good as it was, it still needed a
catalyst: the proverbial match to light the fuse. Without such an
event, the plan was a guaranteed failure. And unless something else
entered the equation, they would have to face the Earth ship
head-to-head. Caution filled Richard's mind since the outcome would
be iffy at best.

"SIR, A LARGE FORMATION OF EARTH FIGHTERS IS ABOVE
US AND PREPARING TO ATTACK!" the sensor crewman warned.

Randall changed the main viewer from visual to
sensor scan. His eyes studied the evolving situation. "THEY'RE
GOING TO TRY AND SQUEEZE US, CAPTAIN!" he turned and yelled
out.

"That's what they think!" Wakinyan became enraged.
"HELM!" he shouted at the top of his lungs.

In
response to Wakinyan’s impromptu orders, the Martian ship fired-up
its engines in a mighty blast, and charged ahead with deliberate
speed. The Crazy Horse then went into a steep climb, twisting and turning as she
did.

Above the
clouds of the dust storm, Major Maklakov hurriedly regrouped his
formation of Epson Planum's fighters. The Earth pilot had many
grave reservations about engaging the Crazy
Horse at this time, and was reluctant to attack.

Recalled
after killing the Martian cruiser Viking, his returning flight was
savaged by retaliating Martian fighters nearly all the way back.
The Martians had successfully shot down at least a quarter of his
original strike force and damaged many more. But besides the
dwindling numbers, most of his fighters had expended their missiles
against the Martian Fleet in the space above the red planet,
leaving a precious few left to deal with the rampaging Martian
destroyer. With the storm's growing interference, the odds of
locking onto the Martian ship for a quick kill decreased with every
second.

Distortion filled their
screens with false reflections and electronic noise, generated by
the ever-changing magnetic fields of the blowing and shifting iron
oxide dust. This made the tracking of the Martian vessel extremely
difficult. Still, his base was under attack, and he was commanded
to chance the blinding conditions with the risk of high losses
through collision.

By the pressing of a single button, the major
transmitted his improvised attack plan to every fighter under his
command.

"Whiskey Leader to Whiskey Flight, keep it nice and
tight, we're going in! We'll turn and penetrate the cloud layer on
my mark." The major paused for a second, but then gave the command,
"NOW!"

With the precision of a drill team, the fighters
turned and began to descend. Signals from their base and pleas for
help, now filled their headphones and beckoned them like the songs
of sirens of Greek mythology. Potential destruction was close at
hand. Blinded by the red shroud of churning dense clouds, not one
pilot knew what the next moment would bring. As it unfolded
unexpectedly on each fighter's screen, it appeared as a large blip
that should not have been there. Furthermore, not only was it
moving fast—but directly at them.

The Crazy Horse materialized out of the dust clouds in front of Major
Maklakov's fighter like a dark behemoth. The astonished pilot never
had a chance to scream as his fighter impacted and exploded into a
million flaming chunks of composite material and metal as it
collided with the space destroyer. The Crazy Horse then roared on through the
formation firing all its weapons.

Many of the fighters in the middle of the swarm were
blasted to pieces as the Martian ship rushed in. Some pilots
lacking in nerve swerved out of the berserk ship's path only to
crash into other fighters or spin wildly out of control. A few were
even more luckless to bounce off the re-enforced bow of the great
ship, splattering like flies on a windshield. In any event, the
remaining force of Epson Planum's fighters was left scattered,
disorganized, and retreating.

 


* * * * *

 


The command and control center of Epson
Planum was in state of complete shambles. The result of a special
formulated missile with a hardened warhead and delay-action fuse,
the engineered weapon had penetrated several upper floors above
before detonating. Debris and bodies laid everywhere after part of
the ceiling had collapsed. A dusty cloud rose from the concrete
heap that now obstructed a section of the room and added to the
stagnant air of death and shorting electronics.

General Cox staggered up off the floor and surveyed
the grim sight in the dimly lit illumination. The man was aghast at
how just one ship could have done so much damage to his
fortress.

As the general angrily watched his command try and
piece itself back together, he spied his operations officer
re-organizing their defenses. Cox carefully stepped through the
debris and approached the black woman. The officer turned and faced
her commanding officer.

"Colonel, what's the situation?" the general’s
inquiry was anxious.

"It's pretty grim, Sir," the colonel spoke. "We have
a lot of causalities, sensors and targeting equipment are heavily
damaged, all of our fighter bays have either been blocked or
destroyed, and the main reactor is offline," the woman informed
him. "Our remaining laser canons are returning fire, but without
fire control, they're ineffective. Repair crews are enroute, and we
have only local communications."

"Missiles! What about missiles?" Cox demanded.

"That's the only good news, Sir. They were left
intact."

"Do we have enough power to launch?"

The woman took a moment to wipe her face of sweat.
"Yes, General, but without sensors we can't aim or guide them."

Cox smiled. "Oh yes we can! Martian ships have a
different I-F-F signal than ours! We'll use that to home in on him.
I want you to remove all the safeties on the missiles and rig for
proximity detonation," the general explained. "And get that cruiser
on the line. We're going to nail that Martian bastard!"

 


* * * * *

 


No sooner
had the Crazy Horse cleared the fighters than an air battle with the
Louyang began. As soon as
the Martian vessel came within range, the huge Earth ship started
shooting. Although its fire was inaccurate, it was also extremely
intense. The Crazy Horse
evaded and dodged many of the shots. However, the
Martian ship took a bad hit as the Louyang drew nearer to finish off its
quarry.

Oxygen
enriched fuel canisters stored in Hanger Bay Two of the
Crazy Horse ignited as
loosen debris struck the cylinders. This resulted in a massive
explosion that hurled men and women across the compartment. A
latent fire then began to burn out of control.

"DAMAGE CONTROL! DAMAGE CONTROL!" a surviving
crewman alerted the bridge through his communicator, "EXPLOSION AND
FIRE IN HANGER BAY TWO! REPEAT, EXPLOSION AND FIRE IN HANGER BAY
TWO! WE HAVE CASUALTIES! OVER!"

"ROGER, HANGER BAY TWO! CONTROL TEAMS ENROUTE!" the
bridge quickly answered.

Within two minutes, control and medical teams had
arrived. The blaze was fought with tenacity, while the wounded were
attended to and evacuated. Even the ship's surgeon had raced into
the inferno to do what he could. Among the badly burned and
impaled, the doctor practiced his trade.

"Don't worry, son," his optimistic voice encouraged
a mutilated 20-year-old male. "You're going to be alright!" the
healer said applying a synthetic dressing to a wound.

As
the Louyang closed-in, her weapons' accuracy began to improve. Aboard
the Crazy Horse,
hits were more frequent and destructive. The Martian ship rocked
from the each well-placed blow like a huge steel fist pounding the
hull.

Without warning, the
bulkhead of Hanger Bay Two gave way from a direct hit by an energy
bolt. The explosion, for a second, sprayed the compartment with
deadly fragments that ripped several crewmen apart. Their lifeless
bodies were then dragged out of the ship as the compartment
depressurized in a tumultuous hiss. Although it extinguished the
fire; tools, people, anything else not bolted down were pulled and
sucked out of the ship into the thin carbon dioxide atmosphere of
Mars.

Quickly, the doctor grabbed his patient and held on
to a rail, praying for a miracle. Another crewman attempted to work
his way to them, but found himself being tugged at by the menace
produced by the gaping hole.

"DOC, HANG ON! HANG ON!" the rescuer screamed over
the howling winds of depressurization as he slowly forged
forward.

The crew
of the Crazy Horse worked desperately to save their ship. Even as smoke slowly
filled its interior, the Martian military men and women under
Wakinyan's command fought hard to change the tide of battle.
However, luck had as much to do with the tide of battle as planning
and gallantry. An unfortunate hit amidships penetrated deep within
the interior of the Crazy
Horse, damaging two critical relays: one
for artificial gravity, the other for inertia
canceling.

Without either, the ship
would be unable to maintain high speed, or escape to the safety of
space. Instead, she would be forced to slow down, while staying
within the gravitational sphere of Mars, making her an easy
target.

With
another sudden hit, however, pieces of metal debris fell from the
ceiling of the bridge. One piece collapsed upon an instrument
panel, blowing it apart, while another crushed the assistance
helmsman's right arm. He expired from the shock in seconds.
Finally, a chunk of heavy conduit was severed at one end from the
stress of the multiple impacts. It swung mercilessly in a downward
arc, striking Smitty across the head. The man died instantly, his
limp body inadvertently pitching over the steering controls of the
ship. The Crazy Horse then flipped upside down and went into a slow spinning
dive.

As the ship turned over and over, the doctor began
to lose his grip on the hanger rail. His hand slid on the metal,
while his strength began to fail. As he and his patient were pulled
irresistibly towards the opening, the doctor turned his head
towards his would-be rescuer. Their eyes met in a final silent plea
for help, but an instant later, the healer and his patient
disappeared out of the breach in the hull.

Alarms on the bridge sounded as crewmen were thrown
about like rag dolls. They fell, littering the compartment with
their bodies. Randall found himself flung into a far wall and
stunned by the heavy impact. His pain was so immense that he could
not force himself to rise, compelling him to helplessly watch his
ship, his crewmates, and himself—die.

Yet, something moved in the corner of his eye. As
the lieutenant painfully turned his head barely to the left, the
movement became a man—Wakinyan.

Although Wakinyan's face
was bloodied from a nasty gash on his head, the expression he bore
was one of pure determination as he struggled to the helm's
position. His fingers gripped at the floor grading, while his feet
pushed himself desperately forward. It seemed his advance was
taking forever.

Finally, Wakinyan reached
the dead helm's man. Unsheathing the ancient knife, Richard
instantly cut away the vested safety harness from the corpse. Once
done, Wakinyan forced the dead man out of the way, and grabbed hold
of the control sticks. They were slick and stained with Smitty's
blood, but Richard's hands tightened hard around them. First
pushing forward to stop the ship’s rolling and then pulling them
back slowly as far as he could, Wakinyan's straining muscles then
fought gravity, momentum—and fate itself.

Captain
Miguel Ortega and his second in command, Lieutenant Ann Boyer,
watched as the Crazy Horse
ease itself out of the steep dive and go into a
slower lateral descent. The Martian ship then vanished into the
mingling clouds of the dust storm and to what seemed to be a
certain end.

Miguel
smirked, gloating at having brought down the Martian ship with such
little effort. His ship, the Louyang, had only sustained very minor
damage in the battle. This was at the very least worth an
accommodation from a properly worded report to Earth Command. As
Ortega contrived the report in his mind, his account was to portray
a brilliant defensive strategy on his part, while emphasizing the
incompetence of others, especially Captain Jamel and General
Cox.

As the Earth captain continued to daydream,
Lieutenant Ann Boyer walked over next to him. Her eyes were also
transfixed upon the image of Martian dust clouds enshrouding the
landscape.

"Well, Annie," Ortega happily said, "it appears our
Martian friend has run out of luck."

"A real pity," her voice sarcastically added.
"Perhaps we can send him some company, Captain."

"Oh?" Miguel was curious.

Ann smiled. "A report just came in. There seems to
be a large group of transports sitting on the ground filled with
Martian rebels," the woman informed him. "I think our gun crews can
use a little target practice to sharpen their aim. Don't you,
Sir?"

Ortega returned her smile. "I think your right. But
before we do, I want to make sure that Martian garbage scow is
nothing more than a memory."

Just then, the communication's crewman called to
Ortega. "Captain, I have General Cox on the line!"

"Put him on audio," Ortega said self-assured.

"Aye, Sir," the crewman obeyed and established the
communication link.

"Yes, General?" Miguel answered with a question.

"Did you get him?" Cox
inquired.

"I don't know, General?" Ortega pretended modesty.
"We're about to go and find out."

"Well, if he isn't dead, herd him towards me!" the
general's angry tone was evident. "I've got fifty anti-ship
missiles waiting to kiss his sorry ass goodbye!"

"CAPTAIN, LOOK!" Ann shouted pointing to the
viewer.

Miguel
looked up and saw several large explosions flash in the area where
the Crazy Horse had
vanished. Even through the distant clouds of dust, the bright
flare-ups and the bellowing of smoke of burning fuel was
unmistakable. Ortega grinned broadly.

"What the hell is going on?" the general
demanded.

"I think our Martian friend has just had a
not-to-ceremonious ending," Ortega beamed. "Annie, take us over
there and let's see what trophies we can find."

"With pleasure, Sir!" the second officer was eager
to accommodate.

Even
though they were confident of their victory, the
Louyang cautiously
vectored away from the base. Her sensor arrays scanned relentlessly
as the big ship dropped down and entered the storm. As the space
cruiser came within a hundred meters distance, she stopped and
hovered to catch any sight of the remains of the Martian
destroyer.

The Louyang carried scanners that were a complex array of frequency
modulated radar combined with magnetic resonance tracking,
integrated ion and electron spectrometers, and positron emission
technology, capable of detecting the smallest objects from many
miles away. But the equipment was not designed to deal with the
likes of the intense Martian sandstorm that created illusions of
false masses while suppressing any indication of actual rises of
solid stone. These confused the Louyang’s scanner computers, which
simply could not obtain a lock on any object that appeared and
disappeared in mere seconds.

The scanners, however,
weren’t the only ones bewildered. Both Ortega and Ann also became
disorientated and squinted at the viewer, looking for not just
debris, but any recognizable shape. All they saw, however, was the
constant blowing of the impenetrable red dust.

"I can't see a damn thing!" Ortega grew annoyed.
"Sensors, what do you read?"

"Sir, I'm getting nothing but reflections and
distortions," the crewman reported.

"It's that damn Martian iron oxide dust! It's like
sitting in the middle of a magnet blindfolded!" Ann's frustration
showed.

"There's only one way to see through this and that's
by minimizing our scanning levels," the captain realized. "Sensors,
cut back on your output power and try again," Ortega suggested. “It
should drop the level of noise interference.”

The crewman quickly adjusted his equipment, scanning
as he did. "It's working, Sir!" the crewman confirmed.

As the crewman continued to
scan, however, a look of bewilderment appeared on his face while he
double-checked the readings. Soon however, his puzzlement changed
to one of fearful alarm. "CAPTAIN, THERE'S INSUFFICIENT MASS!
DEBRIS APPEARS TO BE FROM A SHUTTLE, A COUPLE OF SPACE MINES AND
SOME OXYGEN-RICH FUEL CANISTERS!" the man reported. "WAIT! THERE'S
A SHIP OFF TO OUR PORT QUARTER!"

On the
bridge of the Crazy
Horse, Wakinyan glared hatefully at the
scratchy image of the Earth cruiser in front of him. His mind was
now not only set to accomplishing his mission, but bent on revenge.
Richard's dark brown eyes held steady and unblinking, while his
mouth formed just three words in loud tones, "MAIN GUN,
FIRE!"

The
revolving main laser weapon of the Martian ship flashed on and
began to batter the Louyang
with a steady stream of pulsed energy bolts. Even
though the cruiser was much bigger, ray shielded, and heavily
armored, the close range of the ships all but neutralized their
effectiveness.

Under
Wakinyan’s guidance, the Crazy
Horse’s main gun first took out several of
the big cruiser’s laser cannons. From the resulting damage, a
build-up of energy created a massive overload, which was expended
in deafening explosions and a temporarily shutdown of the
Louyang’s weapons system.
Next concentrating on a single point, the Martian destroyer punched
a gapping hole in the cruise’s hull. Satisfied with that, it then
sprayed the remainder of its lethal bombardment up and down the
cruiser’s port side. The Louyang
swayed and listed as it was slowly pushed away to
the continuous fury of the Crazy
Horse’s bombardment.

Then as
abruptly as it had started, the Crazy
Horse ceased its firing, with the cruiser
saved by the safety time-out of the destroyer’s main laser battery
that prevented overload. The Martian ship then veered and flew
slowly off towards the base again.

As the
Martian ship departed, the Louyang
belched smoke from several breaches. Her hull was
scarred, with some areas near to buckling, while a large amount of
carbon scoring blemished her once glistening
skin.

The Earth
ship had been hurt badly. In particular, the Louyang's bridge was filled with a
thick haze of noxious gases that rose from burning equipment.
Alarms were still sounding as warning lights flashed to a threat
that was no longer present. Slowly, the dazed crewmembers gathered
their thoughts. The injured were then removed, while debris was
cleaned-up.

Ortega coughed as he breathed in the foul air. He
was furious with himself for having been taken in by such an old
trick.

"REPORT, DAMN IT! REPORT!" he yelled to his second
in command.

"Captain, we've three hull breaches and some fires!
Control teams are enroute!" Ann answered, coughing as she did.

Ortega then turned to the communications crewman.
"COMMUNICATIONS! INFORM GENERAL COX THAT THE MARTIAN SHIP IS STILL
INTACT AND MOVING ON HIS POSITION!"

"SIR, I'VE GOT HIM ON LINE NOW! HE'S REQUESTING THAT
WE TRACK THE TARGET AND TELL HIM WHEN TO LAUNCH HIS MISSILES!" the
crewman relayed.

Ortega was quick in his order. "TELL HIM WE’LL DO
SO!"

"AYE, SIR!"

"Annie,
get the ship underway!" the Louyang's captain voiced infuriated.
"Whatever is left of that Martian bastard, we're going to
obliterate!"

Moments
later, the huge Earth ship turned and followed the
Crazy Horse. As the Earth
cruiser slowly close, however, the Martian ship just lazily
maneuvered over the Epson Planum Earth forces
base—waiting.

"Captain," Ann uttered studying the monitor, "he's
not even trying to run."

Captain Ortega sneered. "I don't care! He's just
made himself a great big target! COMMUNICATION'S, TELL THE GENERAL
TO LAUNCH NOW!"

As quick as the order was received, the
operations officer of Epson Planum initiated their last defensive
effort. From their underground silos, fifty anti-ship missiles
thundered and roared aloft into the Martian sky.

Aboard
the Crazy Horse,
repairs were quickly being made as unblinking eyes watched their
adversaries. The final act to the battle was only a minute
away.

“CAPTAIN, DAMAGE TO INERTIA AND GRAVITATIONAL
SYSTEMS HAS BEEN BYPASSED! ALL SYSTEMS RESTORED!” the damage
control crewman reported the news to Wakinyan, whose bruised and
gashed face betrayed a quiet anger.

"SIR!" the sensor crewman
called out to Wakinyan. "EPSON PLANUM HAS JUST LAUNCHED A MASSIVE
WAVE OF MISSILES! THEY'RE ACQUIRING!"

For a moment, Richard seemed uncaring, but suddenly,
his jaw tightened and his eyes narrowed. "Now, Mr. Randall!" he
commanded in no uncertain terms.

Randall
glanced at his friend and then turned back to the weapons control
panel. With the single press of a button, the first officer of
the Crazy Horse showered the sky with missile decoys.

As the decoys fell away from the Martian ship, they
switched on, one-by-one, filling the sky with a fleet of
holographic space destroyers. Right down from the images to the
I-F-F (Identification Friend or Foe) signals, they appeared quite
solid and real to the homing projectiles. As planned, the decoys
became the targets of choice to be killed, rather than the single
Martian ship that rocketed away.

Captain Ortega beheld the phantom fleet as it turned
and faced his ship. Unexpectedly, they began to grow bigger, and
then he realized why; they were flying directly towards him.
Although collision with the decoys had become a real threat, they
were completely overshadowed by the tracking missiles that
faithfully followed them.

"THE DECOYS, THEY'RE—" Ann started to speak, but was
harshly interrupted by her superior.

"SHOOT THEM DOWN! SHOOT THEM DOWN! SHOOT EVERYTHING
DOWN!" Captain Ortega screamed in an absolute panic.

Although
the Louyang's remaining weapons began frantically firing at both decoys and
missiles alike, the big ship was overwhelmed by sheer weight of
numbers. Decoys collided and missiles exploded with the Earth
cruiser until it wavered and fell from the sky as a burning twisted
hulk. In a trail of dense smoke and fragmented debris, the
Louyang slammed hard into
an outer section of the base it had tried to protect. The end of
the ship came in a monumental explosion that sent dirt, debris, and
part of the base skyward.

 


* * * * *

 


Aboard
the Mariner, the
entire bridge crew stood silently in suspense. Thoughts of failure
and feelings of anxiety occupied each crewmember as time dragged
by. Even Paladin felt a little anxious as he quickly glanced at his
chronometer. He wasn't sure if Wakinyan had ever reached the base,
let alone destroyed it. Paladin allotted only a few minutes more of
idleness before he himself would order an attack on the base by the
fleet.

Suddenly, the communication's crewman placed a hand
up to her headset, and all turned to gaze at the woman, hearts
pounding with anticipation. The woman listened carefully as a grin
slowly broke out on her face.

"SIR,
INCOMING MESSAGE FROM THE CRAZY
HORSE!" the woman blurted out excitedly.
"THEY'VE DONE IT!" the she bellowed in exhilaration. "THEY'VE DONE
IT! THEY TOOK OUT THE BASE!"

A mighty cheer rose from the bridge alone with the
sound of tremendous hand clapping.

"COMMUNICATIONS! TELL MR. DAMON TO LIFT HIS SHIPS
OFF NOW!" Paladin quickly ordered.

"AYE, SIR!" the woman happily obeyed.

"What a relief," Captain Winslow admitted.

Paladin did not, however,
share his subordinate's joy of the moment. Instead, he frowned
slightly. "We still have a long way to go, Mr. Winslow. We still
have a ways to go."

 


* * * * *

 


A troubled Richard Wakinyan
looked out from a porthole on his bridge, a captive to his own
thoughts. He saw the distant, bright fireball that announced the
Earth cruiser's demise. Although he should have been elated over
the victory, he wasn't. Instead, the Martian captain felt very
somber and drained inside along with something else: tremendous
guilt. He had just killed—or perhaps even murdered people who he
never knew.

The guilt was not just an
outpouring from the present battle, but rather a complex
intertwining of terrible memories from his past that sometimes
haunted Wakinyan in quiet moments. Friends, loved ones, and unknown
faces; all were lost in a morbid parade and spectacle of violent
death. In his mind, he saw the face of each spirit twisted in the
agony of despair, and possibly never knowing peace. For this reason
alone, he hated war and its senseless carnage, blaming both God and
himself for it. It was, however, a part of his profession, a
profession he willingly chose even though it was more or less
dictated by the circumstances of his life. But he wished it was
otherwise.

Richard cognized, perhaps he wasn’t the only one who
felt this way. For the first time in memory, the Martian Fleet had
gone to great efforts to avoid a fight. All the Martians wanted was
their freedom—not Armageddon. Yet, dead and wounded now littered
Mars and its surrounding space. Commander Paladin had tried to
avert this by giving a five-minute warning of their intentions, but
it was not to be. The Earthers refused to step back and let them
pass. It left no other option.

Wakinyan watched dejected
as the fireball finally flickered out. “Forgive me!” he whispered
softly in veritable repentance for all the lives he took that
didn’t deserve his wrath. But he knew that collateral damage was
always a part of war and inevitable.

As
the Crazy Horse touched the boundaries of space, he let out a small sigh. He
then pushed the guilt and memories out of his mind once again, and
focused on his next mission's objective.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 4: Too Damn
Pretty

 


As the battle around the fourth planet wound down, a
huge white fleet of ships sat idle in the space between Earth and
Mars. They were ultra-modern, symmetrically designed, and yet,
totally eccentric in appearance.

Each ship was wrought as an
elongated cylinder that narrowed at both ends, but widen vastly
towards the center. On the topside was a deep oval well where a
blended superstructure of rounded, but irregular shaped blocks rose
modestly away from the hull. However, the bottom side was fashioned
into a huge, flattened hexagon, which was evidently a bay for cargo
or perhaps smaller spacecraft. On the topsides of each ship,
portions of two large vertical discs were mounted for hyperspace
travel, scanning, and defensive fields. Ultra-modern metals had
been combined with resin, and plastics to give each ship a
distinctive look of translucent glass as well as improved strength
and other technological breakthroughs.

For normal propulsion, two
rotatable engine pods were mounted mid-ship on both port and
starboard sides of every hull. They were inlaid as jutting dual
thrusters, but gave the illusion that they were inefficient and
unwieldy. Stranger still, conspicuously absent was any form of
weaponry from their sleek and seamless skins. This was in essence a
stealth mode, however, in which they might be mistaken for unarmed
transports or freighters.

In reality to this deception, these were the Earth’s
most advanced warships, which were far different from the older
vessels with keels and hulls of welded braced metal. Their
conception was the result of newer technologies specified in their
design requirements to counter a number of growing alien
civilizations with equal or superior battle fleets.

These ships were constructed of two-way shape memory
alloys and materials, in which all atoms shifted at the same time
to form new stable crystal structures when energized. This not only
altered the physical footprint of
the ships, but created added functions by forming new equipment.
The yield strength of these compositions were much higher than
steel, giving the ships of this Earth fleet
a unique advantage along with a battlefield
dominance.

In
particular to this, was the huge space dreadnought positioned at
the head of the fleet. Its size dwarfed even the biggest of the
Martian cruisers and boasted the name of the present Earth's
council director—Quinton.

The ESS Quinton was the flagship of this—the Crimson Fleet. Reputed as one of
the most aggressive, destructive, and brutal of the modern Earth
military forces, the Crimson Fleet was also counted among the very
best.

The crews
of this fleet were also strangely unique: the majority of which
were not human. Humans accounted for less than one sixth of each
ship's compliment at best, and slowly they were being replaced.
Machines or their variant hybrids dominated the crews. Their
strength, endurance, and efficiency were considered more valuable
than human inventiveness, bravery, and compassion. This was
especially mirrored in a microcosmic melodrama that now played
itself out aboard the Quinton.

 


* * * * *

 


Only bands of upward moving
rings of pulsed bluish-white energy illuminated the dark judicial
chamber. The bands of electromagnetic conductivity were used to
restrain a kneeling woman prisoner between two metal plates in the
middle of the room. Their fluctuations of motion were accented by a
constant hum and occasional miniature lightning strikes of static
electricity that stung at the brunette's body. The woman jerked and
cried out from the pain cause by each random sting, while her
thoughts were choked by the despair of her uncertain
fate.

Crewman Laura Jillian
sobbed quietly as she awaited the verdict of her court martial. She
did not understand how or why this nightmare had happened. The
woman's mind replayed her cycling of a bank of power relays during
the normal 100-hour maintenance procedures. Every Step was
meticulously followed and electronically checked off on an
intuitive log. However, without warning one of relays was stuck
closed, causing a huge unexpected surge of current. This overloaded
the equipment, which blew apart and caused an internal fire in the
main engine room.

Although, her actions were
recorded on video, the recording somehow mysteriously vanished
along with the electronic log, evaporating her defense. The
recording and log’s disappearance was seen as a cover up to an act
of sabotage, as accused by a cyborg shortly after the incident. He
had been remotely monitoring the operation on the bridge. Added to
this notion of treason were several previously made statements by
Laura taken out of context. It was though someone had deliberately
set her up for a court martial that was unwinnable. Laura’s spirit
sank gradually lower in the depths of depression with this thought
as the waiting continued.

Suddenly, the room's
hatchway opened and light temporary flooded the chamber. Laura saw
only the silhouette of a tall, lean female who stepped into the
room with two massive bodyguards. The door then sealed itself
again. Laura heard the woman's footsteps march to the judge's bench
in front of her as small reflections of light betrayed the tall
woman's path. For the moment, there was only silence.

A dim green light then
“clicked” on from the judge's bench and illuminated only the mouth
and jaw of the female figure in a soft afterglow. The lips and jaw
were held tight in a pursed and stern reproach, unnerving the
prisoner even more. Jillian's heart palpitated as she awaited the
verdict.

"Crewman 2nd Class Laura
Jillian, it is the decision of this court that you have been found
guilty of the crime of sabotage against the Earth, her government,
and her people. Do you have anything to say before I pass
judgment?" the voice of Admiral Selena Darius echoed in
monotone.

Laura looked up as part of
her mind disbelieved Darius’ verdict. A sickening wave of terror,
however, twisted her stomach to nausea as she strained to see the
shadowy figure. "I didn't do anything! I didn't do anything wrong!"
she pleaded while tears began to stream down her face.

"This court does not
believe you!" the admiral's tone changed to one of intolerance.
"You are hereby sentenced to death! Sentence is to be carried out
immediately! Take her away!"

Laura's mind was frozen in
astonishment as the bands dropped into the floor plate and vanished
while a small overhead light illuminated. Her eyes became glassy as
she looked out to nowhere. The woman's breathing then became more
rapid as the blood drained out of her face and her skin became
clammy; reality was setting in.

She remained kneeling and
motionless as two cyborg guards stepped from out of the darkness.
Each grabbed an arm and pulled the stunned girl to her feet. As
Laura was made to stand up, she began to fight her guards wildly,
but to no avail. As she kicked and strained to be free, her
aggressors merely tightened their grip and pulled her off her feet.
They then began to drag the sobbing woman from the room as their
heavy footsteps echoed in the chamber that was eclipsed by
shadows.

"NO! NO! PLEASE, NO!" her
cries for mercy filled the room and corridor as they departed.
"HELP ME! OH GOD! PLEASE HELP ME!" Laura screamed, fought, and
begged. But eventually, her cries became fainter as the trio exited
down the corridor. Finally, the hatchway closed and all was
silent.

For a moment, the shadowy
figure of Selena Darius showed no emotion. Then slowly, a smile
formed on her face and grew broader. She, herself, then departed in
the darkness with a detectable liveliness added to her
gait.

On the
bridge of the Quinton, a middle-aged officer in the khaki naval uniform of the
Earth space forces paced the deck slowly, but deliberately.
Regardless that he was very well built and muscular, his black hair
was slowly graying. His chiseled and expressionless features spoke
of many years of active service, while his eyes scanned the sunken
deck with a careful, steady gaze. Although his face betrayed no
emotion, his soul was filled with utter turmoil and
pity.

In all
his years of service in the military, he never saw a sight like
this, human beings—or rather just their headswere physically merged with
machines. The process, he thought, must have been unimaginably
painful.

Each head, before it was
severed from its living body, was supposedly “wiped clean” of its
former personality through the use of chemicals and electric shock.
Once the head was removed, it was then mounted like a captured fly
in a web of thin hoses, wires, and fiber optic cables. Finally
encased in an orb of glass with a built-in holographic screen, the
heads were isolated from any contamination from the outside
environment. They then took their places in rows that formed a huge
bank, filling up an entire wall of the bridge.

They were considered an
essential part of the newly design Earth battleships and used for
controlling all manners of functions. This included a new and
superior battle matrix system. With them, scientists and engineers
had effectively combined human reason and intuition with machine
accuracy and efficiency—and all at the speed of thought. These were
the huma-droids, otherwise known as “HD's”.

The “HD’s” were a recent
development of Earth technology and newly passed laws. Legally
adjudicated as “a resource for the common-good” by a corrupt and
politically motivated Supreme Court, they were made up of men and
women condemned for any serious crime on Earth, sentenced to
become—this.

As the officer continued to
stroll around the deck, he wondered how many of them were actually
criminals. Commander Vincent Trager paused by one in particular.
Her grayish-white face revealed that she was once beautiful and in
the spring of her life when she was taken to this fate.

Trager froze momentarily
and wanted to touch the glass in sympathy that covered her face.
However, he knew that this was unwise, and so decided against it.
Seeing her reminded him of his last planetary leave of no more than
four months ago. There he met a young waitress at a restaurant in
the wee hours of the morning. Business was slow and the night’s air
cold. Yet, it was a good time for chance encounter.

Trager
smiled for a moment and thought back to the deep conversation they
had: of life as college coed and a soldier, their troubles, and
their dreams. He wished himself younger that night as the
possibility of a romance beckoned. But the cold reality of being so
much older and a military man bound to his duty stood in the way.
So they parted with a tender farewell, him to his new ship:
the ESS Quinton.

Although
life aboard the Quinton was a little unusual, Trager quickly settled into it. Three
months later into his posting aboard his new ship, the first of the
HD's arrived and were installed. With little thought, he paid these
“condemned criminals” no mind. But then on one of his daily tours
on the bridge, this one caught his eye. He paused to carefully
study the woman's face in detail. Finally after a few unsure
moments, he found himself recoiling in utter horror, for he
recognized the face as being that of Julie Morris: waitress, coed,
idealist—and now huma-droid.

The eyes that were once
filled with the joy of life now glared unblinkingly at a pseudo,
holographic viewer that was a part of her case. A mind that once
hoped and dreamed now only calculated and analyzed. And every time
he looked upon her, his stomach grew queasy while his eyes soften
with the moisture of compassion. He hoped and prayed that her
family thought her dead.

As Commander Trager
continued his routine inspection of this “ship of the damned” he
was assigned to, a cyborg walked past him. Trager's eyes locked on
and followed the hybrid to its duty station. He restrained the
emotions of the man within him once more. However, his pity for
Julie abruptly turned to total hatred and revulsion for the “thing”
that had just walked past him.

Trager regarded cyborgs as
nothing more than traitors to the human race. They consciously
forsook humanity for a machine's life, and power over what was once
their own kind. To the officer, they were embodiment of a
computer-dominated world, and the impersonality and cruelty that it
brought.

Taking a deep breath,
Trager turned away completely agitated and feeling the need for
diversion. He marched to the controls of the main viewer and
powered it on. He hoped to focus his mind on one of the few things
that gave him solace: the eternity of space.

The air crackled for a
moment with static electricity, and then a patch of stars, dust,
gases, and void appeared before him in a swatch of tapestry. Trager
took another deep breath and began to relax.

Suddenly, an electronic
voice imbedded into a wall panel near the hatchway began to
broadcast in naval protocol, "ATTENTION! ADMIRAL ON
DECK!"

With those words, the
rounded hatchway parted open. Trager looked up as he stood at
attention, his stomach tightening with more tension. Within a
moment, the figure of Admiral Selena Darius stepped onto the bridge
with her two android bodyguards.

Selena’s
body was clad in a black shinny leather-like material that covered
most of her machine parts well and gave her the guise of an
athletic woman. A taught black hood covered her head and accented
her grayish-white facial features, which Trager guessed to be
Mediterranean. However, the hood ended in a large rounded bun at
the rear of her head. This portion was an advanced computer that
was merged with her brain and designed specifically to interface
electronically to the Quinton’s
battle matrix
system.

More
machine than human, Trager regarded her from the very beginning as
extremely dangerous. Selena was highly intelligent, absolutely
ruthless, and exceedingly ambitious. Although she was a veteran of
many battles and a competent leader, her direct political
connections were partially responsible for her command of the
Crimson Fleet. But her reputation of needlessly sacrificing crews
and ships for vainglory and lust of destruction was the paramount
reason of her appointment. The Earth government demanded a
heartless taskmaster in charge of their most powerful armada for
enforcing their policies and advancing their agenda. And Selena was
the perfect marriage of human vanity and vindictiveness to a
machine's apathetic logic needed to impose The Order’s will upon the galaxy. In
Trager’s eyes, however, she was the absolute symbol of pure
evil.

As Admiral Darius seated
herself in her command chair, she wave to her subordinates to
return to their duties. Trager broke out of his stance and moved to
her side.

"So Trager, what have you
to report about our Martian prey?" Selena inquired.

Trager took a moment to
compose himself and then began his report. "They're running,
Admiral. They've beaten off our reserve fleet and all of the
Martian transports have just lifted off. Your plan seems to be
going smoothly. I've relayed a message to Earth Command about our
progress."

"Excellent!" Selena was
pleased. "We should have this all wrapped up in a few
days."

"However, there is a minor
problem, Admiral," Trager conceded. "Mars' largest volcano seems to
be shaking the planet apart."

Selena smirked. "As you
said…a minor problem."

"What about our civilian
and military personnel stationed on Mars, Admiral? Shouldn't we at
least try to evacuate them?" the man questioned.

"Absolutely not!" she
stated emphatically. "We simply don't have the time! And besides,
those worthless idiots were given an adequate warning to expect
anything! They should have been able to stop those traitors by
themselves! I am not going to jeopardize my plan just to save their
miserable skins! Let them die on Mars!"

"Yes, Admiral," Trager
submitted to Darius' edict. There was no choice; Trager risked his
life to the wrath of the unpredictable female cyborg in arguing the
point.

Suddenly, an electronic
voice spoke from the walls of the bridge, "Admiral Darius, there is
an incoming communication from the directorial council. Message
origin: Chairman Armon Quinton, Ma’am."

"Put it on immediately!"
Selena ordered.

"By your command," the
electronic voice acknowledged.

The floor in front of the
woman cyborg soon rippled like water. The rippling grew into a
small metallic round table, which rose from the deck almost
instantly and directly in front of Selena's command chair.
Underneath the table stretched a vertical metal ring from the
floor. As the table ascended to a height of five feet before
stopping, the vertical metal frame slowly transformed from an
elliptical shape to a perfect circle. Once the platform had
stopped, a small mist was sprayed from all inner edges of the hoop,
aiming for the circle’s center. The mist filled the inner air
surrounded by the metallic ring, suspended motionless as though
stuck in time. Suddenly, a popping sound was heard, and arcs of
energy then began to dance and crackled in the mist as an ion smell
permeated each nostril. It took only a few moments, but the energy
began to take shape in hues of color. Finally, a three dimensional
bust of a balding elderly man in a slate gray “Mao” suit
materialized.

"Good morning, Selena,"
Quinton greeted. "I've just received your report on the Martian
crisis. I take it that everything is going well."

"Yes, Mr. Chairman," Selena
answered with some humility in her voice. Everything is going
exactly as planned. The Martians have beaten off the reserve fleet
you sent, and should be entering hyperspace in just under an hour.
And we'll be right behind them. It's a shame that Paladin decided
to keep the location of Valamars a secret between him and a select
few of his officers and crews. Otherwise, we could end this charade
right now!"

Quinton's lips became a
crafty grin. "Patience, Admiral. It’s a game that we have to play.
If it was too easy, they might have suspected a trap. Paladin is no
fool. He knows that some sort leak was inevitable along with a
reaction from us. But we will find their new world and eliminate it
soon enough. It will present a splendid example to all our other
colonies contemplating similar ideas," Quinton spoke with a
positive outlook. "And you, my dear, will have what you so richly
desire: a seat on the Supreme Defense Council itself!"

Selena was mesmerized by
the pledge. "I promise you, Mr. Chairman, I'll personally send you
a report of our victory!"

"Thank you, Admiral. I
expect no less. Good day…and good hunting," Quinton signed
off.

As the hologram cut off and
the plate sank back into the deck, Selena sat silently pondering
the conversation. Suddenly, she rose majestically and walked to the
main viewer followed closely by Trager. He could see that her eyes
were fixed on the distant stars.

For a moment, she stood
riveted, contemplating her destiny. "Trager, move the fleet forward
at flank speed at once!" she broke her silence. "It's time we begin
our pursuit!"

"Yes, Admiral," Trager
replied. He began to turn, but then stopped. A frown filled his
face and he turned back to Selena. "By the way, Ma’am, I went over
all the evidence in Crewman Laura Jillian's trial. The chief
engineer has located a redundant copy of both the missing log and
video. After examination of both, he clearly states that it was
equipment failure and not sabotage," he pointed out.

Selena smirked. "Then have
him erase the video and the log, and change his report to my
findings."

"But Admiral, the girl is
innocent! She should be released!" Commander Trager
pressed.

The admiral slowly turned
around to her insistent subordinate, radiating a smile nearly as
wide as her face. "She was!" Selena stated in a happy, but assuring
tone. Darius then cocked her head and flipped a palm-up opened hand
towards the viewer, indicating for Trager to look.

Trager's
eyes quickly shot to viewer's projection of the space beyond
the Quinton. His
mouth dropped open, appalled by what he saw: the figure of a
helpless woman crewman floating outside the safety of the ship less
than fifty feet away. The image became familiar as he realized that
he was witnessing the slow and agonizing death of Laura Jillian
by spacing.

For her punishment, the
woman captive was callously shoved out of an airlock without the
protection of a spacesuit; her demise guaranteed. Laura, however,
still struggled vainly for life like a drowning swimmer. Her arms
and legs flailed frantically about, trying in desperate movements
to propel her somehow back to the ship. It was a morose and
heart-wrenching sight.

Suddenly, Laura’s body
began quivering in uncontrollable convulsions, her choking face
etched in the most frightened conveyance. Moments later, mercifully
Laura’s body became still—and Trager knew she was dead.

Trager took a deep breath
while biting his lip. He bowed his head in respect. "Why, Admiral?”
his voice was low and angered. “Why did you have to kill her?" he
had to know the answer.

Selena
watched the body tumble slowly through space and away from
the Quinton. "She
was just too damn pretty!" Darius said with a certain mirthful glee
in which to taunt her subordinate. "Now, get our fleet underway!"
her mood radically transformed to temper.

Trager looked up angrily.
"Yes, Ma’am!" his incensed tone was clear. The junior officer then
stiffly walked away.

Within a few minutes, the
hulls of the white ships of the Crimson Fleet began to glow as
electromagnetic energy surged through them: at first to a pinkish
tinge that soon became a deep neon red. This was the result of
electrons emitting red photons as they absorbed and then discharged
the energy while orbiting their atoms. But with this slow and
steady colonization came the metamorphosis. The once sleek hulls
began to transform, fluidly reshaping and growing appendages that
looked like huge sharp daggers covered in fluorescent blood.
Without any doubt, these were weapons. Finally, the glowing ships
had mutated into their full battle mode and began moving
forward.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 5:
EKTOS

 


The lights of Brussels,
Belgium sparkled and glowed hypnotically against the winter's
evening sky as the sun sank below the western horizon. As usual,
the city was filled with the gaiety of a robust nightlife that was
oblivious to all other notable events. This included the war that
raged around the solar system’s fourth planet.

In its colorful "red lamp" district, vast multitudes
of boisterous and cheerful people wandered the streets in search of
their own particular adventures and intimate passions. Guided and
dazzled by worded neon signs, flashing beacons, holographic
displays and vying tunes of popular music; the throngs of
partygoers lived only for the moment. Shops that never closed,
eateries that offered the most unusual cuisine, and nightclubs that
afforded everything from the exotic to the erotic; all catered to
this realm of illusion, fantasy, and self-indulgence. Truly, the
nickname of "The Taboo Bazaar" was well earned, where anything from
the most sinister crime to the most outrageous fetish was had for a
price. This was all made possible by the city’s bureaucracy, which
was governed by a corrupt, bribable, and most indifferent
authority.

The Brussels of long ago no
longer existed. It was a city that was forced to forsake its
medieval architect, its colorful history, and its religious
heritage for the ultra-modern, the trendy, the political, and the
cardinal. When it was chosen as the seat of the Earth government, a
vast transformation was required. It was to not only reflect its
overwhelming grandeur to every being that experienced the city, but
to display the dynamics of the human race itself.

From once where buildings
of antiquity and elaborate artistry stood, technological marvels of
complex design and fabrication now resided. The ancient buildings
were either removed or demolished to make way for this pre-arranged
geometric “showcase” of plastic, metal alloys, and lattice crystals
that were fitted together like some complex jigsaw puzzle. As these
new structures altered permanently the skyline, Brussels slowly
became not only a Mecca for the political bureaucracy, but a
central hub for the Earth's corporate businesses, and a playground
for the young, wealthy, and famous.

But the immorality of
Brussels held more than just scandalous affairs, tangled intrigues,
and a thriving underground world of obsessive debauchery and crime.
Beyond the normal politics and corruption, something else existed.
It existed in shrouded passages and expansive chambers hidden
beneath the streets. It existed beyond any legislated laws or
control. It existed in whispered rumors between the more judicious
members of the parliament and the directorial council. And in the
obscurity of the unknown, it watched the population with a guarded
hunger.

From surveillance devices
and scanners concealed in shiny metal globes that hovered like
balloons over every fairway and street, to the “Smart Encoders”
that were embedded into every human being, it entered every life
that passed within the city. Shielded by its anonymity, it
unendingly devoured all the personal information that databases
gave it—and then swiftly acted without regard or ethics.

 


* * * * *

 


Armon
Quinton sat at his desk in his huge and lavish office of
Council Chairman, unaware of the lateness of time.
Counter to his confident and stately public image, his brow was
furlough and immersed in worry as he viewed a holographic report of
missing persons. The report had become a dreaded daily chore, which
he was forced to conceal from all levels of government. As the
man's upper lip twitched in heightened nervousness, he continued to
scroll through the names and faces.

The famous and high profile
now also punctuated the video ledger. A male stage actor and a
female singer whom he had personally known were among this day's
victims. But beyond this tragedy, the daughter of a powerful member
of the council was also added to the infamous roster.

Finally reaching the end of
the report, Armon closed his eyes and covered his face with his
hands. For a moment, he reposed quietly, not thinking at all and
desperately trying to be somewhere else.

"Computer, end
transcripts," he called out to his machine servant.

"Yes, Mr. Chairman," the
machine responded. "Will there be anything else?"

"Hold all incoming calls
and allow no one access to this room," Quinton dropped his hands to
his desk. "I am not to be disturbed for any reason."

"As you command, Mr.
Chairman," the machine responded again.

Armon Quinton rose stiffly
from his plush seat. He took a deep breath and then shuffled to a
framed body mirror that filled an entire section of wall. As Armon
stopped before the looking glass, he gazed upon his own reflection.
The man saw the wrinkles of stress and tiredness engraved in his
own face that matched the burden he carried, one which he found
heavier with each passing day.

As he continued to stare at
himself, he felt very much alone. However, the name of “Ektos”
finally drifted into his mind and Armon's jaw locked while his eyes
tightened in loathing.

Ektos was the one in control. It was he who ran the
government, not Quinton, and for that reason alone, Armon hated
him. Yet, he hated Ektos more for the control he held over Armon.
Implied innuendo and incrimination were strategically placed in
messages of communication that were meant to be intercepted. Each
served as a subtle reminder of encoded blackmail by his shadowy
master whenever Quinton tried to restore his own authority in
opposition to Ektos’ directives.

It took
Armon a lifetime to build the New World
Order that was now the Earth. His hand
guided every decision. All the bribes that were paid, all the lies
that were told, and all the people that were either intimidated or
eliminated, were of his doing. And it forever welded Quinton and
the government together.

If what
remained of the free press every got hold of all the illicit deals,
crimes, and government abuse Armon was apart of, it would be more
than just he that would be finished. His New World Order would crumble with him
into the dust of history, plunging the Earth possibly back into the
realm of divided nationalism again. All that Armon had built would
be gone, while his name would be forever linked to a legacy of
deceit, vice, and murder.

Armon Quinton would not
allow this at any cost. Until he could find a way to quietly remedy
his partnership with Ektos, Armon would have to play the game a
little more while biding his time. Only then would requital be
swift and harsh.

With self-resolve, Quinton steeled himself. Once he
regained his composure, he placed a hand upon the mirror and held
it there. Within moments, the glass he touched took on a neon green
glow around his hand. It began to pulse brightly, moving from
finger to finger, while also allowing his hand to slightly submerge
within the silver material. Finally, the pulsating stopped. Quinton
pulled his hand away to see a glowing green mold of his palm and
fingers. Within seconds the imprint refilled itself and vanished.
The glass of the mirror then began to ripple away from its center
like water.

"Identity confirmed!" an
electronic voice announced as the glass parted, resonating to the
rushing liquid tide. As the glass pulled back into its frame, it
created an entrance into a darkened room.

Without hesitation, Quinton
stepped through the mirror and into the hidden chamber. Once he was
on the other side, the glass in the mirror ruffled and flowed back
together again, becoming solid once more.

As Quinton stepped into the
small room, the floor illuminated with a dull bluish glow. The man
then stood completely still.

"Down," he
commanded.

By Quinton's order, the
floor slowly began to move downward to a slight whine. The lift
then descended into the shaft, accelerating slightly as it
did.

For minutes, Armon felt his
steady plunge into the bowels of the Earth, his weight seemingly
falling slightly slower than the platform. His stomach became
uneasy. It was as if being swallowed alive, not that each previous
journey was any less disturbing. However, this time was so very
different; it was if something terrible was waiting down below, and
it made Armon afraid.

About half way down, a vile
stench similar to manure rose upwards and sullied the air with a
languor that made it slightly difficult to breathe. But a cold and
chilling breeze from nowhere suddenly blew it away. Armon shivered
to the icy gust while his legs suddenly wobbled in an impulse of
unsteadiness. Yet, sweat curiously formed on his the palms of his
hands. Armon trembled as his anxiousness grew. His heart thumped
hard to the growing fear, while something in his mind amplified the
great evil that lurked within the catacombs he was descending
into.

Finally after the platform
slowed to halt, he recomposed himself, burying his uneasiness into
his political ego. Yet, caution tempered him as he surveyed two
rows of tiny mounted floor lamps that gestured a pathway for him to
travel. Once the elevator stopped, Armon hesitantly stepped off to
the echoes of his shoes. He paused momentarily, desiring to return
to the safety of his office, but he realized there was no other
alternative but to follow the poorly lit road. Depressed, he slowly
milled away from the lift between the rows of lights.

Armon was in Ektos' lair
now. No bomb, missile, or energy weapon was capable of touching the
elusive being down here. In this realm, Ektos was supreme—and Armon
Quinton a mere wayward pawn.

Quinton walked for many
minutes in the eerie damp and dimness with only the sporadic
trickling of water and occasional splashing of puddles cascading
against the silence of the dungeon that seemed to go on forever. To
the sound of his footsteps reverberating back through the grandiose
sewer, he eventually heard the faint rumble and clatter of heavy
construction growing nearer. Bursts of illumination lit up in
distance flashes—and as quickly vanished. It was as if a titanic
storm was gathering on the horizon, assembling strength for its
terrible emergence of destruction.

The rumbling grew louder
and more pronounced as he continued onwards. Eventually, the sound
became deafening, while undulating the very ground beneath his feet
in sedate vibration. Finally, the corridor ended, giving way to a
great architecture that surpassed the grandeur of all man-made
works.

Here, great stone columns
rose from their mountings inside a colossal chamber and stretched
into the black recesses of the grottos. The massive supports held
an invisible ceiling aloft along with a portion of the city
above.

The lamps ended with the corridor, but they pointed
to a thin bridge that stretched and loomed above a huge,
multi-shaped abyss. The abyss was cut from solid bedrock out of the
Earth and formed in elaborate design. The stench of sulfur and
other noxious fumes overflowed the cavern, accompanied by powdery
soot. The contaminants rode heated updrafts of smoke from the gorge
and filled Quinton's nostrils with their foulness while scattering
fine particles of dirt over Armon’s clothes. The man covered his
nose with a handkerchief to protect him from the chemical
emissions, however; it barely reduced the smell.

As Quinton moved onward, a dismal curiosity taunted
and prodded him to gaze into the blackened chasm beneath him.
Slowly peering over the edge with a failing nerve, the scene was
beyond his imagination.

It was a great labyrinth
held together by a network of interconnecting granite and resin
support beams. Although its walls seemed mostly smooth, they still
retained random jagged patches that reflected their sharpness in
the sudden flares of light. But the great pit was awash with
activity. Wider than two football fields, it was filled with
supplies, machinery, and raw materials—and it stretched and
dissolved into an outlying inky horizon. Only the flaming light
from huge induction furnaces and cold fusion reactors gave some
illumination while hinting to the vastness of the area. The
machines hummed in a foreboding melody as the beating and forging
of metal accompanied their song.

Armon continued to look in
spite of the mounting apprehension that quivered his body in a
precipitate long shudder. In the pulsed reddish glow of the
inextinguishable sources of power and fire, Armon saw grand, raven
machines of unrecognizable design being fabricated and assembled.
Furthermore, all this was tended by silhouetted specters that bore
a striking resemblance to large ghastly centipedes. They darted
about with only reflections of light betraying their presence.
Working as drones; they tirelessly performed their mysterious tasks
while neither knowing fatigue, nor rest.

Conceived in secret and
with hidden purpose, all this was a recent development of
productiveness within the last year by Ektos. With much
trepidation, Quinton witnessed alone at what could only be guessed
at. He lingered in thought for a moment longer, and then gladly
journeyed onward to the other side.

A fork of several lamp-lit
corridors was offered to him on the opposite side of the chasm.
Quinton chose the path second on the left, and ambled down it at a
laggard pace.

Finally, the second trail
of lamps ended and Quinton halted as if on queue. A moment later,
an array of multi-colored beams of light showered him from above
and distorted his body in visual perception. The man was scanned
thoroughly for weapons as well as to verify his DNA fingerprint and
other bio-traits. The scan lasted only a few seconds, but it was
all that was needed. As the scans were cut off, a huge round
hatchway whirred and split open, flooding the area in brilliance.
Quinton hesitated for an instant, but then stepped in.

The man paused again
within, taking in his surroundings. The ceiling of the room
disappeared into shade while scaled-archways formed architectural
ribs that spanned room's width. The chamber's walls were tiled in
green and looked similar to an operating room. But he knew that
this was nothing close to a hospital.

Even though there were many
examination tables side-by-side in rows, the room was not staffed
by doctors and nurses. Instead, robotic arms of black anodized and
passivated metal mounted on both horizontal beams, and walls worked
speedily with their various medical device extensions. They swiftly
inspected, probed and modified their charges: adult human beings
kidnapped from the city above.

Armon watched with dismay
as a group of unconscious humans were move from a multi-transport
carrier and placed on the tables. They were then quickly stripped
of their clothing and physically explored.

Next to each table were
huge cylinders of clear plastic, mounted on their own movable
cradles. Every cylinder was open, having its top cap removed. This
exposed the inside of each plastic container, which tainted the air
with a pungent odor that smelled of bile. More ominous, however,
was a backboard with straps on metal slides that stuck out like a
black tongue from each plastic tube. It more than hinted at its
purpose.

Suddenly, Quinton's stomach
became very queasy. He struggled with himself, feeling the
queasiness turn to nausea. The man quickly left the room behind.
After some distance away, Armon stopped and took a few deep
breaths. The nausea began to fade as suddenly as it
came.

Turning a
corner, Armon came upon a platoon of androids, and rows of closed
cylinders set upright and held in place by braces of metal. Mounted
near the top and bottom of each cylinder were hose lines that ran
into a single huge metal orb that was centered in the room. The
globe was the reservoir of a green slime that was used to fill each
cylinder during the “nutrient” processing. However, it now sat idle
as empty cylinders were being replaced by the tending androids.
With great care, new cylinderseach containing a human
beingwas
installed as a replacement. Quinton's head dropped a little lower
as he pretended not to see what was unfolding around
him.

Unexpectedly, there was a banging to his right that brought
the Chairman out of
his stupor and into reality. The banging was accompanied by a
frenzied of pleas for help in muffled and desperate female tones.
Armon's head snapped in surprise to the cries that called his name.
The man was taken back as he looked at a conscious nude woman whom
he immediately recognized.

Carly
Nogales was one of the most popular and beautiful singers that the
Earth counted among its top celebrities. Her talent well exceeded
her 24 years of age and to the admiration of billions. More so,
Quinton knew her personally as a frequent guest at his house. She
was a woman he had admired and shared several intimate liaisons
with. Yet, seeing her like thisfrightened, and encased in one of
Ektos' processing capsulesbore Quinton with a great
shame.

Though
secured to a backboard, she banged away with hands and feet as she
begged for help, but to her surprise none came. Casting a long sad
face that was guilt ridden, Armon merely dropped his head in
disgrace. He then quickly turned away and dashed off, trying to run
from both the girland what remained of his conscience. Somewhere in his head, he
cursed himself for not getting there sooner—or much
later.

Finally
after a distance away, the Chairman
slowed and caught himself. He paused for a second
and looked back.

"I'm sorry!" he confessed
with real aggrieved emotion to the girl who could no longer hear
him. Armon stood silently for a moment, despairing to Carly's fate.
He then stumbled on.

Armon now approached the
end of the great hall. However, a formation of uniformed figures in
black cloaks and hoods stood as statues, blocking any further
passage. Although they appeared monk-like, each was armed with a
metal staff-like weapon that was tipped in huge multiple cutting
blades that surrounded a single output rod of a laser weapon. They
were fearsome carriages of an honor guard that protected Ektos from
any unwanted intrusion.

Armon slowed his gait even
further, but still continued his advance. As he neared the figures,
a sentinel bigger than the rest stepped out from the
shadows.

"You will proceed no
further," the sentinel commanded.

Armon halted promptly to
the challenge of the mysterious warrior, his fear quite apparent.
"Logos, I need to see him! It's urgent!" Quinton tried to
reason.

"You will proceed no
further," Logos repeated.

"I AM THE COUNCIL CHAIRMAN!
I ORDER YOU TO ALLOW ME ENTRANCE!" Armon demanded.

Suddenly, Logos removed his
hood, revealing a shiny black, translucent sphere of metal. His
facial features appeared in flashes that changed and vanished like
an image within a mirror. Yet, he was lacking in any form of eyes,
which seemed nothing more than a dark pool of a soulless void.
Logos was as intimidating as death himself.

"It is Ektos I serve, not
you!" the android replied in a deep growling tongue.

Quinton became more
passive. "I need to see him! Things are getting out of hand! I may
not be able to shield him much longer!"

Logos paused seemingly in
thought. Then, the machine turned his head to gaze at a wall next
to him. For an instant, the dark pool began to glow and swirl in
bright red. Laser beams were then emitted from the android's
induced face. They danced upon the wall in a high-speed sequence of
blinking codes; and in return, the wall fluttered in liquid
waves.

Logos indicated by a hand
motion for Quinton to walk through. With reluctance, Quinton
stepped through the liquefied metal, followed by the android. Like
a stone vanishing beneath the stillness of a pond, they each
displaced the wall as they went.

For a moment, there was
only a noiseless dark void. Then suddenly the blackness leaped to a
blinding white light, which emanated from a platform that appeared
as if in a dream. Quinton drew an arm up to block the brilliance
from his vision.

The platform held four huge
curved electrodes that generated a burning orb of white light
between them. It cast off rays like a burning sun, yet the room was
filled amazingly with a biting coldness. Quinton became more
anxious.

The metal
platform itself was barely visible in the radiance, but it
stretched out into a chamber that was larger than a stadium and
completely circular. Added to its oddity, the walls were erected
totally in huge black plastic panels. Red neon lit the panels
created by electronic circuits that were encased in each
rectangular cell. The circuits, however, were not of a static
nature. They were forever changing their connections and
configurations from moment to moment. This was the heart and the
mind of False Star 6: a living, evolving, bio-machine that called itself
Ektos.

Quinton walked forward a
few steps with his arm still raised as Logos stood by the entrance.
The man's eyes glanced away from the blinding light that held
covert thoughts, and the combined essences of human and
reversed-engineered alien design.

"You seem a bit on-edge,
Armon, but then you always are," a pleasant multitude of male
voices resounded from every direction.

"It's just a little nerve
racking being so near to panels holding enough of your hybrid
flesh-eating bacteria to kill an entire city. I'm always afraid
that one of them might crack open," Armon confessed. "Why our
scientists insisted on using them for your circuits is beyond
me!"

"They're
actually very practical," Ektos answered. "They can transfer
signals faster then your human brain and are extremely energy
efficient. This is true of each of the many bacteria variants I
hold, regardless of their different morphologies, they work
together through electrical stimuli to mimic your brain structure,
creating my consciousness. But you did not come here to discuss my
technology, have you? So why did you come?" the bio-machine
questioned.

"Ektos, I came to tell you
that the Crimson Fleet is now in pursuit of the Martians," Quinton
spoke, reluctant to confront Ektos with his real
complaint.

"I know. I have been
monitoring all transmissions. This Martian problem is nothing more
than a trivial diversion. Their blight will soon be eradicated from
the universe. But then, you know all this. So what is the real
reason for your presence?" Ektos grew a little impatient at
Quinton's deceit.

Armon dropped his head
momentarily, but then it swiftly lifted. "Councilman Blake's
daughter!" Quinton's voice exploded. She was one of your latest
victims! He's looking for her and has demanded that the Global
Investigation Bureau find her! And he's not the only one! With so
many disappearances, others in the government are beginning to
notice and ask questions too! Soon, it will all unravel! I can't
see why you have to abduct so many conspicuous people, when I can
supply you with others who won't be missed!" Quinton concluded his
grievances.

"It is a matter of genetic
attributes, DNA linking, and the physical quality of their bodies.
The ones that are selected are the most compatible as well as being
the most desirable. They must have the right amount and type of
chemical nutrients as well as being in the most optimum condition.
Remember Armon, it is me they're feeding. You wouldn't feast on a
piece of slimy fat gathered from the gutter of the street, would
you? Besides, it should be of little concern. You control
Administrator Arnett, and she controls the bureau," Ektos
defended.

"How do you think I'm
managing this now?" Quinton argued. "Eventually both the parliament
and the council will press for an investigation with Blake will
leading the charge! And I won't be able to stop it!"

Ektos laughed. "You take
things way too seriously, Armon. Opportunity knocks and you do not
hear it."

"What do you mean?" the man
was puzzled.

"Let me explain then,"
Ektos was confident. "I think it's apparent that the Martians had
help with their little rebellion. I would not be surprised if
Councilman Blake was one of these traitors. Perhaps, he had his own
daughter murdered for fear of being exposed by her. And who knows
what other traitors lay within the council and parliament as well.
A man of strength and vision would recognize this opportunity…and
seize it! What do you think, Armon?"

Quinton's fears began to
abate as he thought about what Ektos suggested.

"And all the others who
vanished?" Quinton asked.

"As for the others, they probably had pro-Martian
sentiments as well. Knowing of this, it is safe to assume that they
fled from Earth with their Martian friends."

A smile of relief slowly
formed on Quinton's mouth, and he nodded in agreement. Armon began
to surge with a newfound courage. "With the right spin, and a
little manufactured and well-placed evidence, it wouldn't be
difficult to prove that at all! You’re right, I can turn this to my
advantage!"

Flashing a broad smile and
an assured look, Quinton quickly turned and vanished back through
the wall: a man with a mission not to be deterred.

After Quinton left the
chamber, Logos sealed the entrance from within.

"Why do we need to tolerate
this fool?" Logos questioned his master.

"We do need him right now.
Although time is really inconsequential, his importance will end
shortly. However, do remember that he does provide the necessary
distractions we need to complete our work in secret."

"Let him
war with the Martians and play the stupidity of politics with his
government. It is we who act decisively. In this hour, our
production facilities for the Mort-Hia have just conceived the first
batch. And we have secured a great quantity of meitnerium,
lonsdaleite, and baryonic dark matter
for our dimensional gravitational accelerators and portal ships,
which are now under construction. When the moment is right, the
universe will bow to us and become our tool." Ektos chuckled. "Yes,
we do need him now…but only for a little while
longer."

Logos smirked with his
vaporous features and hoped that he would be the one to slaughter
the human named Armon Quinton.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 6: By
Storm

 


Although
Commander Paladin stood before the Mariner's main viewer with his arms
folded in a confident stance, his mind, however, was distraught. As
he surveyed the vast collection of transport vessels assembling
amid the Martian warships, he was concerned with the amount of time
the entire process was taking. The deployment of his warships was
dictated by his convoy experiences to distant worlds, affording
maximum protection to the unarmed vessels. Yet, he knew it would
surely not be enough should any of Earth's main battle fleets
appear. Time was now his enemy.

"Mr. Winslow, give the order for the fleet to get
under way immediately," Paladin commanded.

"Sir, not all ships are in position yet," Winslow
excused with cautioned.

"We've wasted too much time here already. They'll
just have to manage the best they can," Paladin’s response was
firm.

"Aye, Sir," Winslow's face
betrayed a downcast look while his voice lacked any
eagerness.

Paladin cast a suspicious
eye at his subordinate. "You seem a bit distressed, Mr. Winslow.
What's on your mind?"

The junior officer just stood silently.

"Mr. Winslow, you served with me long enough to know
I don't like secrets, so out with it!"

For a moment the man hesitated, but then spoke his
thoughts. "Commander, I don't like the idea of leaving a third of
our population behind. I was hoping we could give them a little
more time. Maybe we could convince some of them to get to the last
few remaining transports and—"

"Mr. Winslow," Paladin interrupted, "we have given
them every opportunity to leave Mars with us. It is by their own
decision that they remain, and to whatever reason they base it
on."

"I have it from very
reliable source that if we don't do this today…right now…we will
never be allowed to. And to this end, I will not jeopardize the
lives of those truly seeking their freedom against those who do
not."

"Sir, it just seems that we're abandoning them,"
Winslow offered.

"That is a matter of opinion. I think it's more of
them abandoning us. They don't share the same values or the same
dream of freedom as we do. And not all the allotted time in the
universe will see them change their minds. Give the order, Mr.
Winslow," Paladin's electronic voice refused to yield.

"Aye, Sir."

Just
then, the communication's crewman called out to Paladin.
"Commander, I have an incoming message from Mr. Damon aboard
the Morning Star,"
the woman reported.

Paladin's face shifted to a
deep frown, showing his disdain for the politician. "Put it on
audio only," he replied to the crewman.

"Aye, Sir," she swiftly
obeyed.

A moment later, a familiar
voice echoed from a speaker, "Commander? Commander
Paladin?"

However, Paladin paused
before answering. He neither trusted nor liked the administrator.
Still, he thought Damon a necessary evil needed for establishing a
new government. "Yes, Mr. Damon, I can hear you. If you'll excuse
me, we're a little rushed for time. So, if you could make this
brief."

"Commander, as the
administrator of Mars, I just wanted to say how absolutely
delighted I am in the performance of your fleet today!" Damon
voiced pretended enthusiasm that he really lacked. "It was nothing
less than miraculous! I think that I can speak for every man,
woman, and child when I say—"

"Mr. Damon!" Paladin
interrupted with impatience. "This is not the time for a
congratulatory speech. The operation is still ongoing. I am still
waiting for our space marines to report in on their objective
before we can proceed out of the system."

"Objective? What objective?" Damon quizzed, having
never been told the details of the plan.

Paladin's
answer was short and to the point. "The
Guardians!"

 


* * * * *

 


In the
dimness of space close to Jupiter, two gigantic "paddle wheel" type
structures turned on end, slowly in unison. These were the twin
battle stations called The Guardians
that protected the Earth's inter-dimensional
jump-gate.

Jump-gates were the entrances and
exits of automatically programmed hyperspace tunnels. They acted
like a giant space telephone network, simply by connecting one
jump-gate to another. This made them very easy to operate verses a
starship that traveled by hyperspace engines directed by
navigational run-time
equations—equations that produced
the exact time
needed for traveling through hyperspace corresponding to the amount
of distance to be traveled in real space. This demanded a
well-qualified and seasoned navigator. For even a minor error made
by a navigator in calculating these formulas, the probabilities of
inadvertently materializing the vessel inside the center of a star
or impacting other celestial bodies was greatly enhanced. This made
jump-gates far safer, while giving them an added bonus of being
utilized by any craft lacking its own hyperspace capability as
well.

The majority of jump-gates were
constructed when hyperspace engines were too few, too expensive,
and too dangerous. Still they needed protection from unwanted
intrusion from surprise alien invasions, as proven by the attack of
the Arris. The Guardians
became the Earth’s solution to the
problem.

They were placed on either side of
the Earth’s jump portal and designed to fight a space battle with
any hostile ships emerging or retreating through the jump-gate. The
notion of their mutual support fitted well to this end.
The Guardians combined
armament was capable of reducing any fleet to particles while
withstanding multiple assaults from different quarters.

It was a
sound concept for its day, but changing times diminished their
military importance and value. In this age of progressing
technology and advanced warships, The
Guardians were regulated to the boredom of
monitoring system traffic and cargo inspection duties. Long gone
was the belief that they were cornerstones of Earth's defenses.
Because of this, their once highly trained crews settled into an
atmosphere of apathy and morass. This gave the stations a fatal
flaw, one that the Martians meant to exploit.

 


* * * * *

 


Captain
Tonelli, the commanding officer of Guardian
One, grumbled beneath his breath as he
leisurely dressed himself in his tan uniform. A portly man of well
over six feet in height, his large frame struggled to fit into his
standard issue clothing, which seemed somewhat smaller in
size.

In years past, Tonelli was
a very capable and handsome officer, but a near-fatal leg wound
suffered during combat became a roadblock to his military career.
He was removed from frontline duty and placed out-to-pasture here
as reward for his heroics. Gone was his ability to achieve any
further promotions, however, souring his taste for military life.
Tonelli then watched his life slowly pass by as others moved
on.

Over many years of
commanding this outpost, his once strong muscles were replaced by
fat while his jet-black hair turned to a grayish white. Ambition
was lost to boredom, jealousy, and self-pity. Now old and
disgruntled, he was too close to retirement to care about anything
else.

Being roused out of bed
during the middle of his sleep period reminded him of his desired
departure from the military. However, the purported emergency that
was urgently reported to him by the duty officer, although vague in
detail, was still his responsibility to answer.

After tying his boots and
strapping on his ion pistol, the captain exited his room and
hobbled down several corridors to a shuttle car entrance. After
Tonelli causally boarded a car, the shuttle vehicle started off
through a plastic and transparent tube to the command
center.

Unknown
to Tonelli, however, events were rapidly developing. At the same
time, a trash container ship maneuvered to dock with
Guardian One. The aging
hulk’s visit was a matter of routine that was scheduled weeks
before by the maintenance chief. As the old ship anchored herself
into position and began the exchange of empty garbage containers
for the filled ones from the space station, it was later realized
that the maintenance chief above all else, was a
Martian.

As Tonelli reached the
command center, he was perplexed at the activity. Every system was
activated, and every position, including the redundant ones,
manned. Throughout the center, the PA blared loudly over the
crewmen’s voices. The audio faded in and out and was at times
completely masked by static noise, but it was clear in what was
happening; a pitch space battle was being fought somewhere in the
solar system.

Tonelli then spotted a
short ugly man standing by the communication console. This was
Lieutenant Feldman, a recent transfer, who had a pug face, bug
eyes, and a perpetual sneer. However, the man was most efficient in
his duties and served currently as the shift’s duty
officer.

Upon seeing Feldman,
Tonelli rushed over and grabbed him by the arm. “What the hell is
going on!” he demanded to know.

Feldman gazed back unmoved
by his superior officer’s emotional outburst. “Sorry to disturb
your sleep, Sir,” the man sounded sarcastic, “but it seems that the
Martian Fleet has gone berserk and is shooting up the solar
system.”

“What?” Tonelli was
appalled. “Are you sure?”

“Quite sure, Sir,” Feldman
confirmed. “Apparently, they’re attacking one of our reserve
fleets. That’s what’s coming over the PA now. They’ve probably
destroyed all the communications satellites in Mars’ orbit and it
looks like they’re trying to jam all outbound signals as
well.”

Tonelli’s mouth dropped
open. The shock of the news stunned his mind and jumbled his
thoughts. Then panic gripped the officer as a sudden realization
came over him. “If they’re trying to leave the system, then…they’re
probably headed here!”

“More than likely,” calmly
stated Feldman. “That’s why I’ve taken the liberty of bringing both
stations up to Defense Condition 1. If we see so much as one of
their garbage scowls, we’ll blast it into particles.” he
boasted.

 


* * * * *

 


Gunnery Sergeant Stephan
Gagarin, a tall, solemn, and daring man with steel blue eyes and
rough sandy hair, climbed steadily up a refuse shaft that connected
to one of the “empty” garbage containers they were transported in.
He continually scanned the shaft with his night vision gear as he
carefully and quietly advanced, for the lives of his marines
depended on it.

As
always, this Martian Marine “lifer” had volunteered to be
the pointman for
this operation. Totally hidden in his gray camouflage uniform, body
armor, and black combat equipment, he was all business as he led
two platoons of Martian Marines in their part of the initial
assault on Guardian One.

Like
every other marine, he carried a heavy load of assorted weapons on
his web gear, backpack, and person. There was the standard bayonet
on the left side of his web belt, a K-bar knife that hung from his combat
vest, and a throwing knife strapped to the rear of his right thigh.
Several concussion and smoke grenades were tucked in half pockets
around his combat vest as well. An ion pistol, which could
discharge a burst of electrons to either stun or kill, was
holstered on his right side. Plastic explosives in the form of
shape charges, a medical kit, and a day’s worth of MRE’s were
stored in his pack along with extra rifle ammunition and 50 feet of
scaling rope.

His primary weapon, a
plasma rifle, was slung across his back. It was a scaled-down
version of a fighter’s cannons, which bore a striking resemblance
to a M16 Rifle of the Vietnam War. However, it was by far more
lethal. The two gases needed for the plasma bullets was each fed
from small adjacent canisters built into each magazine, and ignited
by the magazine’s electrodes by its encased battery to make the
rifle operate. The weapon was capable of discharging 70 plasma
bullets, each traveling at 2800 feet per second, before needing
another magazine for reloading.

However,
even with all of this equipment, the climb was not as hard as
expected, since the maintenance chief had
somehow neutralized all artificial gravity within the shafts.
Gagarin’s total load was near weightless instead of the 150 pounds
it would have been on the Earth. This greatly aided the marines and
kept them on schedule. But the marine sergeant didn’t particular
like climbing a shaft that was used for transporting human waste as
well as other byproducts. His gloves became soiled and gooey with
the excrement and discarded toilet paper as he reached the top of
the conduit, and he imagined what he smelled
like.

At a collection point a
little ways on, normal gravity resume and Gagarin waited in the
darkness for both platoons to reassemble. It wasn’t long before the
last marines appeared. These were Captain Benson and his team of
specialized technicians. They were to be protected at all costs,
for the burden of running the jump gate and station systems fell
upon their shoulders. Without them, the collapse of the Martian bid
for freedom was assured.

To the sergeant, the
objectives were clear: his platoon’s taking of the security room
while the other would hit the command center. But the experienced
space soldier felt uneasy about the new lieutenant who was to
“help” direct the attack on the security room. He was a stick of an
officer, fresh out of the academy. Big on theory and little on
ability, the fledgling officer was hungry for medals. Gagarin hoped
that the “college boy’s” ambition wouldn’t get a lot of them
killed.

Indeed, Gagarin went to great lengths to guarantee
that did not happen. He directly petitioned Colonel Lon, the
Commandant of the Martian Marine Corps, and made a case for the
lieutenant to be kept to the rear. The colonel, however, was set
against it. The man was “green” and needed the experience. Yet, Lon
conceded that he would order the young officer to participate, but
not to lead. To Gagarin, the concession was acceptable from the
colonel whose judgment and words he trusted.

With a few hand gestures,
Gagarin divided the small force into two groups. The marines
brought their weapons up, held at the ready with stone-cold eyes
fixed down the scopes of each rifle. In single file, they began
moving to their respective jump off points.

 


* * * * *

 


In front
of the trash-flow monitors of Guardian
One, sat a big burly man chewing on a
cigar. Maintenance Chief Albert Webley rubbed his shaved head as he
monitored the progress of each group of Martian Marines as they
departed the trash containers. In all, there were about four
hundred marines making the climb through eight shafts. The marines’
assault was scheduled to begin in five minutes.

Webley counted himself
lucky so far. The “secret modifications” he had made over the last
two years were only activated as the container ship docked. This
left little to chance. The question now posed was of security
discovering that the pressure and gravity of the shafts were
neutralized before the marines attacked. Webley continued to chew
on his cigar as he nervously waited and watched.

 


* * * * *

 


Reaching the final
waypoint, Sergeant Gagarin spotted a small beacon that was placed
on the roof of the shaft by Webley. He immediately typed “AG-145”
into his wrist’s Personal Data Computer. With a sudden burst of
flame around the beacon, a brilliant circle was burned. The shaft’s
metal groaned as it was easily cut loose by the pyrotechnics. The
piece of shaft then severed and dropped quickly to the floor with a
large clang.

The
marines rushed forward to the opening and aided one another
upwards. As the last of them disappeared into the hole, the final
phase in the storming of Guardian
One began.

 


* * * * *

 


Captain Tonelli grew very
fidgety and fearful as the sounds of battle abruptly vanished from
the communications network. Without another word, he deserted
Feldman, defaulting command to the junior officer. An attack was
almost certainly imminent on both stations, and Tonelli’s only
thought was to race for the safety of the security room. Even
though he passed many armed guards along the way, he felt that
being barricaded in the station’s most protected area was the
wisest choice to keep his life.

His legs spurted in great
strides, as his boot “clopped” heavily on the grated steel floor
plates. However, as he neared the entrance to the security room,
Tonelli’s steps slowed. He saw the corridor broaden into a wide
lobby with a large rounded desk. Two mounted track-guns then came
into view. The Gattling Gun lasers slowly rotated in sweeping, but
menacing arcs.

A security sergeant,
accompanied by a dozen heavily armed guards in black uniforms,
stood in front of the security’s room hatch. At the moment,
however, they were busily engaged in inspecting some unknown cargo
in huge plastic containers that was being transported on motorized
carts into the secured chamber.

Tonelli’s mouth became an
anxious smile, as sanctuary grew to no more than a few yards away.
It was perfect timing. The guards were finished with their
inspection and the thick hatch began to sluggishly part open to
allow the cargo carts access into the compartment. The hatch’s
powerful motor vibrated the steel deck with a rumbling that was
very loud. Its awesome quake gave the officer renewed hope while
calming his fears. Yes, he thought, the security room made the
perfect haven from the impending storm.

Without any warning,
however, a violent white flash of light accompanied by a deafening
“boom” and a burst of roasting heat over-powered the Earth
officer’s senses. Tonelli found himself thrown backwards as the
floor in front of him disintegrated. His body became uncontrollable
and jerked from invisible projectiles impaling him as he flew to
the ground. The small missiles penetrated him with searing pain and
sharp stabs that stole the very breath out of his lungs.

The pang of hurt racked his
body as he landed hard on the deck, but the agony was slowly traded
for a cold numbness that radiated inwards from his arms and legs.
He also felt a warm, sticky wetness all over as well as a
difficulty in breathing. The man finally realized—he was
dying.

His torso was pierced and
shredded by shards of shattered deck plates that also broke many of
his bones. This made any movement tormenting. But as life left him,
he became an unwilling witness to his command’s
destruction.

The corridor and lobby were
now engulfed in an expanding cloud of bluish-gray that smelled of
noxious fumes. As the wall of smoke and the stench of chemicals
continued to foul the air, silhouettes in gray camouflage uniforms
sprang up from the cratered hole and charged in the direction of
the smoke-hidden security desk. Although his vision could not
penetrate the haze, the sounds of a brief and intense firefight
were unmistakable. But the sounds ceased within a minute, giving
way to a small explosion that quickly followed. It was then that
Tonelli lost all consciousness—and died.

 


* * * * *

 


It was a stroke of good
luck based on the marine sergeant’s years of bloody experiences.
Even over the threatening demands of the lieutenant, Sergeant
Gagarin yielded only to his own patience and acquired combat
skills. He was rewarded when the huge hatch to the security room
was retracted. This made the chamber vulnerable to a quick and
deadly assault. If the hatch was not opened, the alternative was to
place all of their shape charges against a portion of the wall and
pray to God that the resulting explosion didn’t cause a hull
rupture.

But as it was fated, it
only took a minute to blow the floor plates, kill the outer guards,
and destroy the track-guns. The latter was accomplished with
several shotguns firing flechettes—large titanium darts—that
demolished the weapons mechanisms and rendered them useless. Using
a rocket launcher on the track-guns as called for by the
lieutenant, Gagarin rightfully reckoned was absolute
idiocy.

The resulting explosion
would have not only bombarded the enclosed area in a lethal spray
of shrapnel, but a scorching back-blast as well. It would have
caused unnecessary casualties among his marines, which Gagarin
would not stand for. It also would have amounted to a failed
attempt to take the security room, leaving the operation in
jeopardy.

Instead, only one shape
charge was detonated, jamming the huge hatch open. Three squads of
the Martian Marines then rushed in, leaving a single squad to hold
the entrance.

The corridor took many
short angle turns in a seemingly endless maze, but finally it
opened into a long, broad hallway that ended in two-story lobby
with a balcony. The hatch to the objective sat in the center of the
lobby. It seemed innocent enough, but Gagarin halted the advance
and took his time to scan the area.

“What the hell are you
waiting for?” Lieutenant Sean Boid questioned in a loud and
obnoxious tone.

Sergeant Gagarin’s gaze,
however, did not break from the objective. “Because it’s way too
easy, Sir. It’s a trap,” he informed the officer in a quiet and
professional tone.

The officer took a moment
to glance down the hall. “I don’t see anything.”

“You’re not meant to, Sir,”
Gagarin became annoyed with Boid’s recklessness. “Does the
lieutenant think that they would put up a large sign to advertise
it?”

“Don’t sass me, Sergeant,”
Boid found the excuse he was looking for. “It’s clear to me that
you’ve lost your nerve. You’re not fit to lead! I’m taking over
command, right now!”

But Gagarin was a harden
soldier who had faced down incompetent officers before. “Over my
dead body, Sir. These marines are not going to die for your
stupidity, and neither am I.”

Boid’s face became red with
both embarrassment and anger. “I have your stripes!” the officer
threatened.

“We’ve
both got to live through this for that to happen, Sir,” Gagarin
turned his head to confront the officer face-to-face. “If you’re so
damn sure it’s not a trap, why don’t your take a shape charge down
there…by yourself…and prove it! Or has the lieutenant lost his nerve?” the
marine sergeant insulting added.

Boid looked at the other
marines and knew his authority to lead was in question. By their
body language, they silently communicated that they would not
follow him. Boid’s head then jerked back to Gagarin. The officer
sneered with total contempt at the adversarial non-com.

Lieutenant Boid quickly
reached over and grabbed a shape charge from another marine. The
officer paused for a moment to give Gagarin one last hateful stare,
and then dashed at a gallop down the long hall.

With his weapon in one hand
and the explosive in the other, Boid valiantly charged the
hatchway. His long strides thundered and echoed off the steel walls
as he neared the other end of the corridor. So intent was he with
placing the explosive that he never realized that he was
experiencing “tunnel vision” from the rush of adrenaline. Boid
never saw the upper wall panels that dropped, revealing heavily
armed guards manning their steel bunker.

In unison, the Earthmen’s
weapons fired, raking the marine officer with plasma bullets. Boid
was literally cut into a dozen burnt pieces by the tremendous
volley. What was left of his body fell to the floor, twitching and
smoking in the aftermath of his death.

Gagarin’s impassive face
did not show the pity he felt or the rage that was building.
Although he didn’t like the lieutenant, he didn’t wish him any harm
either. But a choice was made: to let one prideful arrogant man to
go to his death, rather than have his platoon slaughtered. It
seemed cold-blooded, but it wasn’t. The lieutenant was dead either
way, but 30 good marines didn’t die with him.

“Now what are we going to
do?” asked a marine corporal.

“I got an idea,” Gagarin
thought up an improvised solution. “Take your squad and hold-up
here. Don’t do anything! We’ll be back in a few
minutes.”

“Roger that,” the corporal
gratefully acknowledged.

Sergeant Gagarin and twenty
marines then retreated to the entrance.

 


* * * * *

 


The black uniformed
security guards waited nervously behind their steel barricade;
their hands sweated as they gripped their weapons tightly at the
ready. They mistakenly deduced that the one-man charge was a
reckless and unsuccessful probe of their defenses. Still, Martian
Marines were never known to give up. The guards sensed that another
attempt was shortly coming and probably more violent in its
invocation.

Over the next few minutes,
it became strangely quiet, and the Earthmen strained their eyes to
see the end of the corridor for the imminent assault. As every
second dragged by, they each waited, accompanied by their fears,
which filled each chest with heaviness.

Then something was vaguely heard invading the
silence of the corridor as it drew nearer. At first it was
unrecognizable, but as the noise continued, the distinct whine of
electric motors stirred near.

Suddenly, a volley of “popping” sounds pieced the
air, like corks being pulled out of wine bottles. This was quickly
following a “hissing” that grew intense.

“SMOKE GRENADES!” someone
yelled as the explosive containers were unexpectedly heaved into
the hall by the marines. The grenades jumped and ricocheted in
every direction, filling the corridor with a dense choking cloud.
The whining of electric motors then grew louder once more.
Immediately the guards began shooting although their targets were
well concealed behind the smoke.

The salvo of plasma bolts
was tremendous, but the marines began returning fire—and advanced
unhindered. Some on the security guards began falling wounded or
dead as the assault relentlessly continued.

“KEEP FIRING! KEEP FIRING!”
yelled an Earth officer to rally his men.

Suddenly, several small
dark towers on wheels burst out of the thick haze. The unexpected
vehicles took the security guards completely by surprise, rousing
an immediate hysteria within their ranks. The marines had created a
few makeshift armored vehicles by lashing pried-up flooring plates
to several of the transport carts. As crude as they were, the
vehicles were devastating. From makeshift gun ports, Martian
Marines raked their enemy’s position, while the machines kept
advancing steadily.

“NOW!” screamed Sergeant
Gagarin to the marines following behind the vehicles.

In unison, every Martian Marine pulled the pin on a
concussion grenade and heaved it at the barricade. Most of the
grenades arced precisely into the titanium bunker and detonated
among the defenders. Although a single type of this grenade gave
off a small explosion to temporarily stun an intended enemy’s
senses, the barrage of grenades that was thrown into the small
confined space created enough of a high pressure shock wave to
kill. In that moment, the remaining soldiers of the Earth died at
their positions—all from brain hemorrhages—and resistance promptly
ceased.

The Martian Marines then climbed into the bunker and
over their fallen foes, making their way to the security room. Two
minutes later after a brief firefight, it fell into Martian
hands.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 7: Command
Center

 


The first phase of the Martian
Marines’ plan was accomplished almost flawlessly, but the ensuing
strategy rapidly fell apart. In horrific exchange of laser
discharges and pulse weapons, the two space stations dueled
ferociously in the endless night. They cleaved off chunks of each
other in flaming pieces as their weapons penetrated weak spots in
each other’s energy shields. Guardian
Two was launching more of its fighters as
a Martian supply ship hurriedly withdrew from a docking bay
of Guardian One.

The
ship’s mission was to bring in more reinforcements while evacuating
the wounded, but no one foresaw the waves of Earth fighters being
launched from Guardian
Two. Although the Martian ship was ray
shielded, it sustained several major hits while unloading the
marines. This incited its civilian captain to panic and then flee
without any prior warning for the safety of
deep space.

The ship pulled away with
such suddenness and speed that its steel tethers and mooring clamps
were sheered off while several concourses were wrenched from the
station in the shrill groans of the bending and breaking of metal.
This action caused several connected compartments to rip apart into
fragments and collapse, unintentionally killing over a platoon of
the last of the disembarking marines by pulling them out into
space, or impaling and crushing them. As the ship started its
erratic getaway through the bodies and debris it had just created,
enemy fighters swarmed in around it strafing it with their pulse
cannons.

The
battle inside Guardian One
was no less as fierce. Countless firefights
between Earth security forces and Martian Marines were happening
everywhere throughout the station. In one such battle, Earth forces
were being driven back into the reactor room by the hard charging
marines.

From catwalks, work
platforms, and behind equipment, constant fire was traded.
Hand-to-hand combat, considered a primitive method of last resort,
became the rule. As in any such battle, uniformed men and women
turned from training to instincts and savagery to survive. They
gouged, clubbed, stabbed, punched, and kicked just to stay
alive.

The
command center of Guardian One
was secured only fifteen minutes earlier in the
same gruesome way by Martian Marines. A thick haze of carbon smoke
from different burning materials still filled the room, while
bodies littered the floor in a mosaic of death, but the center was
far from idle. Marines in their gray camouflaged space suits and
black field gear manned the control panels and worked the
equipment, as did their Earth counterparts in Guardian Two.

Major Franks, a tall
well-built black man, momentarily glanced at his commanding
officer, Colonel Lon. As the ranking officer yelled out orders and
guided the weaponry of the station, Franks was glad that he didn't
have Lon's job. It seemed to have the intensity of a forward
observer, and yet, required the tactical abilities of a naval
officer, and that just didn't quite suit him. The major was happy
with the more mundane duties of coordinating the marine assault
forces in securing the station.

Franks barked out a stream
of constant commands, as he listened to reports and viewed his
marines' progress on a set of combat tactical control computers
resting on their own portable tables. He became totally immersed in
the situation, and the last thing he needed was an interruption. A
line of prisoners, however, was being moved from one compartment to
another. This quickly became a source of rage as one prisoner
stumbled into the major's equipment, almost knocking it
over.

"Sergeant Gagarin! What the
hell are you doing with these prisoners?" Franks thundered as he
stood up.

"Sorry, Sir," the sergeant
offered apologetically. "We were just making room. We've got a
whole bunch more coming and we can't find any place to put
them."

"Sergeant, I don't have
time for your bullshit! Just get them the hell out of here! I don't
want these turds breathing my air!" the major was curt with his
subordinate.

"Then what shall I do with
them, Major?" the sergeant asked.

"Stick them in evac-pods
and get them the hell off the station! There's no way we're taking
them with us!"

"Aye, Sir!" Gagarin snapped
a reply.

Walking to the head of the
detail, Sergeant Gagarin pointed the muzzle of his weapon at the
first prisoner and indicated a direction with it. "ALL RIGHT YOU
BUNCH OF MAGGOTS, START MOVING!" he commanded.

As the prisoner detail
marched off, Franks glared at them hatefully.

"Those poor dumb grunts are
just doing their duty," Colonel Lon's voice surprised Major
Franks.

The major
turned to face his commanding officer now standing next to him.
"Does the colonel mean like when they shot up Dome-One thirty years ago? It must
have been really tough for these Earthers facing down a bunch of
unarmed workers, striking for better conditions."

Major, hating these people
for past sins is not going to bring your father back," Lon offered
sympathetically.

"No, Sir, it won't," Franks
reply was emotional, "but they've always treated us as sub-human.
Personally, I don't give a rat's tail what happens to them. I just
want to be free of them."

"We're doing that right
now, Ed," the colonel reassured. "So what's the situation, Major?"
Lon's tone changed to one of a military professional.

"Sir," Franks once more
buried the past and became a marine again, "although we caught them
by surprise, they're still putting up a tremendous fight. We've
have just secured the reactor room, but there is still sporadic
fighting and flare ups throughout the station."

"It's no better out there,"
Colonel Lon confessed. "They recovered quickly. They're launching
fighters and continuing to fight regardless that we knocked out
over half of their batteries. I think that—"

Suddenly, a small explosion
blew off the hatch to the engineering crawlway, choking the room
with dust and smoke. Major Franks and many other marines
automatically threw themselves to the floor and readied their
weapons. And luckily too, for plasma bullets sprayed from the
opening, and mowed down those marines that didn't. A second later,
figures in Earth black security uniforms jumped out of the hole
with the objective of taking back the control center.

"BREAK-THROUGH!
BREAK-THROUGH!" screamed Franks as he began shooting his weapon
from a prone position.

Franks killed the first two
soldiers out of the duct, however, many more followed. The Earthmen
poured through the hole, shooting, clubbing, and bayoneting in a
hateful frenzy. But marines are marines, and countered the attack
with their own fervor and tenacity. For many moments, the struggle
lay in the balance, with the advantage shifting constantly from one
side to the other.

Finally, Sergeant Gagarin,
leading marine reinforcements, charged into fray. The marines’
withering fire and wild onslaught took a heavy toll upon the Earth
security forces, driving survivors back into the duct. Several
concussion grenades were then heaved into the engineering access.
Their detonation announced the end of the battle.

As Major Franks watched
Sergeant Gagarin and ten other marines climbed up and disappear
into the duct, he rose slowly to his feet.

"The sons of bitches, they're using the engineering
and repair ducts to filter in behind us!" the major's voice boomed.
He turned quickly to where before his superior officer once stood.
"Colonel, I think we better—" Franks voice suddenly trailed off.
Colonel Michael Lon, Commandant of the Martian Marine Corps, lay
dead from a blast to his face.

The death of his friend and
superior officer instantly stunned Franks. He stared stupefied at
the corpse unbelieving of the colonel’s demise. He then bowed his
head with closed eyes in mourning and out of respect, but the
situation demanded no time for lamenting.

"MAJOR, WE GOT A PROBLEM
HERE!" a marine manning the communication's position yelled
out.

Franks spurted to the
control consoles. His attention quickly shifted to the Martian
freighter fighting for its very survival. Although the ship was
heavy shielded as well as bristling with armament, it was not able
to fend off the multitude of fighters that attacked it mercilessly.
Soon gaping breaches from the hull belched plumes of water vapor,
contaminated with other particles, reminiscent of smoke.

Franks
redirected some of Guardian
One's
batteries in support of the languishing ship, but
the inevitable was not prevented. With a single missile from an
Earth fighter, the huge ship was transformed into a massive
expanding orb of fission that scattered burning wreckage in all
directions.

Flaming metal chunks were
spewed across space in deadly shards as well as large sections.
Fighters that were too close disintegrated in smaller explosions
from the freighter's aftermath while other debris rained upon the
two space stations with total disregard. The two stations careened
wildly from the enormous shock wave of the blast and the impact of
the last physical remnants of the ship that pierced both of them.
Many minutes passed before the effects of the explosion were
spent.

Franks displayed a slight
sneer. "Looks like we'll be walking home! WHERE THE HELL IS OUR
SUPPORT!" the man roared in frustration.

Suddenly, an electronic
buzzer echoed through the room.

"Shit!" cursed another
marine. "Major, the gate controls just went red!"

"Can you trace the
problem?" Franks yelled back.

"I'm trying to, Sir! There
seems to be a break in the converter circuits!" the marine
responded.

"Try to bypass them!" the
major ordered. Franks then abruptly grabbed at his throat mike.
"Left Guard to Pistol Pete! Left Guard to Pistol Pete! Do you copy,
over?"

"Pistol Pete to Left Guard!
I read you, Six! Go!" the voice of Captain Benson filled the radio
receiver.

"Benson, were the hell are
you! We've got all reds on the hyper-gate controls!
Over!"

As Captain Benson squatted
behind a huge piece of machinery in some unknown room, plasma bolts
whizzed furiously passed his head. However, he quickly returned
fire, hitting one of his assailants sniping at him from an elevated
platform. "We're a little busy right now, Major! Between trying to
stabilize the reactor power and these damn snipers, we’ve got our
hands full! We'll try to get to it as soon as possible!
Over!"

"Don't try, just do it!"
Franks sternly decreed.

"Aye, Sir!" Benson replied
as he shot another sniper.

Suddenly, Guardian 2
shook from several explosions on its unseen side
in bright evanescent flashes. Its batteries then eerily went silent
as all power faded from the station in a rolling
blackout.

Major
Franks stood amazed as he gazed out a large porthole and watched
as Guardian 2 began
to drift further away. He did not believe that the fighting between
the two stations was so unexpectedly over. As he continued to stare
out into the dark void, his eyes caught a ship approaching from
behind the wayward station. A lone Dolphin destroyer in Martian colors
drew closer.

Franks dashed over to the
communication's position and keyed the audio transmitter. "Left
Guard to Right Guard! Left Guard to Right Guard! Do you copy?
Over!"

There was a short pause and
some static, and then the voice of Captain Richard Wakinyan was
heard over the speaker. "Major, you needn't be so formal. I would
know that loud and irritating voice of yours anywhere," Wakinyan
tried to lighten the situation.

However, Franks was in no mood for joking and grew
very annoyed. "You're ten minutes late, damn it! Where the hell
have you been?" he demanded to know.

"A few Earth ships took a complete disliking to our
existence," Wakinyan explained becoming more serious. "They cost us
time … and casualties."

As
the Crazy Horse glided by, Franks clearly saw the damage to the ship. "Sorry,
Wakinyan. I guess this morning hasn't been pleasant for either one
of us."

"It’s okay, Major." Wakinyan assured. "I suggest you
send your success code. Paladin is probable a little worried by
now."

"I will. By the way, have you got room on that
garbage scow of yours? Our ride got zapped, and there's wounded all
over the place," Franks asked respectfully.

"Start shuttling them over, we'll make the room,”
Wakinyan did not hesitate to answer. “You'll have to use your own
boarding pods and anything else that you can find though, but be
advised…only Bay One is operational."

Franks shook his head as he spied
the gapping hole in what was left of Bay Two of the
Crazy Horse. "Thanks,
Captain," Franks was relieved and grateful. "It's too bad that not
all the transports are equipped with hyper-drives," the major
turned and saw a tarp being placed over Colonel Lon's body, "it
would have saved a lot of grief."

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 8: Eye of the
Devil

 


The planet Mars was an
outwardly angry and hostile world that inspired both imagination
and myth, but it also instilled feelings of fear and awe in all
those who looked upon it. Ever since man first gazed up into the
night's sky at it, the planet glowed in a flaming red and orange
like heated coals. However, "The Devil's Eye" as it was once
nicknamed, held an overwhelming magnitude that left many visitors
to this world in breathless wonder.

Dust storms moving in splotches of browns and blacks
appeared as bellowing wisps of smoke that seemed to float over the
Martian landscape. They intermittently blurred and distorted
terrain features as if excessive waves of heat were swirling about.
This added to the illusion of a world on fire. Not even the white
polar caps were able to cool this fervent impression. However, the
impression was now reality.

Olympus Mons boiled and roared upward in fiery
explosions. The huge volcano smoldered eerily against the heavens
as it spat lava and ash furiously in plumes of pungent sulfur. Its
physical contempt reached well beyond the atmosphere, threatening
space itself. Truly, this inferno was a most fitting tribute to the
Roman God of War, especially as dead hulks of ships and human
remains slowly circled the planet in space. So were the thoughts of
Admiral Selena Darius who held an obsessive loathing for the planet
and its people.

Selena’s
fixation of hatred against Mars and the Martians grew out of her
ordeal of her only command in the Arris War. As she stared out a
porthole on the bridge of the Quinton, she was mesmerized by the
volcanic violence of the red world that imperiled its surrounding
space. It led her mind back in time, and then Darius remembered why
only one moon now circled Mars.

 


* * * * *

 


Almost a score of years had
passed since the Arris had attempted to invade the Earth’s system.
An insect race that was driven by their own basic instincts, they
had exterminated all other beings before them to ensure their own
species future survival. And seventeen years ago, they had turned
their malevolence upon humanity after accidentally discovering and
destroying several human colonies at Alpha Centauri A.

Although the last colony to be annihilated had sent
a dire warning before their fall, the Arris had quickly determined
how to operate its hyperspace jump-gate as well as the coordinates
of humanity’s home world, the Earth. The Arris then had sent their
hordes immediately through the jump-gate to obliterate the Earth
before the human military could respond in force. Sadly, all that
had stood between the aliens and the extinction of billions were
several squadrons of Earth warships Darius commanded—and the newly
commissioned Martian Fleet.

Yet,
Selena had personally ordered the Martians to remain out of the
engagement. Like so many other Earthers, she had been indoctrinated
in the perception that Mars was inferior to Earth in every way and
believed that the Martians' obsolete ships and untried crews would
only be a hindrance to her efforts. And as the two human fleets
parted, the Martians were left behind with the task of forming
their own last ditch defense should the battle go badly. It became
a self-fulfilling prophecy for Selena as her formations were
quickly struck from both quarters by the Arris warships while
a gunline of alien
vessels was used as a blocking force in the
center.

As clash grew in ferocity,
Darius’ crews courageously fought what slowly became a one-sided
battle, for the superior numbers of the Arris eventually took their
toll. For every Arris ship the Earthers destroyed, two more came
through the gate. Selena then tried a mad dash through the center
to destroy the gate, but was driven back with heavy
losses.

With her squadrons
decimated, Selena was forced to order a general retreat, fighting
as they withdrew. There was nothing she could do but despair, for
there seemed no way to stop the bug-like aliens.

Then suddenly, something strange appeared on her
scanner screens. What she first thought to be a rogue asteroid, her
sensors eventually recognized as the Martian moon of Deimos moving
rapidly and seemingly under its own power.

It was at this point that
things got wilder. The Martian moon without warning veered, arcing
away from the Earth ships and heading directly for the Arris
formations. The sudden course change of the stone juggernaut caught
the aliens by complete surprise. It created confusion within their
ranks, and because of their own tremendous numbers, many of the
Arris vessels were unable to maneuver—blocked by a wall of their
own ships.

Instead, they helplessly
collided with the rocky behemoth in their unsuccessful bid to
escape. This forced many of the outer enemy vessels to disperse,
making them easy targets for the swarms of Martian fighters that
suddenly popped-up from behind the wayward moon.

Selena realized that the
Martian fighters could not be alone. Finally as Deimos passed
exposing its reverse side, she witnessed an unimaginable sight; the
entire Martian Fleet was pushing the moon forward with their
ramming planes. As Deimos and the Martian Fleet continued their
steady advance, they became unstoppable.

The Martians fought their
way through the Arris hordes, protected by their shield of stone.
As they closed in on the gate, the Martian ships suddenly swerve
away and retreated at full speed, but Deimos still glided onward.
The wayward moon finally slammed into the gate. And in a massive
wave of energy; Deimos, the star-gate, and a large portion of the
Arris fleet were blasted into cosmetic powder.

Knowing that they were now
hopelessly outnumbered and alone, the remaining Arris ships either
spurted into deep space or for the inner asteroid field between the
orbits of Mars and Jupiter. But retaliation was swift as Martian
and Earth ships pursued and slaughtered them.

The heroics and ingenuity
that had saved the Earth also brought unexpected, if only temporary
glory to the Martian Fleet. It also had fostered jealousy and
resentment within the Earth forces, as well as almost ruining
Selena's military career.

Selena was relieved of her
command and was passed-over for promotion for many years to come,
becoming a pariah within military circles. Eventually,
disappointment turned to bitterness, and bitterness to hate as
Selena blamed the Martians for her plight. Only by her involvement
into Earth's Inter-system Globalist Party was Selena's
re-instatement secured. Councilman Armon Quinton personally saw to
that. Regardless, Darius' hatred of the Martians still persisted.
It was this obsessive excuse for hate that made her decision of
transforming from a bitter human woman into the immorality of flesh
merged with machinery as a cyborg.

 


* * * * *

 


"Admiral?" the voice of
Commander Trager interrupted Selena's thoughts. "Sorry to disturb
you, but we have an urgent message from General Melfi, Earth Ground
Forces Commander of Mars."

Selena frowned. "All right,
put him on audio," she controlled her annoyance.

With a nod from Trager, the
voice of General Melfi echoed through the compartment.

"Thank God you're here,
Admiral," the elderly man toned relieved. "Olympus Mons is blowing
itself apart. We need more transports to evacuate our remaining
personnel and dependents. Can you help us?"

Selena paused for a moment
before answering. "You've already evacuated some of your
people?"

"Yes, they're being
re-located to the far side of the planet. Luckily, the Martians
left most of the sub-hyper transports and shuttles, but there is no
telling how dangerous this situation will become. I'd like to
evacuate them off the planet itself. Can you help us, Admiral?" the
general pleaded.

A devious smile spread
across slowly across Selena's face, while her voice became
understanding. "Why most certainly, General. I'll make immediate
preparations."

"Thank you, Admiral. I knew
we could count on you," General Melfi expressed his
gratitude.

Selena's face went hard as
a rock, as she made a slashing gesture with her hand across her
throat. This indicated to command and control computer to cut the
transmission. A moment later the communication's link was
broken.

Trager's
eyes narrowed with suspicion as he addressed his commanding
officer. "Admiral, I thought you had decided not to send any of our ships to
help?

Darius walked to her
command chair and seated herself down. The woman's face was
unemotional, and yet, deep in thought. A scheme formed in Selena's
mind as she touched her right index finger to her nose. "There are
other giant volcanoes on Mars, aren't there?

Trager nodded. "Yes, three
more, all within a short distance from Olympus Mons. I'm surprised
that they haven't also erupted as well."

"So am I," Selena guarded
her thoughts. She then took a moment to pause. "Before we hunt down
those Martian traitors, I have another task for the fleet, a very
important one!" Selena voiced in a sly, and yet, ominous
tone.

The sound of Darius' words
sent a shiver up Trager' spine. His jaw tightened with tension as
he listened unbelieving.

Minutes later the majority
of the Crimson Fleet reformed itself into a loose wall formation as
it approached Mars. However, several squadrons of ships broke away
from the main formation and began to circle the red planet, while
the crews prepared their ships for combat.

 


* * * * *

 


The damage to the Earth
base at Barclave's Labyinthus was insignificant compared to other
commands around Mars. It was considered a minor target by the
Martians, and rated only a quick diversionary attack. However, the
unforeseen eruption of Olympus Mons caused a considerable amount of
the damage. The base was pelted with everything from ash to large
boulders, while many of its underground facilities bordered on
total collapse from the volcano's enormous rippling vibrations.
Still personnel carried on with repairs and rescues.

General Melfi sat a console
evaluating and analyzing his command status as well as the current
situation. His mind raced with possibilities as he issued constant
orders to different sections and officers.

"General?" a hesitant voice
broke Melfi's concentration.

The general looked up with
some contempt as he recognized the voice belonging to an irritating
second lieutenant.

"Damn it, man! What is it
this time?" Melfi's anger and intolerance showed.

"Sorry, Sir," the junior
officer stammered an apologetic tone. "Sensors are reporting
something strange."

"Well?" the general's
patience grew thin.

"It's about our approaching
fleet, Sir."

"This should be simple
enough, even for you," Melfi explained as if to a child. "They're
sending ships to help in the evacuation of our people!"

The lieutenant just bit his
lip in fear of his superior. Still, he summoned the courage to
speak again. "Sir, the main fleet has taken up a battle formation,
while several squadrons of ships are starting to circle the far
side of the planet. Sensors indicate that their weapon systems have
just fully energized, but we can see no targets?"

The general sat for a
moment, ingesting the junior officer's words. With a newly found
curiosity, he switched his console screen to viewing scanner
information. As Melfi gazed upon the screen and readouts, he
puzzled over what he saw. What the lieutenant said was true; the
ships were in battle formation, and yet, there was not a single
Martian vessel in sight. Suddenly, a multitude of small blips
appeared emanating from the ships and streaked towards
Mars.

"Oh my God!" he uttered in
absolute horror.

 


* * * * *

 


The Crimson Fleet launched
wave upon wave of missiles at the helpless planet. Nuclear blasts
of no less than 300 megatons each began to devastate every
installation, city, and volcano on Mars. Their flashes and plumes
consumed people, structures, and the landscape alike in a monstrous
firestorm that set the very atmosphere afire. This was quickly
followed by shock waves that expanded to distant areas from each
explosion with an overpowering tidal surge of scorching dust, but
it did much more than that.

The sustained massive
bombardment began to collapse the outer crust of the planet,
compressing it into the planet’s very core. The iron core, in turn,
heated up and those parts of it that had been cooling over the many
millennia was now aglow in beyond blast furnace temperatures. The
gravity and the magnetic field of the planet increased ten-fold.
The process mimicked the creation of Mars over a billion years
ago.

Nor was it any different on
the opposite side of the planet. Circling warships began
mercilessly shooting down and destroying all transport ships and
shuttles to the terror of their victims. Their combination lasers
and ion cannons easily sliced through the unprotected hulls of the
civilian transports. Once that was done, they then began targeting
the “safe” areas.

Wreckage from the destroyed
vessels rained down in thousands of flaming pieces from the sky,
cremating the flesh of men, women, and children as they impacted
the planet and crashed through the clear plastic casings of some of
the domed cities. These also caused massive breaches in the plastic
seals that release the breathable air they held, slowly suffocating
the inhabitants while the disproportionate pressure blew out glass
windows and sucked some people out of their skyscraper dwellings to
a sure death. The holocaust then unfolded further in plasma bombs
with their expanding bubbles of boiling energy that dissolved the
bonds of molecules and disintegrated everything they touched. This
was quickly followed by another salvo of nuclear
fission.

For thirty minutes, the
bombardment continued, and then finally lifted. Its purpose,
however, was done; every human being that had lived upon the planet
was dead.

Mars then swiftly came to
its end. Its atmosphere took on a ghostly green glow as corona
discharges of lightning raked the planet in massive bolts. All four
gigantic volcanoes now erupted in enormous and thunderous ejections
of molten material, while fissures the size of canyons cracked the
surface in irregular intervals. Much of the outer crust was gone,
engulfed in seas of lava that swallowed nearly the entire planet.
Mars became a bright-red molten world of death.

 


* * * * *

 


Both of
the Quinton's senior officers watched the grim spectacle from the bridge of
their ship. However, Selena stood with a gleeful smirk, while
Trager's face bore the expression of total
revulsion.

"Why, Admiral?" the man
questioned, wondering if this act was from insanity or codes of
malevolent programming buried within the computer tied to her
brain.

The cyborg woman just stood
silently; her eyes were transfixed on the burning planet while a
broad toothy smile encompassed her face.

"Why?" Trager's tone became
more sorrowful.

Selena's smirked. "The end
always justifies the means. We have to have some reason to
exterminate the Martians, and what better way to demonize them than
by creating a massacre. It will totally enrage every human being
throughout the galaxy."

However, Trager pressed on.
"But the people—"

"ARE EXPENDABLE!" she
voiced sternly in a fit of furor as her head jerked around to face
him. "The only way our race can survive is to stay united! Everyone
must not only subordinate themselves to social demands, but also be
prepared to sacrifice all they possess for the common good! If that
includes their lives, so be it! Besides, they were either bungling
fools, or traitors who knew what the others were planning! They
deserved death! Do you have a problem with that,
Commander?"

"No…Admiral," Trager backed
down meekly, realizing the monstrous part he had just played in the
mass murder.

"All right then, Selena's
tone lightened, and became more upbeat and pleasant again. "Contact
Admiral O'Donald and tell him to continue his pursuit of the
Martian Fleet with his squadrons. In the mean time, set a course
for Cramer's World and have the rest of the fleet follow
us."

"Yes, Ma’am," Trager softly
acknowledged. He then walked off.

Selena smiled to herself as
she watched him depart from her side. Once he was out of view, she
turned back to Mars and enjoyed the rest of the show.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 9: Though the
Gate

 


Paladin
vigilantly stared at the Mariner’s
main viewer as the Martian Fleet approached the
jump-gate. Regardless that the fleet had made excellent progress,
his face was a grim expression contrived by his apprehension of
imagined misfortune. Disastrous possibilities were springing from
his fears and congesting his mind with doubt. He pondered whether
he was guiding the fleet to safety—or to certain
death.

"Fifty-five clicks from
jump-gate, Sir," Winslow announced.

Paladin's jaw tightened for
a moment. He then keyed his transmitter on for inter-ship
communications. "Angel Fire to Left Guard! Angel Fire to Left
Guard! Do you copy, over?"

For a long moment there was
only silence, but then a familiar, unexpected voice echoed from a
speaker throughout the bridge.

"Left Guard to Angel Fire!
Left Guard to Angel Fire! We read you five by five! Nice to hear
you, Commander," Major Franks' voice welcomed.

"Glad to hear you too,
Major. Where's Colonel Lon?" Paladin's confidence grew.

Another pause drew into a
tone of sadness from the major, "I'm sorry, Sir…he's
dead."

Paladin was taken back at
the news, but quickly steadied himself, denying a demonstration of
any grief. "And where is Right Guard?" he expected more bad
news.

"We're sitting off your
starboard beam, Commander," Wakinyan interrupted.

Paladin
smiled as he caught sight of the distantly small silhouette of
the Crazy Horse floating in front of the rotating clouds of the planetary
eminence of Jupiter. In a perfect moment, Jupiter’s Great Red Spot
framed the Martian destroyer, joining the perception of the ship’s
power to the gas giant. "I thought you and your pirates would be
skulking about somewhere," Paladin joyful said.

"Just keeping an eye on
things, Sir." But suddenly, Wakinyan became very serious.
"Commander, we've got Major Franks' wounded on board, and some of
them are in pretty bad shape. Request permission to immediately
shuttle the more badly wounded over to the hospital
ship."

"Permission granted,"
Paladin agreed to Wakinyan's concern. "Major as soon as that is
completed—"

Suddenly, Winslow shouted
across the bridge, "COMMANDER, ENEMY FLEET APPROACHING AT FLANK
SPEED FROM ASTERN!"

"BELAY THAT! How far away
are they?" the commander urgently questioned.

"Scout ships report ten
minutes, no more," Winslow relayed the communication.

"Major, set the gate
controls to automatic and shuttle over immediately!" Paladin
ordered.

Franks watched his men
working frantically on the controls. "That's a negative, Sir.
Controls were shot up during the operation. We only have manual.
Also, the main system is off line and is under repair,
Commander."

A cold chill went up
Paladin's spine, yet the seasoned officer refused to panic. "How
long, Major?"

"About seven minutes more,
Commander."

"Make it five!" Paladin
ordered.

"Commander," Wakinyan again interrupted, "the major has only a
skeleton crew on board. He can activate the gate and we can pick
him up. However, I still request we transport the badly wounded
over to the hospital ship. Our surgeon was killed, Sir, and we
could also use a medical team transported to the
Crazy Horse as
well."

Paladin deliberated the fate of those wounded for
few seconds before he spoke. "We have few choices at this point,
Captain, but those marines should be given every chance to live.
They've earned it! Shuttle them over quickly, and rendezvous with
us at Apoapsis Three. I expect to see you in my office right after
you arrive. Good sailing, Captain."

"Aye, Sir," Wakinyan
replied. "You too!"

Franks breathed a sigh of
relief at Paladin's decision about his wounded. His relief,
however, quickly turned to outrage as he spotted a few of his
marines standing idly by.

"SERGEANT GAGARIN! WHAT THE
HELL ARE YOU AND YOUR MEN STANDING AROUND FOR? GO HELP CAPTAIN
BENSON'S REPAIR TEAM!" the officer commanded.

"AYE-AYE, SIR!" the
sergeant quickly responded. Turning to his men, Gagarin in turn
bellowed at them. "YOU HEARD THE MAJOR! MOVE, MOVE, MOVE,
MOVE!"

The small group of marines
then quickly darted out the hatchway.

 


* * * * *

 


Time passed distressingly
fast as Commander Paladin glanced once again at the ship's
chronometer. Five minutes ticked by quickly and still the gate was
non-operational. In the meantime, he had re-formed the fleet. From
a distance, it looked like an egg on its side, with his warships
gathered in the rear of the formation.

"Commander, most of Major Franks’ badly wounded have been
transferred to the hospital ship and a medical team has been
dispatched to the Crazy
Horse!" Winslow hastily
announced.

"And the Earth fleet?"
Paladin knew the answer to his question.

"We’ll be in range of their
weapons in two minutes!" Winslow verified hesitantly.

Paladin frowned. "If the
gate is not operational in two minutes, we'll have no choice, but
to attack their fleet. Give the order to standby." his voice
trailed into silent.

Winslow simply nodded and
went to transmit the command.

Back in
the control room of Guardian
One, Franks also glanced nervously at the
time. "We have less than five minutes," he spoke out loud to
himself, “What the hell is keeping that repair
team?”

Suddenly, there was a burst
of humming in the control room equipment, as their lights flickered
from red to green.

"WE'VE A GOT A GO, MAJOR!"
the marine manning the gate controls happily trumpeted. "ALL
SYSTEMS NOW ONLINE!"

"QUICKLY!" Franks yelled,
"NOTIFY THE FLEET! AND AS SOON AS THEY'RE READY, ACTIVATE THE
GATE!"

"AYE, SIR!" the marine
confirmed.

 


* * * * *

 


The race was coming down to
the wire, as glimmers of light danced off the hulls of the
advancing Earth fleet. A few of the massive vessels were even
taking long-range shots at the Martian vessels as they seemingly
closed in for the kill. They were still too far away, however, to
register any hits.

Finally, the giant wheels
of the gate began to spin. Faster and faster they turned, forming a
spiral of swirling red energy from its rotating electromagnetic
fields. It flowed in beautiful patterns that were speckled with
small patches of shimmering lights, while enormous lightning bolts
jumped menacingly about. Yet, it quickly stabilized into the
technological wonder of a man-made wormhole: a direct tunnel to
somewhere else in space.

"NOW!" yelled Paladin with
all the breath he could muster.

With that, Martian Fleet
started towards the gate. As each ship entered the tunnel, they
were pulled irresistibly forward and vanished in streaks of blue
light.

As the
Martian Fleet entered the wormhole ship by ship, the
Crazy Horse positioned
itself next to the gate. Wakinyan watched from his command chair as
events took on a life of their own.

Whether
or not the Earth fleet would reach the gate before the last of
Martian ships warped away, was a question of fate. Regardless,
the Crazy Horse was
the “rear guard” and duty bound to attack if the Earthers got too
close. Wakinyan knew, however, that his ship would not survive if
it came down to that. There was no trick or tactic that would save
his ship against such a huge and well-prepared armada. There was no
denying that it would be a last grasp at glory proceeded by a
brilliant, momentary fireball spelling the death of the
Crazy Horse and her brave
crew.

Nevertheless, Wakinyan
waited to give the order to attack. It was times like this he felt
like praying, but it was not within him any more. He saw such pain
and misery in the universe that it made him question the apathy of
the Supreme Being he still believed existed. However, Wakinyan was
not to be abandoned.

"That's it! They've all through the
gate!" Lieutenant Randall yelled at the top
of his lungs.

"Communications! Tell Major
Franks and his marines to their asses over here, RIGHT NOW!"
Wakinyan shouted.

"Aye, Sir!" the
communication's crewman acknowledged.

 


* * * * *

 


The Earth
fleet was dangerously close as Franks and the last of his marines
boarded the Crazy Horse. Yet, the Earthers only fielded sporadic fire against the
lone Martian ship, which constantly missed. Although it seemed odd
to Wakinyan, he was more focused on retreating into the depths of
hyperspace than musing over why they were such bad
shots.

The Crazy Horse quickly fired up its engines and spun around 180 degrees. As
it did, the Martian destroyer raked Guardian One with its laser cannons.
The space station then began to rock from internal explosions as
the Martian ship sped past, opening a tunnel into hyperspace with
its own dimensional engine. A moment later after the
Crazy Horse departed, the
station exploded, showering the area with streaming clumps and
particles of debris, some of which would join Jupiter’s faint
rings.

 


* * * * *

 


Admiral
O'Donald sat nonchalantly in his command chair on the bridge of the
dreadnought Ruthann as he surveyed the Martian destroyer making its
daring escape. The
pretense of pursuit was nothing more than the opening phase of
Selena's planned operation. If they were to track the Martians to
the unknown location of their new home world, things were not to
seem too easy.

His orders were quite explicit; he was to put up a
convincing act in attacking the Martian Fleet, but no Martian ships
were to be targeted. This constraint had forced him to reduce the
speed of his warships as they approached in order to maintain
distance while sporting random inaccurate fire as a ruse to
encourage the Martians on their way. These considerations to
Selena's operation were not to be jeopardized—at least yet. It was
so critical that an unlucky hit on the wrong ship would do just
that.

"Lunda, have you located
the cipher scout?" O'Donald questioned his female cyborg second in
command.

"Yes, Sir. It's just off
our starboard quarter," she answered.

"Splendid. Begin retrieving
data," the admiral ordered.

Not too
far from the Ruthann, a cylinder rotated unseen. Viewed as a small distortion to
the gas giant’s clouds, by any means, it was nearly totally
invisible. The casing of the small object was evenly studded with
layers of thin pins, arranged in such a pattern as to bend light
around it as Einstein’s theories predicted. These were used to
create the illusion of transparency, making it extremely difficult
to see it from any direction. Furthermore, the casing had been
manufactured using a special resin that absorbed sensor fields used
in detection. A master of stealth, this was a cipher scout; a
device used for infiltration, reconnaissance, surveillance, and
spying.

As
the Ruthann closed
in, the warship transmitted a low powered recognition code to the
cipher scout in the Extremely High Radio Frequency range of the
electromagnetic spectrum. In response to the encrypted 290
Giga-Hertz signal, a red beacon popped slowly up and illuminated
itself on the cylinder, marking its position. Gradually, an antenna
mast silently extended out of the casing of the device. From the
top of the mast, four evenly spaced stubby rectangular metal fins
unfolded and locked into place to create an open corner box called
a waveguide—a specialized antenna purposely designed for use with
such high radio frequencies. At the same time, a cluster of
elongated metal fingers emanated out from the cylinder around the
base of the mast, each one set precisely at an adjacent 45 degree
angle. The beacon then changed from red to green indicating that
the cipher scout was now ready to broadcast its recorded
information. With the transmitting of a start key from the warship
moments later, the transfer of telemetric data from the device to
the Ruthann began.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 10:
Rhianna

 


Lieutenant James Randall was a conscientious officer who had a
knack for organizational leadership. Once the Crazy Horse had leaped into
hyperspace, he set about the task of not only repairing the vessel,
but also bringing the ship back into a state of complete readiness.
He puttered about the bridge supervising various teams over his
headset while going over his operational checklists. All systems
were to be scrutinized thoroughly, leaving nothing to
chance.

As Randall moved about the
bridge, he spotted Wakinyan collapsed in his command chair. The
man's head was leaning forward as his chin touched his chest with
his eyes exhaustively closed. Randall just smiled to himself and
quietly tried to walk past his captain.

"My Indian blood can sense
you gawking at me, Jim," Richard's voice tiredly
admitted.

Randall paused and turned
slowly to his friend. "I really didn't want to disturb you. I
thought I let you sleep a little bit."

Wakinyan slowly came to
life and began to rub the sand from his eyes as he raised his head.
"Well, you don't have any right to let me, damn it; the crew is
just as tired."

Randall, however, was
sympathetic to Richard's fatigue. "You've been up longer than most.
Between the final planning, the prep, and the combat; fifty-two
hours is a long time."

Wakinyan finally stood up
and stretched. "A ship's captain doesn't have the luxury of sleep,"
he flatly stated. "Give the order to stand-down. Start rotating the
crew for food and rest…and make sure you get some yourself, Jim.
You have the command."

Richard then began to walk
towards the hatchway.

"Rich, where are you
going?" James inquired.

Wakinyan paused and
half-turned in the hatchway to his friend. "I going to inspect my
ship…or what’s left of it," the small joked escaped from his lips.
And with that he left.

As
Wakinyan made his way from the bridge through one of the ship's
many corridors, he carefully watched his step. The ship’s gray
painted interior was nearly identical to the compactness of an
ancient nuclear submarine, and the crowded passages of crewmen and
marines presented a constant barrier to any movement. The marines
sat sleeping, talking, or gambling; while the mariners of
the Crazy Horse carried out repairs and normal ship routines. A few times,
Wakinyan either tripped over or bumped into parked marines. This
included one disgruntled corporal who cussed the officer for
disturbing his slumber. Wakinyan, however, took no offense. As he
passed by each battle-weary face, he regarded the space marines in
respect; their grimy and blood stained uniforms were reminders to
their previous collective heroism.

As
Richard continued through the ship, he witnessed the extent of the
damage that the Crazy Horse
had sustained. Cables hung from dislodge or broken
conduits and wrecked panels, while some of the hydraulic lines
leaked their smelly oily fluid. Occasionally, he heard or smelled
electrical arching, accompanied by a smoky haze. He also found a
gaping hole through a compartment that something had exploded in.
Whatever it was, however, had been since removed by several crewmen
who were busily engaged in sealing the opening with steel repair
plates. From all of this, it was evident that the
Crazy Horse had taken
quite a beating. He pressed onward, moving in the direction of
raised voices that resonated faintly in the
distance.

In
another corridor of the Crazy
Horse, a group of marines and sailors stood
by while an argument between a bosun's mate and a marine gunnery
sergeant heated up.

"SERGEANT, MOVE YOUR UGLY
BUTT SO WE CAN GET OUR WORK DONE!" bellowed the burley bosun's
mate, gripping a laser welder.

But Sergeant Gagarin was
one not to be bullied. Like all marines, he wasn't about to take
any guff from a sailor.

"Listen to me, swabby! If
you don't get that thing out of my face, I’ll shove it so far down
your throat that every time you break wind, you’ll be shooting
sparks out of your ass!"

The mate sneered in reply,
and was about to use a little stronger language when, however, he
spotted Wakinyan approaching. Not wanting to be on the losing end
of the verbal exchange, the mate crafted his next words
carefully.

"Look, marine, these are
some very serious repairs we’ve got to make! Get out of my way or
I'll have to report you!

"Yeah, to who, some
goat-screw fresh out of OCS?" Gagarin challenged.

"TRY TO ME, SERGEANT!"
another voice more loudly and forcefully trumpeted from
behind.

As both men turned to face
Wakinyan, several voices from the group yelled out "ATTENTION!"
Their stances became as stiff as boards as they eyed the twin bars
of rank on Wakinyan's collar.

"Sorry, Sir! I didn't see
you standing there!" Gagarin tried to apologize.

"Apparently not!" Wakinyan
sounded indignant. "Where's your commanding officer?"

"He's in the shuttle bay,
Sir!" the sergeant directed.

Wakinyan
took a step to walk away, but he quickly turned back to the group.
"Some advice for you and your marines, Sergeant. This man is a part
of the ship's repair team. It would behoove you to cooperate unless
you would prefer that the bulkhead blowout. In which case, you
won't be trading insults, but gasping for every breath of air. But
that's only my goat-screw
opinion, mind you!"

"Yes, Sir! Sorry for the remark, Sir!"
Gagarin again tried to apologize.

Wakinyan's face etched a
guarded smile. "Like hell you are! Carry on."

Both the bosun's mate and
Gagarin then briskly saluted Captain Wakinyan. Richard returned the
salute in the same manner. With a quick about-turn, the officer
ventured away from the group in a proud and distinguishable
military gait. As soon as he vanished down the corridor, Gagarin
let out a large sigh of relief.

"Good
going, dumb and ugly," the bosun's mate gloated. "Is it any wonder
why they call you marines, jarheads!"

Gagarin turned and sneered
at his wily and obnoxious adversary. In a flash, the gunnery
sergeant's fist connected with the sailor's chin. As the mariner
flew against the wall, a fistfight erupted between the small band
sailors and marines, slowly drawing in reinforcements for both
sides.

Unaware of the altercation
that had just started, Wakinyan continued his journey towards the
shuttle bays. However, he decided to make a quick detour into the
engineering area. Wakinyan was troubled over the true status of his
ship, not wanting to hear any filtered appraisal. For this, there
was only one man he had to see: Chief Engineer Marcus
Benitez.

Wakinyan
found Marcus with some of his Black
Gang of engineers and technicians making
repairs on several pillars of panels, hoses, and cables. Although
the term Black Gang was a holdover from a time when men stoked coal into ship’s
boilers for power and were covered with soot, the engineers,
nevertheless, took a special pride in the nickname. They knew they
were they lifeblood of the ship, and reveled in their abilities to
meet every new technical challenge.

As Richard stood silently
watching, he realized that he couldn't quite identify the equipment
being worked on. This, however, was no surprise. For each Martian
ship was secretly upgraded with stolen parts and improvised
equipment to try to put them on par with Earth's front line
units.

Marcus'
head unexpectedly swung towards Wakinyan momentarily, but then
quickly back to his work. It was the safety and functionality of
the Crazy Horse that Marcus valued, and not the rituals of military protocol.
Still, Richard appreciated the engineer’s skills and thoroughness
even though he was at times a little discourteous and lost in his
own world.

"How bad is she hurt,
Chief?" Wakinyan dared a question.

Marcus continued working,
uttering not a sound. Richard waited patiently until the engineer
was ready to speak. About a minute later, Marcus finished his task
and lowered his hand tool. He then turned to Wakinyan, wiping the
sweat from his brow with his right sleeve of his
uniform.

"She took two major
breaches and about a half dozen minor ones. There were numerous
control and power overloads. Parts of her superstructure have been
shot away, torn apart, or otherwise crushed. Also, some of her
internal stress points are showing signs of fatigue. Do you want me
to go on, Sir?" Marcus was brief, but to the point.

"Continue," Wakinyan
pressed to know the full extend of the damage.

Marcus became a little
grimmer. "The overloads caused quite a few fires that are still
being put out. Many of the computer functions went down and some of
the manual overrides came very close to failing. Captain, we almost
lost her!" Marcus finished.

Wakinyan gave a slight
smile. "And the good news?"

"We were lucky we didn't!
Sir, it is my professional opinion that this ship is in need of at
least a month in dry dock, and should be withdrawn from service
immediately!" the engineer surmised his conclusion.

Wakinyan frowned and then
sighed. "That's not about to happen, Chief. We've still a long way
to go, and there is no telling what we'll encounter. However, with
you as witness, I'll note your recommendations into the ship's log,
and take full responsibility for it," he said with the heaviness of
command.

Marcus gazed into
Wakinyan's tired face. The engineer suddenly realized how old and
exhausted the man looked from the tremendous strain he was under.
Deciding not to make the situation any worse for Wakinyan, the
chief engineer backed away from his frustrations.

"That's not necessary,
Captain," Marcus smiled unexpectedly. "She's my responsibility
too…and I'll hold her together," the engineer stated
flatly.

"I know you will, Chief. In
the meantime, I'll send you ever warm body I can spare, along with
some hot food … and maybe a jigger of rum."

"Rum makes me sick, Sir.
However, I wouldn't mind a shot of bourbon and a cigar," Marcus
became friendlier.

"Oh?"

"Captain, you wouldn't deny
me some of life's little pleasures, would you?"

Wakinyan
almost laughed while patting Marcus on the shoulder. "I think I can
manage that," Richard replied. And without another word spoken,
Wakinyan left Benitez and his Black
Gang to their tasks, while he proceeded to
the shuttle bays.

Several
minutes later, Wakinyan reach one of the corridors outside Hanger
Bay One. As he turned a corner, it was a shocking and unimaginable
sight to the Captain of the Crazy
Horse. The narrow passage was cluttered
with the bodies of the mangled and the wounded on makeshift
stretchers. Blood stained not only their garments, but was also
splattered on the walls and dripped freely onto the floor. The
emanation of human bodily fluids and matter was strong, and filled
the very air with an unsettling stench. For a long moment, the
scene of gore repelled him, but the man braced himself, and
carefully began to step through the mass of tormented souls and
broken bodies.

The majority of the
casualties were men and women of the Martian Marine Corps. However,
some of those lying on litters wore the black or tan uniforms of
Earth's security forces. Apparently, Major Franks gave in to his
own humanity rather than his hatred for the Earthers. As typical of
Martian Marines, he did not leave the helpless or the severely
wounded behind regardless of who they were.

A hodgepodge of ship's
crewmen and marines—now turn medics and orderlies—did what they
could for all those in physical distress, but it was simply not
enough. The cries and moaning of the wounded resounded and echoed
down the metal channel in litany of pain that appeared to grow
louder.

"Jim! Can you read me?"
Richard activated his communication device.

"Yes, Sir," came the
response from his friend.

"Jim, it's a freaking mess
down here!" Wakinyan's voice was filled with a condoling emotion.
"The wounded are all over the place! Have you seen it?"

"No, Sir. I haven't,"
Randall truthfully admitted.

"I won't have them lying on
the deck like this!” Richard’s voice trembled simultaneously in
anger and pity. “Allocate half the living quarters as makeshift
infirmaries. My cabin, too. Rotate the rest of the crew in shifts
to the other racks, half on half off." Wakinyan commanded. "Also
there’s no way the surgeons brought enough blood with them for
this. Set up blood donors from the crew…and the marines too. And do
it as fast as possible, they’re all going to be needed. As soon as
you're ready, give me a yell."

"Aye, Sir," Randall
acknowledged.

Wakinyan wandered further
through to the shuttle bay. Suddenly, a weak hand gripped his
booted ankle. Richard stopped immediately, his head snapping
quickly to look downward at a female marine. She was clearly
wounded in the stomach, which was covered in bloodstained
bandages.

"Help me!" she
pleaded.

Richard knelt down beside
the young woman, and gently touched her face with his hand. Their
eyes lock for a few seconds. He saw pain and fear in hers; she saw
compassion and warmth in his.

Spying a medic nearby,
Wakinyan yelled to the marine. "CORPSMAN, GET OVER HERE! NOW!"
Richard's command tone was imperative and final.

The marine medic quickly
made his way through to Wakinyan and the woman. As the medic knelt
down, he first stopped and looked at the woman for a moment.
Putting his fingers to her throat, he checked her pulse. His hand
then moved over to her nose and mouth, there was no sign of
breathing.

"I'm sorry, Sir," the medic
apologized, "she's gone."

Richard blinked
dumbfounded. For a minute he just stared at the young woman. Her
lifeless eyes were still open wide and staring directly at
him.

With a
slow sweep of his hand, the captain of the Crazy Horse gently closed her eyelids.
Richard then opened her tunic slightly and found her dog tags.
Holding them so he could see the encryption on the metallic
identification, he read her name and age to himself: Corporal Emma
Groves, age 20, Martian Marine Corps.

Touching and caressing her
head, Richard wanted to offer a small prayer in tribute to the
young woman, but for a moment he winced in mental pain at the
thought at asking for Divine Mercy. His own turmoil with his faith
in God stood as a restraint, but there was no way that he would
forsake her soul to an everlasting darkness. And so Richard humbly
yielded his pride to the Creator, and leaned over and kissed her
forehead gently. “May God grant you eternal peace, Emma Groves,”
Richard whispered sadly into her ear, “daughter of
Mars.”

He then
delicately pulled her battle jacket off and placed it over her
head. A little teary-eyed and shaky, the Captain of the
Crazy Horse then stood up
and ambled away into the shuttle bay.

Hanger Bay One was much
worse than the scene in the corridor. Not only was it magnified,
but also it was compiled with total chaos. Orderlies and medics
roamed everywhere, either tending or transporting wounded. The few
doctors and nurses that were sent from the hospital ship found
themselves glued to the hastily made operating tables, while an
assembly line of mangled bodies waited their turn for surgery. Some
of the wounds were unbelievable, as though huge claws had ripped
them apart.

Wakinyan aimlessly
meandered through the bay in search of Major Franks. He finally
found the man sitting next to a wounded marine lying on a makeshift
stretcher. As Wakinyan drew closer, the captain noticed Major
Franks just staring at the young marine next to him.

“Anything I can do to help,
Major?” Wakinyan invaded the Franks solitude.

Franks just kept staring at
the man next to him. “I don’t know, Captain? How good are you at
raising the dead?” the marine somberly stated.

Wakinyan’s eyes shot to the
man on the stretcher. Like the young woman the captain had just
left, the young marine was gone.

For a moment, Richard
dropped his head and his frown tightened. He then took the blanket
that partially wrapped the dead man and covered the young marine’s
head with it. Wakinyan then stood up silently, not knowing what to
say or do next.

“He’d still be alive right
now if you macho heroes hadn’t decided to leave Mars and hijack the
rest of us with you!” a female voice suddenly taunted Richard from
behind.

Both Wakinyan and Franks
turned to confront apparently a woman surgeon who had walked up
from behind them. Even though a bloodstained gown and surgical cap
concealed her figure, Wakinyan, immediately recognized her as
Doctor Rhianna Bryan. For a moment, there was a cold silence
between the two.

“What are you doing here?”
Richard asked somewhat angrily.

“Cleaning up the mess you made!” Rhianna replied
defiantly.

Regaining his composure, Wakinyan was quick to fire
back. “Doctor, more than two thirds of the people of Mars decided
to do this. They were sick and tired of Earth’s abuse and tyranny.
They wanted something better for themselves…and their families.
Time also was running out, and there was no other option.”

Rhianna, however, continued her
verbal assault. “I don’t buy your line, Boy Scout. You probably didn’t even
try to work things out with the Earthers. All this was really for
the sake of blood and glory!”

Wakinyan’s temper then began to
flare. “Doctor, may I remind you that I am the captain of this
vessel…and you will have respect for me! Unless you want to do your
operating…in my brig…I suggest you curve that sharp tongue of yours!”

Rhianna knew that Wakinyan
meant every word that he said, and bit her lip in
acquiescence.

Richard carefully studied Rhianna as his anger began
to subside. Even though much pain had passed between them over the
years, Wakinyan still carried tender feelings for her. There was
still a special affection for the woman in his heart, knowing that
he could never hate her.

“Doctor,
I’ve ordered half the ship’s bunks be made available for the
wounded,” the captain of the Crazy
Horse informed. “I also thought you might
be running out of blood. I’m having my second in command set up
donors as quickly as possible. He’ll get with you to work out the
details. Is there anything else that you
require?”

Rhianna just stood silently
while her gaze dropped to the deck in front of her. Wakinyan
frowned in return, feeling remorse for his harsh words. She made
him feel guilty so easily.

Suddenly, Wakinyan’s
transceiver beeped.

Richard quickly touched the
device to confirm reception the transmission. “Go ahead, Mr.
Randall.”

“Captain, there is a very
large altercation on deck three! Security is en-route, but I think
its going to require both you and Major Franks presence!” Randall’s
voice urged.

Wakinyan glanced at the
marine officer with a look that bore his displeasure, adding to the
awkwardness of the moment.

“They’re just blowing off
steam,” the major defended.

Wakinyan just let out a sigh. “We’re on our way, Mr.
Randall.”

The
captain of the Crazy Horse
then turned to Doctor Rhianna Bryan. “If you’ll
excuse us, Doctor, we have other matters to attend
to.”

The two military men then
left the surgeon and the hanger bay. But as they journeyed to deck
three, Franks’ curiosity got the better of him.

“I take it you know her?”
the major pried.

Wakinyan hesitated, but
could see no harm in answering the marine’s question. “Know her? I
was once married to her!”

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 11: Apoapsis
Three

 


Somewhere in the depths of
space, a forlorn solar system consisting of six planets rotated
slowly around a giant red sun. The solar system’s location was so
remote that it was abandoned for many, many years. This was the
fate of Apoapsis Three.

A discarded waypoint for
other stellar colonies, the system once flourished to a brisk trade
of travelers and immigrants from Earth. However, the development of
stable hyper-drives doomed its usefulness and it was eventually
forsaken. Only an inactive jump-gate, some orbiting man-made space
harbors, and deserted transit and ship tender facilities on a small
nameless rocky planet some 86,000,000 miles from the star stood as
unremembered monuments to human visitation as they slowly decayed.
Yet, although the Earth forgot about the system—someone else had
not.

Over the last two years,
Apoapsis Three hummed with new, but clandestine activity. The
spaceport and harbor were rebuilt and expanded, while the jump-gate
was repaired. Stockpiles of supplies and material were gathered in
secret and in great measure. The system was to serve one final
purpose. And this was the day it came to pass, when a fleet of
shipsMartian
shipsstopped
here on their way to their new home world.

From the
bridge of the Mariner, Commander Paladin surveyed his fleet as they took on
supplies, repaired themselves, and reorganized their formations. He
was, however, more concerned about the jump-gate and the timing of
its next event. As he looked at his chronometer, he hoped that an
inter-dimensional collision wasn’t about to occur. It didn’t as the
jump-gate suddenly came to life in a swirl of energy, ejecting
several transport ships.

“Free
Ride to Angel Fire. Free Ride to Angel Fire. Do you copy? Over,”
the voice of Captain Vanessa Parks challenged the
Mariner.

“Commander, Captain Parks has arrived,”
Winslow called to Paladin.

“I know,” Paladin
confirmed, “and it’s about time. Put her on audio.”

“Aye, Sir,” Winslow
obeyed.

“Free Ride to Angel Fire.
Free Ride to Angel Fire. Do you copy? Over,” the voice of Captain
Parks repeated.

“Angel Fire to Free Ride,
we read you loud and clear. Good to see you Vanessa. Did you have
much trouble stealing the ships?” Paladin quizzed his
subordinate.

“Not too much, Commander.
We were gone before they knew what happened,” Vanessa was quick to
answer. “Where are the sub-hyper transports?”

“They’re in anchor near the
Galileo. I’ll have some tugboats guide you in. As soon as you drop
anchor, begin the transfer,” Paladin directed.

“Aye, Sir,” Vanessa
acknowledged.

Suddenly,
the jump-gate came alive again, spitting out the last of the
Martian Fleet: the destroyer Crazy
Horse.

“That was mighty close,” Vanessa observed
the destroyer’s unexpected arrival. “It’s a good thing he didn’t
jump out a minute earlier.”

Paladin smiled tiredly. “Yes, a very good
thing.”

The Crazy Horse quickly moved next to the hospital ship with careful haste.
The wounded were still apparently very much on Wakinyan’s mind as
his voice beamed over the same military frequency, arranging for
the casualties’ immediate transfer. Paladin listened and viewed the
ship’s movements, but made no attempt to
interfere.

“Mister Winslow,” Paladin
spoke as he began to walk to the hatchway, “take the command. Have
a few space tugs guide Captain Parks’ ships in, and begin the
transfer of civilians from the sub-hyper transports over to hers.
Also have Captain Wakinyan report to my cabin
immediately.”

“Aye, Sir,” Winslow
replied. “Anything else, Commander?”

Paladin stopped for a
moment and turned to his junior officer. “Yes. Tell Wakinyan that
means at my convenience, not his,” the man stated almost with a
laugh.

Winslow slightly scowled as
Paladin disappeared through the hatch. Once the older man was gone,
Winslow’s face contorted from displeasure to one of controlled
anger. He then dawdled for a minute before following his
orders.

 


* * * * *

 


It was
sometime later that a shuttle from the Crazy Horse was guided onto a landing
pad in one of the Mariner’s massive bays. Once the craft
was down and powered off, Wakinyan departed the shuttle, attired in
a clean and proper combat uniform.

As Wakinyan began walking
through the bay, he beheld the ship’s crew hustling about. They
were busily performing maintenance and repairs on the ship as well
as the fighters, which each cruiser held. This reminded him of his
own lateness as he continued onward.

Richard
guessed that this was one of the reasons why the fleet commander
had summoned him. Due to a power fluctuation occurring during
flight, the Crazy Horse was forced to drop out of hyperspace for safety. Although the
problem was not critical, it took over two hours to find and fix,
putting him behind schedule. However, the Martian captain knew that
Paladin was not one to suffer excuses.

As Wakinyan made his way through the maze of crewmen
and crafts, the sharp eyes of a fighter pilot spotted him.
Lieutenant William Collings smirked good-naturedly as he squatted
on the ship’s deck beneath the wing of his fighter. As Captain
Wakinyan approached, Collings turned to his wingman and called out,
“Hey Boosy!”

Squadron Leader Colette Boussard looked up from her
maintenance chores to her wingman who simply nodded to the
advancing figure. Colette smiled broadly and stood up, wiping her
hands on a greasy cloth. “Be back in a few minutes,” she excused
herself.

As Wakinyan maintained a steady pace towards an
elevator, he was unaware that Colette had fallen-in directly behind
him. Suddenly, he felt a sharp, hard slap on his rump. His body
jerked around to the invasion of his privacy, only to come
face-to-face with the grinning female assailant. Colette’s auburn
hair danced in a ponytail, as she stood there and laughed at him.
Wakinyan, however, was flustered by the antics of the beautiful
woman with grease smudges on her face.

“Boosy, don’t do that,” he
reprimanded with a subdued smile.

“That’s Squadron Leader
Colette Boussard, Captain. And fighter pilots never pass up targets
of opportunity,” the impish woman chuckled.

Richard’s face broke down
into a broad grin and the two lightly kissed.

“You know, one of these
days, I’m going to put you up on charges for insubordination and
harassment,” Richard joked.

“Sure you will,” Colette
said as she placed both arms around his neck and kissed him again.
She then released him and took his arm. The two strolled off at a
leisurely pace towards the elevator.

“You never seem to have
time for me anymore?” Boosy questioned.

“I’ve been meaning to, but
with all that’s been happening,” Richard tried to pardon
himself.

Colette, however, was not
fooled. “Richard, that’s a poor excuse and a bad lie. I think I’m
worth more than that, don’t you?”

Richard stopped for a
moment and locked eyes with her. “Yes. Yes, you are worth far more
than that,” his voice was soft and caring.

The couple then moved
on.

“Then, what is it?” Boosy
further pried. “What is it, really?”

Richard bit his upper lip.
“Look, even though it’s been over two years, I feel I’m not ready
to get involved with someone else yet. There is still a lot of pain
and mixed feelings. I feel so confused at times. As much as she
hurt me, there is still another part of me that remembers the woman
I fell in love with … and doesn’t want to give her up. Does that
make any sense to you?”

Boosy became sympathetic to
his honesty. “I understand, Richard. I understand more than you
know. And I think it’s a terrible shame…that a woman like her can
still have the love of a man like you. She’s not worthy of it!
Richard…let her go! If not for my sake, then for your own,” Colette
squeezed Richard’s arm.

“Perhaps…one day,” Wakinyan
thought out loud.

Colette regained her smile.
“No perhaps! And that’s an order!”

Wakinyan’s grin became
wide. “Oh? And since when did you out rank me?”

“Since whenever I feel like
it,” she stated in mock defiance.

As the couple reached the
elevator, they embraced and kissed again. Richard gently kissed the
tip of her nose before letting her go, tasting a little grease. He
then released her and stepped onto the elevator. Once again he felt
a sudden slap to his bottom. He quickly turned back to see a huge
pleasing grimace on Colette’s face as the doors began to
close.

“Remind Paladin before he chews you out that your
butt belongs to me!” she teasingly called out.

Wakinyan laughed quietly as he shook his head in
wonderment of her playfulness.

 


* * * * *

 


Paladin sat alone in his
cabin as he patiently waited for Captain Wakinyan to arrive. The
room was like the man, sparse and simple in appearance save for the
huge library of books on philosophy, politics, military history,
and tactics that lined the walls. Paladin was a timeless sage who
firmly believed that those who did not learn from history—were
doomed to repeat it. However, he was not only a philosophical
warrior, but also a man of ideals driven by a single vision:
freedom from oppression. It was his core principles intertwined
with his firm belief in God that sustained this path. Paladin did
not want the Martians or their fleet to become the evil abomination
that was now the Earth’s.

But anxiety crept into
Paladin’s mind that necessitated an immediate search from the void
created in the battle over Mars. The position of deputy fleet
commander needed to be filled immediately. The next 48 hours
demanded it.

Paladin required an officer
who was a paradox unto himself: a warrior of great skill and
strength of character who lead from the front by example. He also
required the candidate to be totally contemptuous of death and
absolutely merciless towards any enemy. But most important though,
the officer was to posses considerable moral fiber; valuing
innocent life, true justice, and freedom above all else. It was a
lot to demand of any one person, but Paladin believed the answer
was contained in a single military file that he now viewed on a
holographic computer screen that floated just above his
desk.

Paladin methodically read
Wakinyan’s military record over again, assured of his decision. The
military file was as dull as any report he had ever seen, but it
served to re-enforce his own memory and opinions of the young
officer. His mind slowly drifted into the past as his eyes stopped
reading and closed.

 


* * * * *

 


Paladin had met Wakinyan many years ago during the
Arris War. After the Arris defeat at the jump-gate, many of the
remaining alien ships had tried to take cover in the rings of
Jupiter and where they came across Wakinyan’s uncle’s freighter
anchored by a small planetoid.

The Arris killed everyone aboard
the ship by making several controlled breaches in the hull. Paladin
speculated that their intention of sending a small party aboard and
moving the old cargo vessel to a chosen location was only part of a
trap. The Arris probably planned to overload the power plant of the
old ship, turning the Soaring Eagle
into an elaborate bomb while baiting the human
warships with a false distress call from the old freighter. And it
almost succeeded.

Some of the pursuing Earth and Martian ships,
including Paladin’s cruiser, had altered course and headed directly
for the ambush area. But the Arris, however, hadn’t counted on a
lone survivor—Wakinyan—who took matters into his own hands.

Wakinyan
entered the freighter after working outside on the ship’s damaged
communication arrays and was still in his spacesuit when the Arris
breached the ship’s hull. Making his way to the bridge, Wakinyan
helplessly watched his uncle and some of the crew die from
spacing before his very
eyes. Paladin took several minutes and tried to imagine the trauma
and anguish the young man suffered at being so powerless to stop
it. But after this brief pause, the commander’s thoughts rambled
on.

As the Arris came aboard, Wakinyan
retrieved that old Bowie knife from his uncle’s cabin. They should
have check to see if all aboard were dead, but they didn’t—a fatal
mistake. For Wakinyan then killed the entire Arris boarding party
one-by-one with that knife. He next fired-up the ship’s engines one
last time in an act of anger, revenge, and honor, sending the
freighter at full speed into the Arris
warships. In a final act of glory, the Soaring Eagle took three Arris
warships with her in a blinding flash of fury of nuclear
fission.

The resulting explosion was horrific, but Wakinyan
was still alive. Using a jetpack, the young man ejected out of and
away from the doomed freighter after setting the controls. He
quickly found shelter in a small crater on the nearby planetoid
before the impact. Lashing himself inside, the floating boulder
made a hasty shield for the brave young man.

Wakinyan had barely escaped with his own life, and
although a civilian, he had been credited with saving countless
human lives while helping to destroy some of the remaining remnants
of the Arris Fleet. His actions had greatly impressed Paladin.

Paladin afterwards quickly
recommended Wakinyan for immediate induction into the Martian
Military Fleet Academy, and used every contact to make it happen.
It was a very rewarding decision, Paladin reflected. Wakinyan
proved his worth time after time. And although his record wasn’t
exactly spotless, it was a faithful chronicle of the officer’s
bravery, resourcefulness, and devotion to duty. Paladin knew there
was no one else comparable within the fleet. Wakinyan was clearly
the best choice.

 


* * * * *

 


Paladin jumped back into the present as a chime
sounded and the hatch’s intercom reverberated with a familiar
voice. “Captain Richard Wakinyan reporting as ordered, Sir.
Permission to enter.”

The old fleet commander shut down the hologram and
faced the hatchway. “Permission granted, Captain Wakinyan,” Paladin
spoke back to the intercom.

The hatch slid open and Captain Wakinyan paced in.
Once he was in, the hatch closed behind him as he marched to the
commander’s desk. Finally stopping, Wakinyan offered a perky salute
to his commanding officer as he stood at attention.

Paladin returned the
salute.

“Please, sit down,” Paladin
offered the chair in front of his desk with a hand.

Wakinyan quickly seated
himself, but stiffly sat in a military manner.

“Captain, please relax,”
Paladin said as he folded his hands. “You’re not a new
recruit.”

“Aye, Sir,” Wakinyan said
as he loosened up a bit and a slight grin formed on his
lips.

Paladin momentarily studied
his junior officer. Richard looked tired, but he was the type that
refused to acknowledge his own body’s limitations. The fleet
commander became prideful in this and then started.

“Captain, nothing in life
is ever easy, especially in the military. Even with all the
training, planning, and preparation, it’s only by the Grace of God
does one really succeed. But such matters are never without their
sacrifices. It’s taken us over thirty years to make it this far:
the dream of being a free people once again. Yet, it could all
unravel with a few poor decisions and a little bad luck,” Paladin
spoke honestly.

Richard just sat and
continued to listen. He wasn’t sure of what the commander was
driving to, but it did not sound good.

“Earlier, I was questioned by another junior officer
about leaving the rest of our people behind. Believe me, it was not
an easy choice I made, but rather one out of necessity. I could not
let the fear, hesitation, or motivation for self-gain of some
dictate the fate of others. If given that same circumstances, I
would make the very same decision again.”

Wakinyan
recognized that Paladin would never make such an admission, unless
the commander was about to ask—or order something well out of the
ordinary. Richard found his mouth becoming parched as his heart
began to race a little faster in anticipation of the
punch line to this
sermon.

Paladin proceeded with his
thoughts. “As officers, we are expected to lead with lack of
emotion, soundness of judgment, and totally without any favoritism.
We ourselves are not supposed to be above the hard decisions made
concerning the lives of others…and at times, must share their fate.
This is in particular to the lives we are charged directly
with.”

Paladin paused for a moment
to gage his subordinate, but Wakinyan did not let his dismay
show.

“Captain, in our business,
we are all expendable. When I go, there will be someone to take my
place … and he will need to have the strength and the vision to
continue our people’s journey down the path of freedom and
self-government, which is why I’ve asked you here,” Paladin went
on.

“Sir, what are you trying
to say?” Richard asked not knowing what to expect.

“During
the battle over Mars, we lost several ships. The
Viking was one of them.
She perished with all hands…including Deputy Commander
Noda.”

Wakinyan became somber.
“I’m sorry to hear that, Sir.”

“He was a fine officer…and
a good friend,” Paladin expressed with sadness. “But like me, he
can be replaced!”

Richard’s face twisted in
puzzlement. There seemed to be a strange fire in the old man’s
eyes, one that Wakinyan had never seen before.

The Commander of the
Martian Fleet then pulled open a draw of his desk and reached in.
He retrieved a small box and then stood up.

Paladin walked around to
the front of his desk, next to where Richard sat, and stopped.
“Captain Wakinyan, rise! Face me and stand at attention!” ordered
Paladin with a no-nonsense look.

Without a thought, Richard
rose and faced his superior.

Paladin removed the lid of
the box and placed the opened container on his desk. The man then
reached over to Wakinyan’s collar and removed the captain’s
rank.

“Through the course of
human conflict, the needs of a people were so profound that great
opportunities availed themselves to the most unlikely of men and
women. In response, these men and women rose to the challenge, and
forever changed the course of history…along with their own
destinies,” Paladin’s electronic voice spoke clearly.

Richard’s
eyes peeked downward into the box and saw Paladin pick up two
single stars of rank. The captain of the Crazy Horse was
stunned.

“It is now your turn,
Captain Wakinyan, or should I say…Deputy Fleet Commander Wakinyan?”
Paladin’s face was determinedly fixed as he pinned the new rank
onto Wakinyan’s collar.

“Sir, you can’t do this!”
Richard objected uneasily.

Paladin sighed. “The
Martian Fleet is only about twenty years old, Rich. We, for the
most part, lack the politics of our Earth counter-parts. And
although there are many fine command officers within the ranks, it
is you that presents the best choice for the survival of our
people.”

Paladin continued. “With
any military organization, most officers rigidly hold on to tactics
that they’ve been trained in. They absolutely refuse to consider
anything else. As a result, this makes any of these tactics
eventually painfully obvious…and potentially disastrous. You, on
the other hand, have no problem with rendering the unorthodox. You
make a solution to fit the problem. Most of all, as the fluidness
of battle changes, so does your strategy.”

“You have proven many times in the past that you
have the ability and the courage to do the impossible. As an
example, you were the one to come up with that crazy scheme to
attack that Earth base…and then volunteered to do it. If we had
tried a direct assault, we might have suffered many more losses in
lives and ships than we could afford. It all might have ended right
there.”

Again Paladin paused.

“Although commanding a ship never places an officer
at the top of any popularity list, your crew trusts and respects
you. You, in turn, make them proud of their ship and themselves.
With you in command, your crew believes they can achieve anything,
no matter what the odds…and isn’t that what leadership is all
about?” the fleet commander finished.

Paladin then turned on his
communicator. “Mister Winslow?” he called.

“Yes, Commander?” Winslow
replied.

“Mister Winslow, have all
commands been notified of Deputy Fleet Commander Wakinyan’s
promotion?” quizzed Paladin.

“Aye, Sir. They have,”
Winslow reported.

“Thank you, Mister
Winslow.” Paladin then shut off his communicator. “Well, there it
is, Lieutenant Commander Wakinyan. You’ll be getting a new ship
shortly. In the meantime, you are now my second in command, and you
better get use to it.”

But Richard was still
doubtful. “Sir, commanding a ship is one thing, commanding the
fleet is another. I also think that this will not sit too kindly
with some of the more senior officers.”

“It doesn’t matter, the
deed is done. You’re going to have to win their respect, Deputy
Commander. Prove to them that you’re fit to lead … as well as to
yourself.”

Paladin offered his hand to
Richard. The two men then shook hands.

“Thank you, Sir. I’ll try
to live up to your expectations,” Wakinyan said
honestly.

Paladin smiled, “I think
you will.” But a sudden change in his face muscles conveyed a
poignant expression along with solid stare of dejection. “I also
think you’ll curse me before this is all over with!” he stated with
a certainty.

Richard became perplexed at
such an outrageous and unexpected remark.

“To hold this rank,
requires you to make decisions that will not only hurt the
enemy…but also your own. And there will come a time when the
situation will be absolutely so bleak that every eye will turn to
you out of fear and desperation. In that moment, you’ll have to
become like the steel of your ship…and make the hardest choices of
your life. Because if you don’t, there will be no one is else to do
it for you. And you will always be alone in this,” Paladin softly,
but seriously spoke in his electronic voice. “You will always be
alone.”

There was a long pause, as
the words sunk deeply into Richard’s psyche with a solemn
despondency, for he preferred being a free spirit with his own ship
and not chained to the responsibility of the many lives that were
encompassed within the entire fleet. It was the reason why he
deliberately twice threw away his promotion as squadron leader. And
the more he thought on it, the more he did not want this at all.
The ramifications to just one misjudgment, just one miscalculation,
were too great. And it not only had the potential of a disastrous
outcome, but also literally determined who lived—and who
died.

The old man recognized and
understood this somber heaviness in Wakinyan’s eyes that he had
just brought upon him, but the developing situation dictated
Paladin’s resolution. He needed Wakinyan desperately. Yet, the old
officer saw the younger man as akin to a son and very much
regretted the pain he had just caused him.

However, it was time to
move forward, and Paladin broke the silence between them. “And now,
Deputy Commander Wakinyan, we have some other things to talk about,
along with a new and imperative mission for you and your ship.
There are things you now need to know. The danger to our fleet is
not decreasing, but growing with each passing second…and I fear an
inescapable conclusion.”

Wakinyan shook himself from
his funk as he digested the words carefully. His apprehension then
faded into the soul and fortitude of a hardened warrior who
accepted any challenge. “Then let’s do something about it, Sir!”
Richard became adamant in facing the threat.

The two officers then sat
down, and began a serious and candid discussion on the fate of the
fleet.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 12: The First
Causality of War

 


The familiar and beautiful face of Kiera
Shaw, anchorwomen, filled the airwaves of the Earth’s Galactic News
Service. She was the most respected in the broadcast industry along
with having the largest following of all the commentators. For this
reason, the lovely blonde was chosen to break the news of “Martians
in rebellion” to the length and breathe of human interplanetary
habitation. Through hyperspace satellite relays, her voice and
image touched over a hundred distant and far-flung worlds with the
Earth’s news—and propaganda.

“Hello, I’m Kiera Shaw,” the lovely blonde again
announced herself as she was seated at her familiar anchor desk.
“As the news of the Martian rebellion spreads throughout Earth and
all her colonies, the outrage over the unimaginable slaughter of
innocent lives continues to grow.”

Suddenly behind the woman, a blue screen changed to
a street scene with vehicles burning and a mob beating several
people severely. The victims’ clothes were ripped and torn,
exposing parts of their bodies that visually displayed nasty
bruises and bloody wounds. However, police soon arrived, pouring
out of their vehicles and forming a line of plastic body shields
and clubs. The police fired several teargas canisters into the
crowd and then charged in swinging their batons, but still they
were unable to break up the rioting crowd as the outraged rioters
fought back with ferocity.

Kiera proceeded with her report. “In many
cities, gangs of vigilantes seeking justice for the loss of loved
ones on the doomed planet have attacked people and businesses with
ties to the Martians. Police have been hard pressed in maintaining
order, and have either placed Martian sympathizers into protective
custody or detained them for questioning by the military.”

The camera then came in for a close-up of
Kiera’s face. “The military has gone to full alert and is calling
up all of its reserves. Rumors of covert alien assistance and
traitors within the government abound. According to sources, there
is sufficient proof that the Martians have not acted alone.
However, to what extent is still largely…unknown,” she spoke with
her media authority.

Kiera suddenly paused and
looked at her teleprompter. “Wait! Chairman Quinton is holding an
emergency press conference, now in progress! We’re going to switch
directly to it, live!” she blurted out excitedly.

The camera view was quickly switched to the
conference room with the unmistakable figure of Armon Quinton
standing at a podium bearing the council seal. A large gathering of
reporters stood before him shouting questions. However, he raised
his hands in an appeal to silence them.

The face of Armon Quinton
was filled anger and indignation. The man tensed his face muscles
as he glanced around the room before speaking again to ensure that
he would not be interrupted.

“Final communications of
the massacre in progress were received by one of our main battle
fleets enroute to Mars. The slaughter was deliberately planned,
executed with cold-blooded calculation, and with total disregard
for human life!” he spoke angrily. “There were no survivors! Mars
itself was left a burning cinder in space, lit by the fires of
nuclear weapons!” Quinton emotionally explained.

Quinton then turned his head and nodded to some
unseen person off stage. The camera view then switched to a current
video of Mars. Burning fissures of lava ruptured the Martian
surface, as its four massive volcanoes continued to erupt in fiery
explosions, ash, and smoke.

With this image of a planet dying, Quinton delivered
his speech with all the emotion his acting ability could muster.
“This kind of treachery is beyond tolerance and understanding!
People of Earth, I make you this pledge; the Martian murders shall
be brought to justice! Every human hand is now turned against them
… and there will be no place in this universe for them to
hide!”

However, Quinton’s parting words and hand gestures
came in the sharpest and most heightened emotions of all. “THIS
MASSACRE WILL BE AVENGED!” he shouted with near hysteria while
thumping his fist on his pulpit. “AND EVERY TRAITOR WHO HAS HELPED
THEM WILL BE FOUND AND PUNISHED FOR THIS!”

As Mars burned, the video faded to blackness.

 


* * * * *

 


Lieutenant Randall finally was able to break away from his
duties to greet Wakinyan who had been aboard the
Crazy Horse
for less than an hour. As Randall approached
Wakinyan’s cabin, he found the hatch ominously opened. He peered
through and saw Wakinyan putting on his moccasin boots again and
carefully lacing them up.

Hesitantly, Randall
entered.

“Congratulations, Rich. It was long overdue,” the
lieutenant tried to sound upbeat.

Wakinyan, however, only looked up for a moment, but
then went back to tying his boots. “Thanks, Jim,” Richard’s face
was distraught while his voice spoke in a soft monotone. “It seems
a little quiet throughout the ship. I assume the crew has seen the
broadcast?”

Randall pouted, “They have…and they’re shocked. I
also think a little scared too,” the man admitted. “I had all
viewers switched off and put everyone to work. I thought it was the
best thing to do. I didn’t want them thinking about it. What about
the rest of the fleet?”

Wakinyan grabbed for his sheathed knife and began
fastening it to his right calf. “The same. It’s spreading faster
than a comet. I guess it’s hard for anyone to imagine that Mars is
really gone.”

Randall just stared at the knife on Wakinyan’s leg.
“I take it we have another combat mission?” he inquired.

Wakinyan looked up with dispassionate eyes. “Yes, we
do. Has the ship been re-armed?”

“Almost,” Randall replied. “We’re still
taking on ordnance and supplies. Repairs seem to be unending
though, but we’re doing the best we can.”

Wakinyan finished and then stood up. “Good.
We try to complete all necessary repairs enroute. Let’s get up to
the bridge.”

“Aye, Sir,” Randall acknowledged, filled with a
foreboding feeling.

The two officers casually made their way to the
bridge of the ship. Not a single word was uttered between the two,
however. Randall just licked his lips nervously as he occasionally
glanced at his friend as they walked together. By Wakinyan’s
behavior, however, he knew the situation was really bad—and it
frightened him.

As the two entered the bridge, Wakinyan
paced to his command chair and then sat down. Carefully, the
officer studied every face that turned to him. Jim’s assessment was
right, all their faces bore the telltale signs of fear and
uncertainty.

Wakinyan
reflected on this for a short time. The information that Paladin
conferred about the mission indicated that the crew
Crazy Horse would be
pushed to their limit. He realized that he needed to do something
to boost their morale, or else they simply might give up. And so,
his hand triggered a switch that turned on the ship’s PA
system.

“To all
crewmen of the Crazy Horse, marines, and civilian medical
team personnel; this is Deputy Fleet Commander Richard Wakinyan
speaking,” Richard addressed the ship’s
compliment.

“As you have undoubtedly heard, Mars has been
totally destroyed. It is apparent, our home world was bombarded
with nuclear and plasma weapons that obliterated all life on
it.”

Everyone began to stare at the ship’s
speakers as if it was Wakinyan himself. They hungered for answers
amidst the grief of loss of family and friends left behind. The
shock over the death of Mars was more than most could handle and
they reached out emotionally to Wakinyan to anchor them. Even
Rhianna, whose her life had been spared due to a routine visit to
the fleet’s medical ship, took time out from her clean-up duties
and stopped to listen.

Wakinyan
spoke on. “The Order has charged the Martian Fleet
with this horrendous crime, regardless of the fact that we have no
such weapon’s capability. The reasons are quite obvious; they are
willing to commit to anything…including mass murder to maintain
their domination over every human being alive. And this time…we are
their scapegoats.”

Richard paused momentarily to arrange his
thoughts.

His voice
then rose again. “So it is with all tyrants who abuse the lives of
the people they are entrusted with by the perverse dictates that
they, themselves, would never live by. And they feel justified in
this by their own self-righteous elite morality, which sets them high
above everyone else in their own minds.”

Wakinyan looked at the faces around him. “You and I,
however, are made of quite different stuff. Our words are filled
with our true beliefs and backed by the honesty of our actions. We
take great pride in not only who we are…but overcoming the struggle
it took to make us this way. We are men and women of
character…principles…and courage! And because of that, we are duty
bound.”

“The Crazy Horse and the First Destroyer
Squadron have a new mission. Over one
hundred thousand human beings from an outer colony have helped us
to achieve this day. Some of them now await us at Cramer’s World to
escort them to Valamars…our new home. We will not fail them,
because we have given them our pledge…our word of
honor.”

“So, again we sail. We will do our jobs…and if
necessary…whatever it takes to fulfill this pledge. But one day, we
will return to Earth, and not just clear our names! We will punish
all those who think life so cheap and valueless to commit such a
terrible and criminal act! I promise you all, they will be paid in
full measure for this!” Wakinyan’s words were filled the iron and
steel of his soul. “They will be paid!”

“One
final thing. Shortly, I will be getting a new ship. As this will
happen within the next few weeks, Commander Paladin and I have
promoted First Lieutenant James Randall to the rank of captain.
When I leave, he will take command of the Crazy Horse. I hope you will serve him
as well as you have served me. And as far as I am concerned, you
are by far the best crew…of any ship…in any fleet. And I am so very
proud of each and every one of you!”

Richard finally finished
uttering words that came from the honestly of his heart, “God bless
you all!”

For a
moment all was silent on the bridge, but a few eyes sprouted slow
tears while all crewmen bore a proud subdued grin. Then a few hands
started clappingand then more, growing as it did. It seemed to reverberate
throughout the ship as every crewman did the same. The spirit of
the Crazy Horse was
very much aliveand they readily showed it.

After the commotion subsided and the crew prepared
to get underway, Richard offered his hand to his friend, the newly
appointed Captain James Randall. Jim quickly took it and shook it
vigorously.

“Congratulations, Jim. It was long over due,”
Wakinyan used his friend’s own words.

“Mr. Deputy Commander, do you know what you are?”
Jim jokingly asked.

Richard smiled. “I’ve been called a lot worse.”

Randall returned his smile. “Is there any
valuable advice you would like to share with me on this
occasion?”

“Just two things: don’t let the bastards win…and
have no regrets…for it will be a good day!” Richard conceded.

 


* * * * *

 


Ten
minutes later, the Crazy Horse
began moving away from the fleet under her own
power and approached an area to where seven ships, the remnants of
the First Destroyer
Squadron, were waiting. The squadron,
although under tow by some space tugboats, formed a classic “V”
formation with the Nelson, under command of Captain Yuri
Denko, in lead position.

The
squadron moved steadily away from an orbiting harbor that was on
the outer perimeter of the fleet. The metallic ball-like structure
with huge octagon docking bays still held other ships that were
being repaired or taking on supplies for their journey to Valamars.
But it was not to be for the First
Destroyer Squadron. Some crewmen aboard the
squadron’s ships watched silently from their duty stations as the
harbor faded in the distance. Their forlorn eyes were sunken in
sadness. All were fully aware of the mission they were going on—and
many wondered if it would be their last.

From the
bridge of the Nelson, Denko eyed the Crazy Horse
pulling ahead of the squadron some distance away.
The captain’s face muscles were molded solidly in unhappiness and
discontent.

“Fullback to Right Guard. Fullback to Right Guard.
Do you copy, over?” Yuri transmitted.

“Right Guard to Fullback. We read you loud and
clear. Is your squadron ready, Yuri?” Wakinyan inquired.

Yuri was quick to answer. “As ready as we’ll
ever be, Commander. We only got Paladin’s orders about fifteen
minutes ago. However, the maneuvering watch has been set and we’re
preparing to get underway. I just hope we don’t bump into anything
bigger than a solar patrol. We could have some real problems if we
do.”

“Unfortunately, that is the risk we take,
Captain.” Wakinyan replied honestly.

Wakinyan then addressed
all ships of the squadron. “Deputy Commander Wakinyan to all ships
of the First Destroyer
Squadron, start your outboard engines when
ready!”

“Acknowledged Right Guard,” the Nelson’s second officer, Lieutenant
Wood, affirmed. “To all crewmen, prepare to start outboard engines
and caste off!” the lieutenant broadcasted throughout the ship as
did other captains and second officers within the
squadron.

The crews
of each ship stood by their maneuvering
watch duty stations and looked for any
dangerous situations both inside and outside each vessel that might
imperil them while getting underway. Although a normal routine, it
was at this time that most ships were vulnerable to individual
carelessness within, or floating objects like space debris outside.
From his or her vigil, every crewman was responsible to immediately
halt the procedure if something potentially dangerous was spotted
or detected.

“Helmsman, start all
outboard engines,” the lieutenant added to steering crewman on his
bridge.

“Starting outboard engines, aye,” the helmsman
responded to the order.

All of
the Nelson’s outboard engines then fired up into a low grumbling that at
first created a noticeable vibration. But the vibration quickly
settled into a quieter steady hum.

All outboard engines at
nominal power, Sir,” the helmsman reported back. “The ship is
underway at tow speed.”

“Helmsman, caste off all
lines from the tugs and move us into our formational slot
position,” Captain Denko chimed in.

“Aye, Sir,” the helmsman
acknowledged and then broke each magnetic tow line.

As rehearsed and performed
time after time, the eight Martian destroyers came carefully
together moving away from the fleet and formed a conical
configuration that clearly indicated their intentions of hyperspace
travel. All power to the outboard engines was carefully scrutinized
for fluctuations and re-adjusted to the margins dictated by
standard operating procedures. The maneuver was accomplished
flawlessly.

“Set all
matrix jump points,” Wakinyan ordained the navigators of the
destroyers to coordinate their hyperspace entry and exit points
with the data being transmitted by the Crazy Horse. “Activate main drives and
ready jump engines,” Wakinyan followed up with the next expected
command.

Within
two minutes, the main engines of all ships within the squadron came
to life and stabilized. The vessels then reported back to
the Crazy Horse that they were “good to go” and standing by.

“All ships advance to quarter speed,” was Wakinyan’s
reply.

The main ion engines burned brightly on each
destroyer and began propelling the warships forward at a faster
pace. After advancing to quarter throttle, Lieutenant Wood noticed
a pronounced frown on his captain’s face. Deviating momentarily
from his duties, the officer approached his superior.

“Captain, is there something wrong?” the junior
officer asked.

Yuri just sat in his command chair with a look of
total disgust. “You’ve never been to Cramer’s World, have you?”

“No, Sir, I haven’t,” the young officer
admitted.

“Well, other than being a forward supply base for
Earth, the entire human population of the planet is nothing more
than a bunch of genetic freaks,” Yuri explained. “They’re all
mutants. Officially, it was due to a magnetic abnormality that
radically changed the field of the planet, exposing them to high
radiation levels penetrating through ozone layer…but I don’t
believe that at all. I think it was the result of some virus or
bacteria…and maybe it’s still communicable. That’s what we’re
risking our lives for.”

Denko’s
explanation astonished the lieutenant, which gave way to a sudden
fear that their mutation was really caused by some communicable
disease. It temporary engulfed the man. Both officers then turned
and gazed at the Crazy Horse
in front of them.

“Advanced
to flank speed,” came the second to the final command from
the Crazy Horse.

“Go to flank and prepare to
jump into hyperspace,” Denko ordered.

The Martian destroyer squadron held their formation
as they accelerated rapidly away. Every helmsman readied their
magnetic drives and then waited for the concluding order of the
procedure to be issued.

“Jump!” Wakinyan’s voice decreed
over every receiver of the First Destroyer
Squadron.

Within seconds, the small task force of Martian
ships disappeared into the swirling energy fields of dimensional
time, destination: Cramer’s World.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 13:
Conspiracy

 


As
the Crazy Horse and
seven other Martian warships made their jump into hyperspace,
Captain Winslow sat brooding in the Mariner’s command chair. An angry pout
was cast upon his face, while thoughts of humiliation and betrayal
by Paladin absorbed his mind. He wondered why Paladin had passed
him over for Wakinyan.

Winslow
had served the old man with unquestionable loyalty. He had even
humbled himself before other officers and crewmen, never
complaining even when his orders were openly counter-commanded, or
whenever Paladin took demeaning tones to him. As far as Winslow was
concerned, he had been cheated out of both rightfully commanding
the Mariner and a
promotion that he thought should have been his.

Seething in silence,
Winslow continued to welter in his resentment and self-pity. He was
so engrossed with his emotions that he did not hear the
communication’s crewman call to him. The woman tried several times
to catch his attention, but his mind was too preoccupied in his
troubles.

“Captain,
there’s an incoming communication from Captain Khalid aboard
the Mir for you,
Sir!” the woman announced again and again. But Winslow still sat
unhearing.

“CAPTAIN!” she yelled out
loudly.

He finally awoke from his
stupor. “WHAT?” he questioned with restrained
irritation.

“Incoming
message, Sir, from Captain Khalid aboard the Mir.” she replied somewhat
meekly.

“Put it on,” Winslow said
annoyed.

“Sir, he said it’s
personal,” the woman added.

“Very well,” he replied
letting his anger sub-side, “I’ll take in my quarters.” Winslow
then turned to a lieutenant standing near another console, “Mister
Evans, you have the command.

Winslow rose from the
command chair and exited the bridge. His stride was slow, as he
shuffled down several corridors before coming to his cabin. Finally
entering his own personal domain, he commanded his computer
on.

The machine’s voice was
that of a woman of enticing qualities. Yet, it spoke directly as in
a male manner, “You have two stored messages and one incoming
call.”

“Answer call,” he
ordered.

In an instant, the viewing
monitor came on and displayed the smiling face of Captain Khalid.
He was a man of dark tan complexion and just slightly older than
Winslow. However, Khalid’s hair was total gray. Perhaps, it was
brought on prematurely from years of playing at political complots
within the Martian Fleet.

“Good morning, John,”
Khalid was bright and cheerful. “How is everything?”

“Omar, since when have you and me been on
friendly terms?” Winslow challenged.

“I thought now might be a
good time to make a fresh start,” Khalid explained. “After all, we
have so many things to look forward to. Just think, we’re off to a
new world, we don’t have to worry about the Earth ever again…and
Wakinyan has been promoted to deputy fleet commander.”

Winslow’s eyes narrowed in
hatred, which was picked-up immediately by Khalid. Omar was gleeful
to Winslow’s reaction and knew the time was right.

“Something bothering you, John? You seem a little upset,” the
captain of the Mir toyed.

Winslow, however, remained
silent.

Khalid continued stoking
John’s animosity, nevertheless. “You know, I’ve been a ship’s
captain close to ten years now. I, myself, was in the running with
Noda for that position. It is not so hard for me to imagine your
feelings on Wakinyan’s promotion.”

“Get to the point!”
Winslow’s annoyed disposition unveiled.

“We both know that the
promotion should have gone to a more senior officer…like you or me.
Wakinyan doesn’t know how to lead. He runs his ship like some
virtual game, trying to rack up points on some invisible score
board,” Khalid went on. “But his recklessness will one day kill us
all, unless—”

“Unless what?” Winslow
inquired further.

“Unless someone finds a way
to depose Paladin’s decision of deputy fleet commander and installs
a new one!” Omar suddenly became passionate.

But John became suspicious,
“Omar, what is it you really want?”

Khalid was candid, “What I
want is the fleet to have the proper leadership that it needs. I
think it just might be time for a well and overdue
change.”

“A change from what…Fleet
Commander Paladin to Fleet Commander Khalid?” Winslow queried,
guessing at the answer.

“That does have a nice ring
to it, doesn’t it?” Khalid pondered out loud.

Winslow, however, was less
than enthusiastic. “Does the word ‘mutiny’ also have a nice ring to
it?”

“No, but
‘unfit for command’ does,” Omar countered. “Face facts, John!
Paladin is an old man who lives in his library, trying to win
modern space battles with tactics from ancient history. How
ludicrous! And what has Paladin ever done for you? You’ve been a
good officer, but do you think that Paladin appreciates that? If he
did, he wouldn’t be running your
ship or denying you your promotion!”

Winslow had to admit it was
what he had been thinking. “I don’t know?” was all he could say in
reply.

“Yes you do, or else you
wouldn’t be listening to me now,” Khalid knew he had hit the
mark.

“Maybe I agree with you,” John conceded, “So what?
What can we do about it?”

Omar was quick to reply,
“After we arrive at Valamars, an opportunity just may present
itself. The two of us working together could resolve this situation
most satisfactorily!”

“And what is it you want me
to do exactly?” Winslow demanded to know what he was getting
involved in.

Khalid’s smile became very broad and toothy. He knew
he had John hooked. “Don’t worry, at the right time you’ll be told.
However, it shouldn’t amount to more than just a little show
of…support.”

John felt uneasy about
Omar’s scheme and lack of details. “I don’t know…but I’ll think
about it.” Winslow surprised himself with his own willingness
entertain such thoughts.

“Take your time,” Khalid
was patient, “but remember this; things won’t change unless we do
something ourselves. You’ll be nothing more than Paladin’s and
Wakinyan’s lackey for the rest of your life,” Omar bluntly pointed
out. “Having said that, I would make sure that all of my friends
were amply rewarded for their efforts should the honor of fleet
commander ever befall me…and your assistance would put you at the
very top of that list!” he offered.

There was
a short pause between the two men as they studied each other. They
both tried to gage the other’s thoughts, but with nothing more to
say, the captain of the Mir
offered a mock salute and then signed off, “Khalid
out.”

After the transmission
ended, the viewer went to a general call screen. Winslow stood for
a long time looking at the blue rectangular transparency. He was
somewhat disturbed by the short conversation. Things were happening
too fast, and a feeling of anxiety and mistrust agitated him. John
then wondered how this situation was going to unfold along with the
part he was going to play in it.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 14: Cramer’s
World

 


It had once been toted as a
paradise among the stars, where over 20 million human beings had
migrated. With an atmosphere and environment comparable to a
pristine Earth of the 1st Century AD, Cramer’s World had been
celebrated as the most desirable place to live of all of Earth’s
colonies.

It was beautiful,
picturesque, and with plants and animals that bore a striking
similarity to the colonists’ home world of Earth. The only
difference was that there was no dominant, intelligent species that
existed. It was a curiosity that in reality held a dark
secret.

Within a decade of the mass
immigration, many of the humans became afflicted with some unknown
plague that ravaged the planet. Many died terrible deaths, while
the rest were transformed into grotesque and distorted images of
their former selves. Even the plants and animals were not spared
the ravages of the unknown pestilence and followed their human
overseers in the agony of mutation.

Cramer’s World was
immediately quarantined. By the penalty of death or total
destruction, nothing was allowed to enter or leave the planet.
Throughout the crisis, testing and analysis by robots and other
remote systems became a daily routine, constantly looking for the
source of the mysterious scourge, but nothing was seemingly
found.

Eventually, the plague ran
its course, and the ban was slowly lifted. However, the planet was
devastated along with the once-human population. Only about one
hundred thousand survivors remained on the slowly dying world—and
their ordeal was far from over.

The colonists of Cramer’s World were at first
treated like guinea pigs in a laboratory. They were scrutinized and
prodded with all manner of scientific and medical instruments,
adding humiliation to their sorrows. When no further information
could be gleamed from their bodies, however, interest in their
plight waned.

The freaks and
their world had simply become a lost cause—and a “waste of funding”
by the Earth. This had added to the burden of their grotesque
appearance, casting their status and dignity as human beings aside.
Even their own relatives had abandoned them to a pretense of death,
wanting nothing to do with the freaks of Cramer’s
World.

With no means of support on their dying planet, the
surviving colonists were forced into hazardous labors to earn a
living. They built many types of facilities on harsh worlds for
others to habituate, or hauled cargo to farthest reaches of human
space, constantly facing the dangers that few others would. But
always they returned to their desolate planet, spurned by the
prejudice, fear, and hatred of “normal” humans.

However,
things were about to change. The hand of fate was extended to
the freaks—the hand
of Commander Paladin. For help in building the new cities and
military bases on Valamars, the freaks were to be given an equal place
within the new Martian society—and a chance at life again. So had
promised Paladin; and his hand and offer were heartily accepted.
And for over seven secretive years, the freaks labored endlessly, keeping
their end of the bargain.

 


* * * * *

 


The spaceport terminals on Cramer’s World were empty
except for discarded personal items lying on the ground. Only the
wind stirred things, as random gusts blew paper and other light
objects about. People were nowhere to be seen, save for the corpses
of the Earth security forces personnel that lay where they were
killed. In a gesture of defiance, the living symbols of Earth’s
oppressive rule were struck down as the colonists prepared for
their departure from the dying world. The planet was now truly lost
to the silence of desolation.

Suddenly, a deafening roar
filled the air as the last of several large passenger ships lifted
off from their pads. In a slow arc, they rose majestically into the
outer atmosphere, heading for space.

Above the
planet, a small, makeshift fleet was formed. It was comprised of
vessels and crafts of all kind. From freighters to a few police
patrol ships, all hovered near the planet. Among these was the
freighter Ariana,
which took lead position. It was old and archaic, but still very
functional. Her passengers and crew were filled with renewed hope
and excitement of sailing to a better world and a new
beginning.

The bridge of the ship was lit in very subdued
tones, hiding the appearance of each individual crewmember that
work the controls or monitored the instruments. Only a single,
recessed overhead light cut the darkness to illuminate two persons
strapped to a round metal beam that was a support between floor and
ceiling. One of the prisoners was an old man who wore the black
uniform of Earth’s Security Service, while the other was a young
woman in civilian garb. Both squirmed to test their confines
regardless of the hopelessness of their escape.

Suddenly, the hatch to the bridge opened, bathing
part of the compartment in light. Both prisoners turned to look at
the figure entering.

She was slightly tall, but
a little more than a silhouette in the backlighting. However as she
moved, portions of her became clearly visible.

Her exposed portions of
skin glistened in a soft tan as she walked. Her neck seemed
slightly elongated, however, but nevertheless, her figure was quite
athletic and shapely. And although her face retained the beauty it
once held in angelic features, her head was bald, slightly wider,
and enlarged. But the most obvious feature about the woman was her
eyes. They were twice that of normal size, slanted, and as black as
coal. Those who gazed uncomfortably into them felt that they were
looking into an infinite abyss that could swallow one’s very soul.
This was Captain Tara Nargis, who governed the ships of the mutant
fleet.

Tara looked both prisoners over as she advanced into
the room, yet did not stop. Instead, she went straight to her first
mate, who was seated in the command chair. He rose from his perch,
revealing his distorted body that boasted a huge hump on his back
and imposing arms. He was the very image of a modern-day
Quasimodo.

“Captain, the last of our ships have lifted off,”
First Mate Martin Pearl addressed his superior.

“As soon as they join the
fleet, have all ships lay in the course I gave you,” Tara spoke
with her authority.

“That will take us to the
last planet in our solar system. Do the Martians know we’ll be
there?” Martin voiced his concern.

Tara frowned. “No, but I’m
not going to take any chances. Should anything go wrong, we’ll be
shielded from any probes temporarily. It should also provide us
with enough time to make a quick jump into hyperspace…if that
should be necessary,” her answer was candid.

“What about those two?”
Martin questioned in a nod towards the two prisoners.

Tara glanced at the duo for
a moment. “That is our next problem,” Tara confided with a little
disgust.

The
captain of the Ariana turned and walked over to the two prisoners with her first
mate on her heels. As Tara halted before them, the woman prisoner
dropped her head and began to sob.

Tara felt
shame and guilt for the abuse the woman suffered in her capture.
Janis Avery was a compassionate human being and a good planetary
administrator. She didn’t deserve this type of treatment in the
least, but the captain of the Ariana
was bound to the safety of her people and her
fleet. The dependents of those who built the Martian cities were in
her charge. And because of that, she felt compelled to do whatever
it took to get the information she needed.

“Miss Avery,” Tara spoke in
a gentle voice, “I don’t like this anymore than you do. Please,
won’t you reconsider your answer on providing me with the access
codes for the automatic planetary defense systems? I promise you’ll
be set free immediately and reunited with your daughter…and no one
will hurt either one of you!” Tara emotionally and honestly
assured.

“Drop dead, freak,” the
tied-up male security officer interrupted.

Tara, however, ignored him.
“Miss Avery, you have been a decent and humane administrator, even
with this animal as your security chief. I will not hold you
responsible for his acts of terrorism against my people. However, I
do have the safety of this fleet to consider. If you do not
willingly give me the codes…I will be forced to take them…and I
prefer not to do that! Please, give me the codes!” Tara pleaded to
the young woman, her hand rose to touch the auburn woman’s
face.

Janis Avery slowly looked
up into Tara’s deep eyes, and saw sincerity and gentleness. For a
moment, she hesitated to answer. But finally she then nodded a
“yes” to the captain, voicing a soft “Okay.”

“DON’T DO IT!” Security
Chief Earle Nyland shouted out. “You tell these ugly monsters those
damn codes and I’ll have both you and your daughter beaten to death
when this is all over with!” he threatened.

A look of fear froze Janis’ face as her heart began
to pound to the threat of Earle’s words, which created a vivid
picture in her mind. Janis knew he would most happily do it.

However, Earle’s threat
stirred something different in Tara’s mind: pure hatred. She
quickly walked around the metal pillar to face the man whom she
loathed the most.

Earle straightened as Tara
confronted him. The mutant’s mind pierced the security officer’s
soul and looked upon him with utter contempt. She saw a heartless
and cruel man, who had been a coward throughout his life. Wisdom
and compassion that should have filled his gray and balding head
was sourly lacking. Instead, twisted rules and regulations were all
that it served, as well as the readiness and desire to inflict his
pain, fear, and guilt upon others. For a man of sixty-three, he was
simply a childish bully that had been transformed with power into a
merciless tyrant.

“I have just about had it
with you!” Tara’s voice became harsh. “Who the hell do you think
you are? You call us monsters, and yet it’s you and your kind that
tortures and kills at merest provocation! And you do this not only
to prove your superiority…but for your own perverted
pleasure!”

Tara went
on. “I know the sorry truth about this world and the real reason
why the people were mutated! We would never consider doing what was
perpetrated on us! I know it was The
Order that exterminated the original
inhabitants of this planet so they could use this world as a living
laboratory. That’s why they unleashed the plague upon us. I watched
so many die while suffering the pain of transmutation. My own
husband and children among them! Others became so violent they had
to be destroyed! Tell me, what kind of creature can do that sort of
thing to innocent and helpless people?”

Earle snickered and then
laughed. “I wish I had a video of it! It must have been a real hoot
watching your family turn inside-out!”

Tara’s eyes narrowed in an
uncontrollable anger that fueled the darkest depths of her spirit.
“You think being like this is amusing, do you? Well then, since you
missed out on all the fun, maybe I can provide you with someone
else to laugh at!”

Nyland’s verbal hazing
dropped away into suspicion. The mutant’s dark ocular pits were
locked onto his eyes and he knew he had pushed her too far.
Suddenly, the middle Tara’s enlarged pupils began to softly glow,
which then spread to the rest of her eyes. The glow became and
aurora of increasingly brighter and brighter light, bathing the
man’s face in their afterglow. Nyland then felt himself becoming
uncomfortably hot.

Unexpectedly, the room
began to flutter, but he tried hard to hold his footing. In his
shoulder, however, Nyland began to feel a pain that increased with
every heartbeat. His neck began to throb, and he saw the flesh next
to it oscillating up and down. Suddenly, the pain became sharp and
unbearable. He gasped for great breaths of air as the pain got
worse. Finally, just when he could no longer stand it, a second
head bubbled and burst out of his body.

The security officer was
petrified as the head turned and glared into his eyes. It carried a
contorted distortion of his own face, but one more ragged,
primitive, toothy, and bestial. For a moment, it growled quietly
while it seemed to be studying him. Then without warning, the
head’s mouth opened wide and sunk its large sharp fangs repeatedly
into Earle’s face. He clearly felt the teeth rip into his head and
begin to tear it into pieces. Earle let out a horrific scream at
the top of his lungs.

Martin painfully viewed Earle go into frightful
convulsions, screaming and thrashing wildly about as he did.
Whatever traumatic illusion Tara had planted in the prisoner’s
mind, the first mate knew it had to be terrible, for blood soon
sprayed from Earle’s frothing mouth and splatter the deck in large
droplets. Within a minute, the man died in the throes of
unsurpassed mental agony. It was an appalling scene that could have
upset strongest stomach. Martin felt like retching himself and
turned away out of antipathy and pity.

As the security officer slumped dead against his
bonds, Tara’s head had drooped in self-disgust. She had just become
the thing she hated the most; she had become an Earle Nyland.

At first
it was total pleasure for Tara at watching him die, letting him
experience what The Order
had done to her family. But somewhere it the midst
of his death, a sickening feeling over-powered her body in a giant
wave of remorse. The darkness of hate then vanished and Tara heard
herself softly crying out of sympathy. She was absolutely sorry for
the act she had committed against another human
being.

As nausea agitated her
stomach, Tara fought the urge to throw-up. It was unforgivable, and
found herself feeling faint. However, after a few minutes and many
deep breaths later, Tara steadied her mind and body. After calming
herself down, she stepped back around the pillar to face Janis once
again.

For a moment, there was nothing said between the
two, but their eyes were locked together in an unbreakable tearful
stare. Tara, however, finally broke her silence.

“I’m sorry!” Tara’s voice was apologetically soft
and trembling, “I didn’t mean to do that! Please, Miss Avery, there
is no more time left! Please, give me the codes!” Tara begged.

 


* * * * *

 


The
corridors of the Quinton
were of a rough-finished resin that poorly
reflected its grayish charcoal color. Only the numerous instrument
panels and recessed lighting illuminated the passages somewhat, but
it seemed that it just wasn’t enough. Long dark shadows were cast
throughout its entirety. This was due to the deficient lighting
being blocked intermittently by various equipment, hydraulic lines,
and mechanisms at irregular intervals. They seemed to haunt the dim
corridors in weird and unfamiliar shapes.

Yet, there was more to this
ghostly quality than was seen. Technological specters sensed,
probed, and identified any thing that moved through the course
ways. Although invisible, their presence was felt as one move about
the ship. They filled the air with a chilling uneasiness that touch
the very essence of one’s being.

Not even Commander Trager, with his vast years of
experience, was immune to this. As he marched to Admiral Darius
quarters, an apprehensive feeling followed him. He was glad that
recent fleet doctrines had segregated the real humans from the rest
of the ship’s compliment. The section where he was quartered
sponsored some feeling of life and warmth. But here it was
different; it was cold and ominous—like walking into an underground
crypt.

With haste, he approached the cabin of
Admiral Darius. Two huge androids blocked the way, however,
allowing entry by her invitation only. With some uneasiness, he
stopped before the shiny black anodized guards.

“Commander Trager reporting to Admiral Darius by her
request,” he announced.

“You are expected, Commander. You may proceed,” the
closest metal sentinel dispassionately replied in a heavy male
voice.

The huge android stepped aside, and the Earth office
walked into the hatchway. It opened automatically without him
breaking stride. As soon as he stepped in, it closed just as
fast.

Darius’ office was dimmer than the corridors that
lead to it—and she liked it that way. Only the dancing auras of
hyperspace travel brightened the office with any effect, streaming
through a large window as they did. Still they quickly came and
passed, allowing one a small interrupted glimpse of the
ultra-modern, industrial décor of the room before they faded back
into blackness. Trager thought that the chamber’s mechanized look
was most befitting for his cruel and ruthless commanding
officer.

Selena herself sat in a huge swivel chair facing the
window. Only her hands and part of her legs were visible. They both
knew, however, that she simply did not want to look upon him—a
lowly human beneath her dignity.

“What do you have to report?” she questioned in her
usual irritated tone.

“Admiral O’Donald has tracked the Martian
Fleet to Apoapsis Three: a system once used as a supply station and
transit facility,” Trager dispassionately replied. “It has since
been abandoned. He has now, however, new coordinates that indicate
that the Martians are heading for a small binary star cluster
located at the very outer rim of our galaxy’s corona. He requests
further instructions on how you wish to proceed.”

“Excellent!” Selena’s mood swiftly became uplifted.
“Have Admiral O’Donald rendezvous with us a Cramer’s World. I want
to bring the entire weight of our fleet against Paladin when we
move. This way there will be no possibility of any of his ships
escaping. Is there anything else?”

“Yes, Ma’am. We will be coming out of hyperspace in
a few minutes, behind the farthest moon of Cramer’s World. It
should provide us with ample surprise.” For a moment, Trager
paused. “Your orders?”

Selena smirked. “Bring all ships to general quarters
before we make the jump.”

Trager’s eyes narrowed in anger as he fought to keep
control of himself. “Another massacre, Admiral?” his voice toned
with some ridicule.

Selena quickly wheeled about in her chair to face
her subordinate. For a brief time, she gazed hatefully at the man,
but it soon changed to satisfaction. “If I didn’t know you better,
I say you were trying to be sarcastic. Yes, the mad Martians are
going to commit another massacre. They are going to destroy a
civilian fleet trying to escape their evil clutches. That will make
another nice headline for our galactic news service. What do you
think?” she returned his mockery.

“I don’t, Admiral. I just follow orders,” the man
admitted.

“Very good,” Selena smiled. “It’s the best way to
stay out of trouble.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Trager mechanically agreed. “Will
there be anything else?”

Selena slowly turned back to face the window again.
“No. Just call me as soon as we make the jump. Now, leave!”

Without another word, Trager left the office without
delay, finding his loathing of Darius reaching new depths. But as
he departed, he pressed a small keyboard button on his wrist
communicator. There were other things to do

 


* * * * *

 


The Quinton’s Chief Engineer, Abner Strephon, quickly boarded the sparsely
occupied shuttle car that ran the length of the mighty ship. The
man knew, however, that there was no privacy from the vessel’s
security AI’s. Even here, within the small car, there was no
solitude. Every word was recorded and every gesture monitored for
any signs of disloyalty. It was like living in a prison of
unimaginable hell, where the harshest punishment was doled out for
a loose or careless tongue.

Abner was more than just a mere engineer, however.
His tall wiry frame held a man of the greatest technological
genius: an inventor and scientist who thought beyond all boundaries
of confinement and convention. Laboring in secret, he constructed a
transmitting device that supplanted the real electronic monitoring
signals with phony ones. And now, he merely waited to activate
it.

As the car rolled to a stop, all of its cyborg
passengers stood up and waited for the hatch to open. Only Abner
remained seated with his arms crossed. Finally, the entry fissured
wide apart, and the cyborgs departed through the hatch. After the
last of the technological monstrosities had left, a single human
casually strode in and seated himself directly in front of Abner.
The two stared at each other as they patiently waited for the car
to get underway. It wasn’t long before the car was encased and
lurched forward into motion again.

Commander Trager watched as Abner activated his
security override device by simply looking at his wrist
communicator and blinking twice. Several LED’s flashed and then
remained in a steady on state. Abner then smiled.

Sure that their conversation wasn’t being monitor,
Trager spoke in urgency. “What happened?” he quizzed unhappily.

“One of
those things on the
bridge started running a routine diagnostic before I had a chance
to totally connect the bypass circuits,” Abner explained. “They’re
now watching the engine room very closely. The good news is that
the main power converters are hooked-up. All you have to do is key
3-7-7 on your communicator and they’ll blow. The ship will lose all
of its weapons, communications, and sensors for about ten minutes
before they can reroute the power. That should be enough
time.”

Trager sighed. “Did you pick up and hide those ion
pistols yet?”

“Yes. Everyone’s waiting for your signal. I just
pray the Martians arrive soon. Any chance of knowing when?” Abner
voiced his anxiousness.

Trager shook his head slightly. “No. We’ll just have
to play it by ear.”

Abner’s thoughts then turned to another subject—one
dearer to his heart. “By the way, where’s Laura?” he asked
worriedly.

For a moment Trager held his breath as he bit his
lip. “She dead!” he spoke in a low grieving tone. “She was found
guilty of sabotage!”

Abner was stunned as the death of Laura Jillian sunk
into his reality. “How? Why?” he questioned regarding the trial
that should have found her totally innocent.

Trager’s eyes were filled with sympathy, knowing of
the budding romance between Abner and the murdered woman. “Abe, I
know what Laura meant to you. I tried to intervene, but the bitch
spaced her before I could do anything. Apparently, she’s the one
who tampered with the evidence. Darius decided to execute her
because…she was too pretty!”

Abner stared into a long nothingness as his face
expanded into greater shock at the reason for Laura’s death. Then
unexpectedly his features tightened into a sharp sneer while his
face filled with rage. “I’m going to kill that bitch!”

“In due time,” Trager patted Abner on the knee in
condolence. “In due time!” he uttered again, but in a more vengeful
tone.

The car—and destiny then continued on their way.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 15: Stalking the
Colonists

 


The space around Cramer’s
World was as beautiful as it was serene. Nebulas colored in deep
watery blues, emerald greens, and candy apple reds floated and
swirled above the planet in a dazzling display of spectral delight.
Even the stars were artistically placed as they illuminated the
heavens from single celestial entities to entire galaxies. Laid
skillfully by the God’s Hands, it was a true wonder to
behold.

But something else stirred
within the peaceful ether, something that was not natural, but
forebodingly cold and evil. The space around the dying world began
to ripple as the space-time continuum bent to the forces of massive
hyper engines that formed deep swirling gravity wells. Suddenly,
countless huge cones of scarlet energy burst the confines of space
to materialize holes that connected one dimensional plane to
another. A vast armada of ships, colored in blood red, then spewed
from the openings as if the gates of hell itself were torn opened.
The Crimson Fleet once again arrived to murder and
destroy.

Aboard
the Quinton,
Admiral Darius entered the bridge and seated herself in her command
chair. She gazed directly at Trager with her dark and haunting
eyes. “Status report,” her tone was demanding.

Trager defiantly returned her gaze. “Everything is
quiet, Admiral,” he informed her as a military professional.
“There’s no ship traffic or communications signals whatsoever. They
may have already fled.”

Selena snickered. “It doesn’t matter. We’ll catch up
with them. Move the fleet closer to the planet and target all
installations,” she said unconcerned.

“Aye, Ma’am,” Trager
obeyed.

 


* * * * *

 


As the Earth fleet moved
towards the planet, no one considered the battle satellites that
were rotating around to face the red ships. Although such movement
was normal, their electronic eyes pinpointed every position of
every ship that advance towards the dying world.

Without
warning the orbiting weapon platforms unleashed a barrage of laser
bolts and missiles at the unsuspecting fleet. Although the ships
were highly maneuverable and heavily armored, within moments
several ships were blown apart in halos of turbulent energy and
shimmering dust. However, even more ships were damaged by a single
laser bolt or missile hit. This included the Quinton as a laser strike punctured a
small section of her hull.

“WHAT THE
HELL IS GOING ON!” Selena lost her temper as the
Quinton rocked from the
direct hit.

“The planetary battle satellites,” Trager’s
deposition remained cool as he monitored the situation on a sensor
panel. “Their defense systems have been activated…and their access
codes have been changed.”

“DESTROY THEM!” Darius demanded.

Within a minute of her order, the battle satellites
were blown apart by the massive salvos from Selena’s fleet. They
fell to the planet below in chunks of burning metal that lit the
skies in streaking burning ambers. The fleet then reformed around
the planet and began to systematically target every building,
installation, and city. Minutes later, Cramer’s World was truly a
dead planet.

Trager looked at the world that was smothered in
smoke and destroyed by the bombardment. He felt a stinging sadness
within himself. He hoped that all the colonists were gone, for
surely there were no survivors on the planet’s surface below.

“That should about do it!” Selena broke her silence,
admiring her fleet’s handy work. “Now, search the system and find
those ships!”

Trager glanced at his commanding officer. “You still
think the mutants are here, Admiral?”

“Yes, I do!” Selena
demeanor was hateful. “Paladin and only a handful of his most
trusted captains know the location of Valamars. They wouldn’t have
shared that information with anyone. And since the Martians could
not have beaten us here, the freaks
must still be around somewhere. Now find those
ships, at once!”

Trager nodded in agreement and went about his
duties, but inside his heart, he prayed that all of the colonists
had left the system. If they hadn’t, their deaths were almost
guaranteed.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 16: The Boy
Scout

 


As
the Crazy Horse and
the seven other Martian destroyers raced through the ever swirling
and dangerous dimensional field of hyperspace, they held a loose
“cone” formation. This was standard operating procedure to ensure
that none of the ships would collide with each other while still
maintaining close enough distance for visual contact. However, for
the Crazy Horse,
formational flying was more than just unusual.

In all the sorties and battles it had taken part in,
the ship normally acted as a singular knight-errant apart from the
rest of the Martian Fleet. She was the dependable scout who blazed
a trail for others to follow; the master of the “hit-and-run” who
wreaked havoc in the enemy’s rear; and the gallant rescuer who
searched for crews of lost ships and brought them safely home. Yet,
she nearly always acted alone. And like her captain—Richard
Wakinyan—the ship took on mystical connotations among many in the
enlisted ranks within the fleet. In their minds, both the man and
the ship were forged together as one, and their retold but somewhat
exaggerated tales of their heroics were inseparable.

However, Wakinyan, the man and not the mythical-like
legend, was acutely in need of a break from his tiresome duties.
With a lull in the mission, he decided on a quick bite of food
before getting a little needed sleep.

The mess
hall of the Crazy Horse was no different from any other ship. It was held continuously
open for the rotating shifts of crewmen. Even though a donut and
some coffee were not a banquet, they appeased any hunger pains
until the next meal. It also served as a temporary haven from the
reality of shipboard life and the rigors of combat. Even for
Wakinyan, this became an essential part of his
routine.

At this late hour, however, there were no waiting
crewmen to be served. So he quickly snatched a metal tray and made
his way down the line.

The choices of entrées were limited to some cold
sandwiches and a host of leftovers from the dinnertime meal, none
of which looked very appealing. With a slight groan of
disappointment, Wakinyan placed a bit of stew and a cup of coffee
on his tray. He then turned and left the line, looking for a spot
to sit and eat.

The mess hall still held quite a few crewmen and
marines sitting about, sharing jokes and scuttlebutt. Richard
sometimes envied them, wishing he could drop the military protocol
and join in. But as Wakinyan approached each isolated group, their
voices trailed off to a whisper until he had passed. This was the
price of being an officer, let alone deputy commander of the fleet,
and he knew that this would never change. Still, Wakinyan sought a
little conversation and companionship. He trudged onward.

Perhaps it was a coincidence or an act of
providence, but there was someone else sitting alone. She was a bit
older than he remembered, probably because she looked so weary. Yet
even in her medical scrubs, her physical beauty was still evident.
Richard Wakinyan found himself being drawn closer to the woman he
had once shared life with, his ex-wife, Rhianna Bryan.

Rhianna was lost in her exhaustion and tribulations.
In all the years she had spent as a doctor, she had never seen
anything like this before; countless numbers of people mangled
beyond description and dying; and all packed within the confines of
the small ship. The remembrance of their sanguine life fluid,
splattered and saturated on her surgical garments, was so vivid
that she didn’t want to touch the clothing again. So she threw them
all away. But the memory of the moaning—and sometimes screams—still
gouged her thoughts with their pain.

Her fork carelessly played with a piece of food
before picking it up. For a moment, it froze in her hand before it
was placed in her mouth. She just didn’t want to think about it
anymore. She then mechanically began to chew the unidentifiable
piece of cuisine. As she forced it down, her tired eyes and mind
did not sense Wakinyan’s presence.

“May I sit down,” Wakinyan asked her in a gentle and
soft tone.

Rhianna’s head quickly spun to Richard’s voice in
surprise.

“I’m sorry,” he said as he saw the shock in her
face. “I didn’t mean to startle you. Please, may I sit down?”

For a moment, she did know what to say or do.
Richard’s unexpected company seemed to heighten her resentment of
the situation. He also brought with him something far worse: the
feelings and memories of their courtship, marriage—and divorce.

Rhianna had once loved
Richard very much and had been most happy to share life with him.
But somewhere things had changed along with losing her appreciation
of being just an officer’s wife. A newly found ambition had
romanticized a different path to happiness and recognition: through
corporate parties, politics, and intrigues. The military, however,
had a conventional monotony that was devoid of such pleasures and
sins.

It simply did not fit into
her plans, and eventually—neither did Richard. Regardless of his
blind love, false accusations, arguments, and demeaning verbal
assaults became his reward. Finally, when Rhianna felt she could no
longer allow him to stand in her way, she ended their marriage. In
her mind, it was all his and the military’s fault. Yet, the pain of
overwhelming guilt and regret tugged at her heart every time she
looked at him, which she could not rationalize or
explain.

“If you rather be alone,”
Richard considered her feelings, “I can find another
table.”

For a moment, she wondered
what she should do. But with a frown, her head nodded to the seat
across from her. Richard gave her a small, quick smile. He then
quickly paced to the chair and sat down.

For a minute, Richard stared at Rhianna in
contemplation while trying to meet her eyes. She kept her head
deliberately bowed down, however, as she slowly ate.

“It’s been a long time since we’ve sat down and
eaten together,” Wakinyan attempted a conversation.

However, Rhianna just kept eating in silence. With a
sip of coffee, Wakinyan studied his ex-wife a little more.

“Rhianna, I wanted to apologize for being so hard on
you back there in the shuttle bay,” Richard’s softer side began to
show. “Look, we’re both under tremendous amount of pressure. I know
how horrible it was in there…and that you were just venting your
frustration,” Wakinyan excused her behavior, “but damn it, you
cannot go around insulting a captain on his ship. Please,
understand I have to maintain discipline and order. If I don’t,
then the next time the ship gets into serious trouble, I could lose
her…and all aboard,” he tried to reason with her.

Richard paused for a few seconds to judge her
reaction. Still Rhianna kept her head down.

“Rhianna, we’re not that much different,” Richard’s
words tried to reach into her. “Lives depend on what we both do…or
what we fail to do. We are not that much different at all.”

After Wakinyan finished, he sat motionless, waiting
for a replied. It was not long in coming, as Rhianna lifted her
head to finally look at him.

“So you’ve apologized,” her voice was cold. “Is that
all you wanted?”

Wakinyan wasn’t sure what was going on in Rhianna’s
mind. He wasn’t sure if time had softened her heart—or hardened it.
He was sure of himself, however, and how he felt.

“No,” he answered truthfully. “Something else has
been on my mind for some time. You know, I’ve missed you … missed
you a lot!” he made his feelings apparent.

Richard took a deep breath. “There have been times
when I needed to be comforted…needed to be held…and the thought of
you crept into my mind.”

For a moment Richard looked away, but then he looked
back. “What did I do that was so terrible that made you want a
divorce? I never struck you, never cursed you, and I never cheated
on you. I just loved you…and wanted us to be together, forever!”
his voice wavered in emotion.

“You heard my reasons,” Rhianna toned slightly
annoyed.

But Wakinyan’s eyes flashed with some intolerance.
“What I heard was excuses, not reasons!”

“Then why go along with it?” Rhianna became
curious.

“Because I promised you when we were first married
that I would give you whatever you wanted,” he pointed out. “If
that meant the end of our marriage, so be it. Besides, there is no
such thing as a love affair of one.”

Rhianna smirked as she
threw down her fork on the tray. It bounced with a resonant bang,
and heads of crewmen and marines turned to the sudden
noise.

“Do you really want to know
why I wanted out?” she said in a loud angry pitch so that all could
hear. “I just couldn’t stand being around such an incredibly boring
guy…and such a loser! I felt totally smothered…by your
love!”

Wakinyan was taken back by
her sudden fury.

“You have no desire other
than raising a family and being happy on your ship. But what about
me? Do you really think I wanted to stay home and play mommy?
Excuse me, but I have a little more ambition than that!” the
vengeful woman raged, while not understanding her own
anger.

“And you
are so predictable! You call yourself a warrior, but do you know
what you really are? You are nothing more than an over-grown
Boy Scout just waiting to
do your next good deed! Well, I don’t want a Boy Scout! I want a
bad boy and all the excitement that goes with him!” she vocalized
defiantly.

However, Richard’s eyes narrowed in response. “Like
your last ex-boy friend. You know who I mean, the successful VP of
Bathgar Corporation; the one who beat the hell out of you on a
weekly basis.”

Rhianna’s jaw dropped in shock. “How did you find
out about that?”

“I been
keeping tabs,” Richard became as steel once more. “And between you
and me, he didn’t spend those weeks in the hospital as the victim
of a botched robbery attempt either! He’s very lucky I didn’t kill
him! But I guess that’s just the Boy
Scout in me.”

An uneasy silence settled over the couple from the
verbal exchange. Wakinyan’s heart, however, grew softer again. He
knew he still loved her.

“Rhianna,” Richard called
her name in a gentle tone once more. “We’re headed to a brand new
world, and a brand new life. The past is behind us now, and our
futures are being re-written. Maybe if we both tried a little
harder and get to understand each other better…maybe we could still
have something good together,” he offered. “Rhianna, I still love
you!” Richard’s voice trembled to almost a whisper. “I still love
you!”

Rhianna closed her eyes and retreated into herself,
as a welling of past emotions flooded back in. Her face seemed to
soften as a single tear rolled down her cheek. For a brief moment,
the wall separating them crumbled away and two lovers again gently
touched. Wakinyan sensed this and that she still held a special
place within her heart for him. Then suddenly her face winced
momentarily in extreme pain, and her expression stiffened and
twisted.

Rhianna’s eyes open in a hardened stare. She
rose slowly from the table, picking up her tray as she did. Richard
watched not knowing what to expect as she stood, his heart began to
pound within his chest.

Rhianna looked at him with
a chilling coldness. “What makes you think that I really want to
live on Valamars, or for that matter…ever be with you?” she meant
her words to offend and hurt.

The woman then turned and leisurely strolled away,
leaving Wakinyan dumbfounded. He sat for several minutes, quiescent
and fixed. Suddenly, he jumped up holding his food tray, and
slammed it into a wall in a outburst of temper. Wakinyan then
stormed out of the mess hall.

He marched down a corridor towards his cabin in
quick step. Wakinyan reached it in record time, but he slowed to
enter. As the hatch locked behind him, his steps became shorter as
his legs grew suddenly heavier. He finally reached his bunk and
plopped down on the edge. His chin then dropped to his chest, while
disgust and loneliness filled him once more with their ache.

Wakinyan spied a bloody bandage
that lay between his feet. No doubt a souvenir left by a wounded marine or
crewman that had previously occupied his rack. Richard reached down
and picked it up.

For a moment, he gazed hypnotically at it. Finally,
Richard let out a rush of breath and placed it on a nightstand next
to his bed. He pondered who was more luckless, himself or the owner
of the bandage.

“Lights out,” he ordered
out as he lowered himself all the way down on the firm
mattress.

Richard closed his eyes and took a deep breath and
let it out slowly. He did this several times and gradually he began
to relax. He lay on the bunk for several minutes in the darkness as
the calm of drowsiness began to take hold. His mind then began to
wander the many paths he had walked in his life, becoming a theater
play of tragedy and struggle. From one battle to next, there was no
end to the conflict—and no rest to be had.

However, sleep slowly took Wakinyan, and in the
twilight that fills the void between reality and dreams, his mind
slipped back into the realm of the past. Back it slid as far as he
could remember, back to a nameless orphanage in Mars City so many
years ago.

 


* * * * *

 


At age seven, there was no
one who could explain to Wakinyan why his parents had tragically
died in a shootout between Earth security forces and Martian
rebels. To him it didn’t matter. Regardless of who was right or who
was wrong, his parents were still dead and his life—shattered. Each
passing day was now filled with the hurtful mourning of loss. But
even more so, a particular dread settled into his new realm of
loneliness: the forced ordeal of daily survival.

Competition at the
orphanage in all things was fierce between the bigger boys and
Wakinyan. Confrontation was a day after day ritual of torment and
abuse. As always, it ended in either Richard’s humiliation—or a
physical beating. It was the price Richard paid for being smaller,
different, innocent—and alone.

Eventually, Richard spoke
up about the injustices and injuries he suffered, but no one
listened. Even the geek of a headmaster turned a blind eye to
Richard’s suffering.

“They’re all really good
boys. It’s just youthful display and antics,” he excused the
bullies’ bad behavior and ill-discipline with his
noninterventionist ethics and attitude. “Perhaps you’re provoking
them,” was his only offering to a solution.

But Richard knew there was
no truth to that. His bruises and black eyes were the confirmation
of their brutality. And as the months passed, Richard drifted
further into despair and depression, as his life formed a mere
existence around the self-indulging cruelty and twisted pleasure of
others.

However, things were about
to change, for two mortal guardian angels had newly arrived on
Mars. From a distant, they watched and recorded the boy’s endured
persecutions while they tried to legally petition a court for his
adoption. As the government dragged its feet, however, the
bureaucratic quagmire drew the ire of both of them, but especially
the man who held a starfarer’s master certificate. They then
planned a little miracle to be performed, one that bypassed the
stupidity, failings, and dawdling of an unconcerned state
administration.

This miracle came shortly
in the middle of one extraordinary night. Aroused from sleep, three
men stood at Richard’s bedside one evening, which at first scared
the boy.

The first man’s arm was
twisted painfully behind his back while his head was pushed solidly
against a wall. His face was also bruised and cut as well, with
some blood trickling from his lips. Also, two pronounced swollen
black eyes added to his disheveled appearance. All of these
injuries were given in retribution of Richard’s observed
mistreatment and lack of care. Richard recognized the subdued man
as the geek headmaster. However, the shorter, muscular man who held
him was completely unknown.

The third man stood well
hidden within the shadows, but there was something familiar about
him, something that was comforting. As this man slowly stepped into
the vague light to reveal himself, his face held a striking
resemblance to Richard’s dead father.

“Richard,” the man called in a loving tone. “I’m your Uncle
Nathan…and today will be a good day!” Nathan’s voice was filled
with a tranquil happiness and the promise of a better tomorrow.
“It’s time for you to come home, Little
Wolf!” he declared with a
smile.

Nathan then gently scooped Richard up in his arms
and carried him out of the room. The two of them accompanied by the
short muscular man hurriedly left the building and journeyed to a
spaceport. They traveled stealthily through darkened streets, dim
corridors, and places where great trailers of cargo were stacked or
being loaded onto spaceships.

Among one pile of containers, however, a hidden
space shuttle awaited. An alien female stood at its entry hatch and
waved for then to hasten. As they boarded, the shuttle’s engines
throttled up, blowing dust and debris about in the spent exhaust
fumes of ignited rocket fuel.

Within a minute, the
hatches were sealed and they were strapped into their seats. Then
with a sudden mighty roar, the vehicle lifted off and headed
skywards.

The shuttle was maneuvered
expertly next to a departing ship, just under its enormous
wing-like structure. Keeping pace with the vessel only a few yards
away, the shuttle was effectively hidden from scanners. The two
crafts then departed Mars through a series of massive air locks
that eventually led to them leaving the planet.

Richard marveled at the
view, as Mars grew smaller and the stars grew bigger. Finally, they
veered away from the ship and towards another. The new ship was a
huge orbiting freighter, painted with the image of a flying bird—a
great white eagle with its wings outstretched. The hatch to its
shuttle bay was open wide, while blinking interior lights beckoned
the smaller vehicle in.

With a
quick burst of speed, the shuttle entered the freighter and landed.
The hatch to the bay was then closed, encasing all within the
darkened chamber. The freighter christened Soaring Eagle then quickly turned and
headed to the jump-gate, finally to vanish into the swirling fields
of hyperspace, heralding a new chapter in Richard’s
life.

At first,
Richard was astounded at how fast things had changed for the
better. Yet, he was quite willing to accept it. Life aboard
the Soaring Eagle was filled with hard work, the challenges of learning as well
as fun. Richard wholly embraced his new surroundings with the
utmost joy, along with the discipline and training required of all
starfarers. He found a new worth and satisfaction within himself
through the camaraderie of his new shipmates and the love of his
uncle.

There was O’lan-te-ahh, the
alien female with the large cat’s eyes, finely scaled green skin,
and large hairless head. She was the ship’s chief navigator and
pilot. She was also one of the last members of the dying Mag-guinin
Race, whose skills in star navigation and advance mathematics were
unmatched.

Then there was Julius Bard,
the chief engineer. Nicknamed “Old Bard” by the crew because of his
balding white hair, his reputation and thirst for rum and wild
women preceded him. Yet, given a few tools and a small amount of
time, his imagination and improvisation remedied or repaired every
problem the ship sustained.

Jonathan Plumose was the
man Wakinyan first saw holding the headmaster against the wall. He
was the ship’s first mate, gunner, and a former member of the elite
Terran Two Scouts. He became Richard’s instructor in weapons,
fighting tactics, and martial arts as well as one of Richard’s
closest friends.

Finally, there was his
uncle, Nathan Wakinyan. He was an ageless man who valued his honor,
his starfaring, and his freedom more than anything else. He rarely
earned more than a small profit in operating his ship, but he was
the master of his own life, and proud of that. Richard smiled as he
thought back on the memory of his beloved uncle.

It was Nathan that Richard
took the majority of his philosophy of life from, as well as a love
of American Indian legends and lore. From ancient language to
tribal customs, Nathan became Richard’s teacher. However, Nathan
truly enjoyed reminiscing about the tales of old and past heroes
most of all. Nathan favored one above the rest—the bravest Lakota
warrior ever known and who had fought at the Battle of the Little
Bighorn. It was this Sioux war chief that both Nathan and Richard
were directly descended from.

But Nathan possessed a
physical link to this renowned warrior. In his cabin, something
resided that was passed down through the many generations: the
knife that the ancient Sioux chief once carried into every battle.
And this knife was a part of a legend that spoke of the Sioux chief
rising from the grave and grasping it once more to rid the lands of
all evil. And forever, his deeds were to be told around campfires
and his name always spoken with reverence and pride. Richard
delighted in the wonderment of such tales.

Over
time, the young boy was transformed into a man. Eventually, Richard
became a modern-day Lakota warrior of the stars, honing his skills
and strength through the challenges of serving aboard the
Soaring Eagle. He even
took on some of the dress of an ancient warrior, which included
boot moccasins he received on his seventeenth birthday. His uncle
said that they would bring Richard good fortune. At that thought,
Richard became filled with anguish.

Richard only wore those
boots when he felt he needed a little extra luck, but they had
always taken a long time to lace up. Because of this, they had
saved his life. But in that same moment, all his friends and
shipmates had died, and his world again had forever
changed.

On the day the Arris
attacked, it was Richard’s first time out on the hull alone, making
necessary repairs to the communication antennas that were damaged
from a small chunk of rock that had somehow penetrated the shields.
A little uneasy about the repairs, he decided to put his good luck
charms on.

It had taken a long time to
get into his space suit because of them. It had slowed the repairs
he made to the damaged antennas on the hull. And it had delayed him
from re-entering the ship.

Suddenly, Wakinyan’s mind
drifted into the nightmare that he had lived so many times. Still
safe within his spacesuit, he had just re-entered the ship when the
hull was ripped open by several laser blasts. He felt the vibration
and watched the failure of the air lock to pressurize.

Richard shuttered in his
bed as beads of cold sweat formed on his face.

He manually forced the air
lock to finally open, but his suit’s instruments indicated that the
ship had totally lost its atmosphere. Richard then franticly made
his way through darken corridors and over debris—and bodies—to the
bridge. What he saw, however, he never spoke of.

The Arris were quick in
boarding the stricken vessel. They first invaded the armory, next
the engineering room, and then the bridge. Because of all the
bodies they found, they thought the entire crew was dead, but this
became their fatal mistake; Richard Wakinyan still
lived.

Richard retrieved the only
weapon he could get to—the ancient warrior’s knife. Filled with a
terrible resolve, Richard began hunting down the alien enemy. And
as he came upon each of the black clad aliens, they swiftly
succumbed to the slicing and stabbing of his blade. Only the last
four Arris on the bridge, did he fight as a group. Even though they
were armed with plasma weapons, the black bug-like figures were no
match for the fierce and skillful Lakota warrior or his unforgiving
rage. Wakinyan killed all of them mercilessly in a swirling dance
of death with the steel edged weapon.

 


* * * * *

 


Wakinyan yelled a
determined cry of battle as he jumped up on his bed and thrust the
great knife into empty air. He awakened from his nightmare and was
alone in his cabin once again. Still for a moment, his eyes were
locked on enemies that were long since dead. The trance, however,
was quickly broken. He finally looked around and realized where he
was.

Richard’s left hand came to
his face to rub away the reoccurring nightmare once more. He then
sheathed his knife and looked at his chronometer. He was only a
sleep for a little more than an hour.

Wakinyan lay back down and
turned on his side to get comfortable. But he was somewhat afraid
to go back to sleep, lest the nightmare repeat itself again. Still
he tried to rest.

Yet, his mind refused to
let go of the past. But although it drifted back in time again, it
went beyond the tragedy: onward to the Martian Military Academy and
life there.

He had graduated with
honors at the head of his class. However, the majority of other
cadets had always held him in contempt. The years of experience and
training that Wakinyan accumulated had bested his classmates at
every turn. It also had exposed their frailness of ego, lack of
skill, and failed attempts at coercion. Wakinyan wasn’t seven
anymore, but a warrior of twenty-three, and someone to be
feared.

Throughout school, Richard never allowed himself to be
intimidated again. This intimidation was usually
settled off campus. And
regardless of their numbers, it was the bullies that took the
beatings and suffered humiliation. Besides, he was the only cadet
to be awarded the Martian Naval Cross for heroism, articulating his
part in the Arris War.

At
graduation, his abilities and accomplishments were well recognized
by the Martian Military High Command, and he was given something
that was completely unheard of before or since: captain’s rank and
his own ship to command. Wakinyan accepted both with pride to the
jealousy and envy of his peers. The vessel he received was the
last of the Dolphin class destroyers ever produced. Capable of fighting in space,
gaseous atmosphere or fluid environment, Number 2911 stood ready
for her new captain and crew.

The ship, however, had
never seen action, had never served in any fleet, nor had even been
formally commissioned. Instead, she had been mothballed almost
immediately with no name, just her serial number.

Eventually, she was turned
over to the Martian Fleet, and then to Wakinyan who then pondered a
worthy title for her. As it was tradition to name Martian
destroyers after great warriors and heroes, Wakinyan, inspired by
his beloved uncle as well as the old war knife he carried, chose a
most deserving one.

On the
30th day of October 2239, old Earth calendar, the ship proudly rose
up from her berth and headed into the cosmos for space trials.
However, she was now more than Destroyer Number 2911 painted in
Martian colors, she was the Crazy
Horse. The ancient prophecies had come
true. The Lakota chief had indeed arisen from the grave to fight
again.

 


* * * * *

 


Interrupting Richard from returning to sleep, his
communicator began to beep with urgency. “Bridge to Deputy
Commander Wakinyan,” Randall’s voice called.

“For once, can’t you leave me be?” he questioned the
empty room as he lay on his bunk.

“Bridge to Deputy Commander Wakinyan,” Randall’s
voice called from the device again. “Rich, do you read me?”

Richard, still groggy from his brief slumber,
shakily touched a button on his communicator. “Wakinyan here, go,”
the man mechanically answered.

“Commander,” Randall’s voice was near alarm,” we got
a real bad situation here! You’re needed on the bridge
immediately!”

Wakinyan frowned wearily, but then quickly shrugged
it off. “I’m on the way,” the man responded as he sprung from his
bed and headed for the hatch.

Sprinting the entire distance down corridors and
passing crewmen, Wakinyan reached the bridge in record time. As he
entered, he heard the sounds of a space battle coming over the loud
speaker system.

“RIGHT GUARD, CAN YOU HEAR ME? THEY’RE THROUGH OUR
DEFENSES!” Captain Tara Nargis’ cried at a hysterical level. WE’RE
STARTING TO TAKE HITS! DO YOU HEAR ME?”

“Nargis, calm down. It doesn’t help the situation by
panicking,” Randall tried to reassure the woman.

“What’s the situation,” Wakinyan intervened. He saw
that his friend was visibly shaken and at a loss for thought.

“The colonist’s are under heavy attack by the
Crimson Fleet. They’re at the edge of their system,” Randall
reported and then swiftly displayed coordinates on the viewer.
“Here’s their position,” he pointed out.

Wakinyan
dashed to the navigator’s seat to size-up the situation. With his
sure fingers, the man swiftly tapped the button images on the
holographic screen of the navigational computer to display the
quadrant of star systems that filled the gap between the
Crazy Horse and the
colonists. A band of red lights suddenly appeared, highlighting
possible solar systems as halfway points. Each system was then
zoomed in on in sequence by the computer and its properties listed.
Wakinyan smiled as a particular one caught his eye. He then began
to work out a plan—and a set of new coordinates.

“I’VE GOT CHILDREN ON BOARD, AND THEY’RE NOT ABOUT
TO TAKE PRISONERS!” Tara’s voice echoed again in chilling fear.

Randall gritted his teeth in frustration. He did not
know what to do, and regretfully had no answer for the woman.

Tara’s voice again sounded over the intercom, “WE
CAN’T WAIT! THEY’LL KILL US ALL IN A FEW MINUTES! I’M DISPERSING
THE FLEET! IT’S OUR ONLY CHANCE!”

“NARGIS, THIS IS DEPUTY COMMANDER WAKINYAN!” Richard
forcefully interrupted. “MAKE A JUMP INTO HYPERSPACE TO TIBULA IN
THE MAGNUS SOL SYSTEM! COORDINATES LEMA NINE-SEVEN BY
ONE-FOUR-THREE BY TWO-FOUR-EIGHT! REPEAT! COORDINATES LEMA
NINE-SEVEN BY ONE-FOUR-THREE BY TWO-FOUR-EIGHT! RUN TIME IS THREE
HOURS SEVENTEEN MINUTES AND FIFTY-TWO SECONDS!”

The mention of the system’s name made Randall’s eyes
bulge and mouth drop in shock. He grabbed Wakinyan by the arm and
squeezed his muscles tightly. “Are you nuts!” he whispered into
Wakinyan’s ear. “That’s Indra space!”

Richard momentarily shot Randall an annoyed look,
but then broke away and continued his conversation with Tara.
“Nargis, it will be harder for them to track you in hyperspace. And
by that time, we’ll be there. I swear it!” Richard unquestionably
promised.

For a minute, there was a brief pause, but then
Tara’s voice answered a little more calm. “We’ll be waiting for
you! Just hurry as fast as you can…please! Nargis, out!”

As the
colonist fled into hyperspace, both senior officers on the bridge
of the Crazy Horse took up counsel.

“Those colonists don’t have much of a
chance!” Randall was angry in his opinion. “The odds are if the
Earthers don’t destroy them, the Indra will!” he stated as a matter
of fact.

“It’s better than no chance at all!”
Wakinyan defended his decision. “Look, by having them jump to
Magnus Sol, it will swing them in a course directly towards us.
From our present position, we can make it there in a little bit
over three hours. Hopefully, the Earthers will be a little
reluctant about shooting up an Indra system. Besides, Tibula is a
hot, magnetic star. There’s a good possibility that the radiation
emissions and its magnetic field will block their sensors. Maybe
the Earthers will even run into a few Indra warships. That will
give the colonists…and us the time we need to get the hell out of
there!”

Randall just shook his head. “And I thought flying
through a volcano was crazy!”

Richard, however, was more
philosophical. “Jim, we both know that war is nothing more than
organized insanity. That’s why crazy works most of the
time.”

“And when it doesn’t?” Randall asked.

Richard smiled, “Then none of us will live to tell
about it. Besides…it will be a good day.”

Wakinyan’s words brought a quick smile to
James’ face. Randall thought when Wakinyan moved on to a new ship
that he would surely miss him.

Suddenly,
the communications crewman turned to the two men. “Sir, incoming
message from Captain Denko aboard the Nelson,” he
announced.

“Put him on audio only,” Wakinyan ordered.

Richard cleared his lungs in a breath and then
spoke, “What is it, Yuri?”

“Commander, I was listening in on the Ariana. You can’t be serious? We only
have eight obsolete destroyers. How the hell are we expected to
take on a whole modern battle fleet?” Yuri
questioned.

“Correction, Captain, we have eight fully armed
destroyers and the element of surprise. The Earthers won’t be
expecting us…and that will make the difference. In any event, I am
not leaving defenseless civilians to die in space. Am I clear?”
Richard’s tone rang with his authority.

But Denko became enraged. “You
crazy bastard! This is nothing more than a suicide mission and you
know it! I’m not taking what’s left of my squadron in there to be
slaughtered for a bunch of genetic freaks!”

Now it was Wakinyan’s turn to become enraged.
“Captain Denko!” Richard’s mouth slowly snarled. “Both Commander
Paladin and myself have promised these people that we will be
there! And by Almighty God, the Martian Fleet will arrive on time
and on position! Whether it be with one ship…or eight, it does not
matter! What will matter is that I will bring charges against any
crewman for refusing to obey my orders…regardless of their rank!
Any other comments, Captain?”

For a moment, Yuri thought over his response. “Yes,
Sir!” he spat out. “Just one…go to hell!”

“You just better be there to see it!” Wakinyan spat
back. “Have all ships change course to the Magnus Sol System and
follow us in. Wakinyan, out!”

Denko’s head snapped to his first officer. “Do it!”
his bitter voice ordered.

As though they were welded together, the eight
Martian ships changed their course in unison and headed off into an
uncertain destiny.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 17: Clash at
Magnus Sol

 


Tibula, a giant magnetic
star, bathed the Magnus Sol system in a powerfully charged corona
that fluctuated eerily with a blinding white glow and a background
tinted in an oscillating purple plasma vapor. Its size dwarfed that
of the Earth’s sun by more than twenty times while its magnetic
field engulfed and penetrated planets and moons that were
unimaginatively distant.

Here, dust particles and
hot gases were kept in a highly energized and volatile state, as
they floated freely in hot patches of various bright colors of neon
through the inner system. Beyond the floating auras was a veiled
universe, cloaked in the dangers of the unexplained and unseen. For
all knew that the mysterious Indra dwelled in this quadrant and
trespassing into their space was considered foolhardy at
best.

The Indra
were beings of an ancient and solitary race, whose appearance
was—unknown. A highly technically evolved culture, they neither
sought contact, nor tolerated any intrusion upon their privacy.
Over the millennia, many alien species sent ships to probe and
explore the Indra’s worlds, but all vanished strangely without a
trace. Only occasionally was a vague call of distress received.
However, when rescue craft were quick to respond, not even the
smallest trace of debris was found. For such reasons, this area was
more than avoided. Not even warships from the mighty Galactic Union
dared to venture here, and all this crossed Captain Tara Nargis’
mind as the Ariana and the small convoy of unarmed colonists ships materialized
out of hyperspace next to the giant star.

It was a hair-raising
experience as gigantic solar flares and prominences twisted and
curled furiously away from the massive star and dangerously close
to the small fleet, regardless that they had materialize well away
from the corona and chromosphere of the star. Tara now understood
why Wakinyan had chosen this system. It at least provided
temporarily concealment for the colonist’s fleeing ships from the
pursuing Earth forces. Yet, the woman prayed that the Martians
would arrive sooner rather than later.

First Mate Martin Pearl, however, did not share
Tara’s optimism about the agreement with the Martians. He had his
doubts from the very beginning about them. Other “normals” had
shunned, lied to, and used the mutants too many times before in the
past. Why should the Martians be any different, he thought.

Still, he did not want to upset any of the others
with his suspicions, and secretly hoped he was wrong. So he went
about duties, neither voicing his uncertainty or negative
opinions.

“Sensors show very erratic and high radiation
readings,” he confirmed to Tara. “Even normal inter-ship
transmissions have broken up, forcing us to rely on our Aldis
Signaling Lamps for communications.”

“Good,” she was pleased with the news. “It means
we’ll be harder to follow.” Take us around the other side and then
deeper into the system. We’ll hold in an orbit around the first
planet we come to.”

Martin nodded in agreement and set a new course.

In a gentle arc, the ships swung about the star and
began to disappear around the far side. Just in time too, for
pathfinder ships of the Crimson Fleet suddenly and without warning
emerged out of hyperspace close where the colonists had first
appeared. One unlucky pathfinder ship, however, came out near the
chromosphere of Tibula at its apex just as a colossal coronal mass
ejection (CME) shot out from a huge sunspot on the star. It
broad-sided the vessel and the craft blew apart in a massive
fireball, which even the colonists could detect with their
sensors.

“CAPTAIN, A LARGE EXPLOSION NEAR THE TOP OF TIBULA!”
the sensor crewman cried out. “IT LOOKS LIKE IT WAS A SHIP!”

“IT’S GOT TO BE THEM!
THEY’VE TRACKING US!” another crewman shouted in near
hysteria.

“QUIET!” yelled out Tara to
stop a panic while she prepared herself to go into a hypnotic
state.

After a few deep breaths Tara
closed her eyes and went into a semi-trance. Slowly she extended
her mind outward from the Ariana, beyond the star, and gently
into the thoughts of the enemy.

For a short time, she
dwelled among their racial hate, their arrogance of superiority,
and their lust for slaughter. The malevolence was staggering, but
Tara was more incredulous at what was not there. The tiniest
imprints of mercy and compassion were all gone. Instead, she felt a
soulless vacuum descending into a bottomless pit that surged with
an inexhaustible evil. Its unimaginable proportions were most
terrifying to the woman, but still she remained seeking what she
needed to know.

Finally, she pulled her
mind back into her body and her own sheltered reality.

“It is the Earthers…but
there’s too much interference for them. They can’t trace our ion
trail,” she announced with guarded joy as she came out of her
meditative state. “Martin, lay in a course directly away from them
at flank speed, but keep that star in between us and them,” Tara
commanded. “In the meantime, ready all distress markers and make it
in the universal galactic code. Also, have all ships make-ready
their hyper-drives again and prepare for dispersal.”

Martin said not a word as he followed her commands
to the letter. However, sadness filled his eyes that could not be
hidden, which conveyed the crushed hopes that abided within
him.

However, Tara immediately
knew what he thought and felt, finding her own feelings empathizing
with his. As the woman slowly turned and looked about the bridge, a
sensation of overwhelming despair flooded the atmosphere around
her. She realized then that all were convinced of the hopelessness
of the situation and that time—and possibly their lives were
running out.

“Damn you, Wakinyan!” she cursed the Martian officer
under her breath and near to tears as her hope began to failed too,
“Damn you!”

 


* * * * *

 


It took more than twenty minutes before the entire
Earth fleet managed a safe transition from the inter-dimensional
continuum. After some confusion due to the effects of the magnetic
star, all ships quickly reformed into their respective battle
groups and waited for further orders.

“Report!” Selena ordered her second in command.

Trager took a deep breath in disgust. “Our
pathfinder ships have confirmed that the dimensional disturbances
left by the hyperspace travel of the colonist fleet ends with this
system. However, the radiation and magnetic fields from the star
have obliterated any ion trail generated by their space normal
engines. It’s also making it extremely hard to scan as well.
Several destroyer squadrons are now conducting a visual search of
the system…but there is another problem,” he informed his
superior.

“Such as?” Selena questioned.

“We are deep within Indra space. If we don’t find
them soon, we risk being discovered…and a possible confrontation
with the Indra. Since they are an isolated race, we don’t have much
information about them. But we do know this, they don’t like
invasion into their territory by other species…and have eliminated
all who have attempted it,” Trager clearly pointed out.

Selena, however, was not impressed. “They haven’t
met my battle fleet, yet!” her smugness was clear. “In any case, I
don’t care who I have to crush to complete this mission! Continue
with the operation!”

“As you wish, Admiral,” Trager conceded to Selena’s
authority.

Selena settled back into her command chair and
waited. Even though the minutes slowly passed, she knew it was only
a question of time.

“SHIELD
FOUR TO STEEL GODESS!” the expected call came from the captain of
the Chirac. “WE
HAVE THEM, ADMIRAL! WE HAVE THEM!”

 


* * * * *

 


The colonist’s raced through the system for their
lives as an Earth destroyer squadron slowly began to over-take
them. Tara kept an eye on the narrowing distance, praying for a
miracle. But the last of her faith faded as her ships came within
the range of the weapons of the blood-red fleet.

“CAPTAIN, THEY’RE POWERING UP THEIR WEAPONS!” the
sensor crewman informed all on the bridge.

“DEPLOY ALL DISTRESS MARKERS!” Nargis yelled to
Martin. “GIVE THE ORDER TO DISPERSE THE FLEET!” Tara realized that
there was no time left.

Suddenly, a new threat appeared on her sensor
screens.

“CAPTAIN, ALIEN SHIPS OFF THE STARBOARD QUARTER!”
the sensor crewman screamed. “THEY’RE SCANNING US!”

“PUT THEM ON THE VIEWER!” Tara ordered Martin.

The viewer then came alive,
displaying seven distinct vessels that looked similar to shapeless
jellyfish. Each was followed by a track of pulsed clusters of
ionized gas that was studded with sparkling beads of energy that
fade within a few seconds. The energy, however, did not flow out
from the ships themselves, but appeared some distance away as a
trailing wash. Another oddity was a multitude of long and flowing
thin appendages that surrounded the inner core of each ship and
migrated in the direction of the bow. Each appendage ended in a
rounded tip and glowed as a fiber optic cable would, emitting a
laser light. The ships themselves were ghostly specters of
brilliant white that seem to ripple and flutter to some invisible
wind. Yet in their flowing, the vessels at times faded to a
transparency that bordered on some trans-dimensional
riff.

Tara stepped back in horror. “Oh my God,” her voice
trailed to almost a whisper, “Indra!”

Ominously, the thin appendages of the alien ships
began to point to the colonist ships as a spiral of green energy
charged each tip into a growing ball of fire. Colonists close to
portholes stared and screamed in alarm as the menace grew closer.
Within a few minutes their outcries of fear setoff a general panic
among both passengers and crews aboard each ship. Some fought to
get to the few life pods available, while most waited for the end,
their spirits completely broken in the misery of despair.

“SIR, ALL OUR SHIPS ARE BEING TARGETED BY THE
ALIENS!” Martin bellowed.

“NO!” screamed Tara as her eyes suddenly became a
starburst of illumination. In an instant, she threw out her hands …
and a mental plea to stop the aliens from killing them.

Her thoughts and feelings
traveled in an instant to illusive minds that were complex and
vast. For in the dimly lit and dense fluid pressurized interiors of
the Indra ships, the ancient beings perceived. Their floating
octopod forms paused momentarily in communal thought and debated.
After they finished, the extraterrestrial beings swiftly prepared
to unleash the power of their weapons.

It was utter pandemonium on the colonist ships, as
people shriek, cried, and prayed at the approach of the alien
vessels. The appendages varied their aim from one colonist ship to
another, their tips oscillating in an ever-increasing ball of
energy.

 


* * * * *

 


The
captain of the Chirac smirked as his sensors showed that the Indra were about to
fire. He was happy to let them do his job for him. But amusement
quickly turned to bewilderment, as the alien ships opened a large
gap in their formation and let the colonist’s fleet pass
unmolested. Bewilderment then translated into shock as part of his
destroyer squadron suddenly dissolved into explosions and particles
from the massive energy bolts discharged from the alien
cruisers.

“TARGET
THOSE SHIPS AND FIRE!” Captain Prues of the Chirac immediately ordered the
remnants of his command.

The Earth ships swiftly deployed themselves
into a skirmish line and returned a lethal barrage of fire. The
accurate blasts from their weapons struck several of the Indra
vessels in clear hits. However, the ghostly white specters just
seemed to absorb the energy, which flowed across their skins and
dissipated. The Indra then fired once again—and Destroyer Squadron
Four of the Crimson Fleet ceased to exist.

The seven
alien ships then stopped and held their formation in front of the
Earth fleet. The energy balls at each tip of the Indra vessels grew
menacingly bigger, and violently shimmer and threw off halos. To
all that who witnessed the spectacle, the meaning was clear, the
Crimson Fleet was to advance no
further.

 


* * * * *

 


As Tara moved her ships deeper into the
system, she was very grateful for the protection the colonists were
being given. The aliens had conveyed their assurance to the woman
that her charges would not be harmed. Unbeknownst to Tara, however,
their decision was based solely upon the potential they saw within
her alone.

Although Tara’s high intelligence and
developing mental attributes counted in part for their judicious
reasoning, it was the “essence” of the woman that had compelled the
Indra to provide safe passage to the colonists from destruction by
the red ships.

The Indra had scrutinized Tara by a wonder
beyond known technology, where their space vessels that were living
creations of biogenic silica and carbon merged temporarily with
their own beings to become a single entity. Tara’s physical
dynamics and DNA as well as the sum and substance of her soul
impressed upon them a perception of an ascending race that was
capable of much greatness and grandeur. It was well beyond the
primitiveness of normal Homo sapiens and deserved a chance to
flourish by offspring. Still, there was a great risk in allowing
this.

The Crimson Fleet was the reason why. They
embodied the evil portion of humanity’s duality that the Indra knew
was harbored in all species. The cyborgs’ destiny was decided by a
combination of personal chemistry and choice. The pestilence of
societal murderers and thieves existed because evolution dictated
that not only the smartest like Tara survived, but strongest and
most brutal as well. The Crimson Fleet was the latter type of
mutation; a degeneration that marched ever backwards into primal
chaos, rapped in the auspices of what was thought to be advanced
technology and the official linen of abusive political
authority.

The Indra had seen their kind many times
before. These regressive deviants deliberately invaded territory
under the guise of furthering their research in scientific
knowledge or professing military defensive measures in order to
exterminate sub-species, steal natural resources, or to extend
their control well beyond their own borders. Always their egos’
need for recognition and gain drove this rationalized destruction
by unrestrained emotions that guided their self-serving actions.
But here it was not so—for the Indra made it that way. And the
Indra now meant to stand as a roadblock to this fleet of cyborg
decay, while nurturing the hopeful beginning of a race not much
unlike their own.

 


* * * * *

 


Even with the help of the Indra, however,
bad luck still plagued the colonists. Tara ordered another jump
into hyperspace to take advantage of the alien distraction. But as
they prepared to make the jump, the hyper-engines on two ships
malfunctioned—and then failed. Age and wear on the old crafts
initiated the problem, sending the inter-dimension engines into a
safety shutdown mode.

Although she wanted to
disperse the small fleet, it wasn’t within her to leave the
stricken vessels behind. And using a magnetic tow was completely
out of the question. The ships were old and being pushed just too
hard for any attempt in using the mechanisms that was more than
risky.

Hyperspace travel required
constant movement through its dimension by means of ships encased
in a rotating magnetic field. If a tow were to break, the
distressed vessel would immediately lose all forward movement,
becoming a phantom held motionless forever in a black tomb. Unless
it was destroyed by a direct inter-dimensional collision from a
jump initiated at that very point, this fate was very much
assured.

Tara was not about to
condemn the lives aboard the two transports to this. For the time
being, Tara kept her ships on a steady course, hoping either to
lose the Crimson Fleet in the depths of the system or forcing them
to abandon their chase.

 


* * * * *

 


Admiral Selena Darius held different ideas, however.
She was resolute on not aborting her mission because of “seven
miserable alien ships” blocking her way. Regardless of how much the
Indra were technologically advanced, she still held an ace up her
sleeve: the new battle matrix system.

“Computer, ready the battle matrix system!” Selena
ordered.

“By your command,” the artificial intelligence
responded.

Trager turned to a humming
that suddenly resonated behind him. The officer then noticed that
the energy pulses through the tubes of each huma-droid steadily
increased their flow at a rapid rate. The gases, which were trapped
within their orbs of glass, then began to glow a luminous green. He
then realized that ions were reaching a saturated state in
preparation of the equipment’s usage.

Selena smiled wickedly as a domed pedestal raised
itself from the deck to the right of her command chair. After the
pillar had extended to its full height, the dome opened, revealing
headgear similar to a tiara crown. Darius’ smile broadened into a
mask of total satisfaction before reaching for and then placing the
crown upon her own head.

Trager just simply watched
with downcast eyes. Having run through training on the system,
Trager knew that the aliens were in for a nasty
surprise.

“Has the battle matrix been made-ready?” Selena
quizzed the ship’s main computer.

“The matrix is ready and all ships have been brought
online,” the command and control computer replied
emotionlessly.

Selena’s mouth then formed a snarl. “Activate!” her
voice was tainted with pure anger and revenge.

A moment
later, the computer that was merged with Selena’s brain dissolved
away the bridge in her mind, and she beheld all the space around
the Quinton. Her
mind’s eye perfectly visualized the Indra vessels as well as all of
her own ships in flawless 3 dimension. Distance, positions,
targeting information; the flood of knowledge was enormous. But her
cyborg brain automatically comprehended and guided every aspect of
the situation at the speed of thought. It was like
being—God.

From the commands given by her thoughts alone, the
Crimson Fleet robotically formed a huge wall of ships. They were
stacked one upon the other and rigidly held their positions within
the precise formation. The armada then swiftly began to advance
towards the Indra as the weapon systems of the Earth ships
energized.

Trager stole a quick glance
at Julie Morris’ head. He wondered if any part of her real mind was
still alive—and knew what she was about to become a part of.
Trager, himself, became a mere spectator to the impending battle as
he manned his scanner.

Suddenly, a flowing
transparent current of plasma energy materialized just in front of
the Earth vessels. It was as a blue river, glittering as it moved
as though parts of it were solidified ice. The aliens were not sure
of what was taking place, but it did not matter to them. As soon as
the Crimson Fleet came within range—they fired.

Great energy bolts from
each of the Indra ships streaked away and cut through the space
between them and the Crimson Fleet. They traveled unswervingly and
with one intention—annihilation. The energy bolts finally impacted
seconds later against the blue plasma field that stood between them
and their intended targets.

The magnitude of the force
from the strike erupted in a gigantic and radiant blast that
matched the greatest flares of Tibula. As the energy dissipated and
sensors cleared to report, the Indra were astounded. Not one of the
Earth ships was damaged. It was apparent that the entire energy of
the Earth fleet was concentrated as an interweaved shield. This
allowed the shield to stretch and distort, but at the same time, it
did not permit any penetration by energy or any physical object. It
acted like a giant bulletproof vest. And the Indra now realized
that the certainty of a counter-strike would soon be on its
way.

Once the last of the energy from the Indra’s attack
had spent itself against her shield, Selena’s mind immediately
dropped the force field and fired the weapons of her entire fleet
together. At same moment, the Indra ships maneuvered away
erratically in different directions to escape. For most of them,
however, it was not enough.

Although the
inter-dimensional skins of the alien ships could disperse a few
laser hits, they were not designed to take a massive and precise
bombardment over a great length of time. With a constant
bombardment of laser and ion weapon strikes impacting over a span
minutes, the Indra ships blew apart in miniature super-nova like
explosions—all but one. Protected mainly by its six sister ships,
the alien vessel still sustained some damage. This was evident in a
clear breach of the hull, besides losing its luminescent glow. With
little or no power, it casually drifted away. The cold–gray alien
ship was now at the mercy of a ruthless enemy—who bore
none.

The pseudo goddess, Selena Darius, was most pleased
with how this had turned out. Not only was she a hyper-jump away
from obliterating the Martians, but her promotion and a hero’s
welcome was guaranteed when she towed this alien ship back to
Earth. New technology awaited the reverse engineering of her
dismantled Indra trophy, while she believed that it served to
demonstrate Earth’s superiority to the rest of the galaxy.
Regardless that these actions fostered the seeds of a new and
terrible war, Selena’s seat on the Supreme Defense Council and the
destruction of the Martians were all that motivated the woman
cyborg.

 


* * * * *

 


Aboard each of the colonist’s spacecraft, the
earlier bedlam settled into the bleakest hollow of gloom. Some
crying and occasional praying rose above the heavy murkiness of
silence at times. With all hope gone, the reality was slowly
grasped by every mind. Death was only moments away, sealed by the
cruel hands of the barbarous enemy that had stalked them. Sorrow
drew a curtain around the tiny fleet. There was no point in trying
to escape in life pods, for they offered only a few more moments of
extended existence.

With no
other alternative, Tara ordered the fleet to disperse. However,
the Ariana slowed
slightly to do what it could to draw fire away from the two
crippled ships. It was a fool’s plan the woman thought, deserving
of her stupidity and trust in believing that the Martians would
come. The mutants were monsters in the eyes of every “normal”
human, Tara tearfully admitted in her mind. How could she let
herself suppose otherwise, she thought.

The
colonist formation broke apart, readying themselves for the final
order. Tara paused, while gathering her strength to give it.
Suddenly, a claxon sounded on the bridge of the Ariana, as sensors cautioned to a
disturbance in the space-time continuum. Several jump fields were
forming behind colonist fleet. Tara and the rest of her bridge crew
held their breaths.

 


* * * * *

 


On the
bridge of the Quinton, the defense system alerted Selena’s mind to a new and
possible impending threat. Eight ships were coming out of
hyperspace, and somewhat close to the drifting Indra vessel. For a
moment, the system delayed, but as the ships totally emerged, a
clear identification was made—Martian warships: Eight
Dolphin class destroyers
and their weapons were energized.

Selena laughed in her mind. She conjured up a replay
of the battle with the Indra, letting the Martians spend their
ordinance, drawing them in close and finally exterminating them
before they knew what happened. The blue plasma shield came up once
again.

 


* * * * *

 


“MARTIAN
SHIPS! MARTIAN SHIPS!” bellowed the sensor crewman of the
Ariana ecstatically.

A loud cheer rose on the freighter’s bridge
as it did through the other colonist’s ships. “Thank God!” someone
yelled out from the back of the crowd. Even Martin smiled in
relief.

Tara placed a hand to her
face as tears of joy streamed out of her eyes. She cried with the
innocence of a child while her mind saw a sudden vision of a mighty
and noble knight charging in to
defend her against a truly malevolent and evil dragon. True to his word,
Wakinyan and his eight Martian destroyers had arrived.

 


* * * * *

 


Selena
halted her fleet and waited for the Martians to attack. However,
someone else did not take the time to pause. Trager also noted the
appearance of the Wakinyan’s destroyers on his scanner. The command
officer of the Quinton knew it was now or never to be rid himself of this evil ship
and the “thing” that commanded it.

“Damn scanner!” Trager
suddenly mouthed loudly as he quickly knelt down and opened a
service compartment in pretense of repairing a malfunction.
Instead, his hands quickly fumbled the parts of an electron ion
pistol together. It was placed there in pieces over time to avoid
detection, while giving him the needed excuse to retrieve
it.

 


* * * * *

 


“MISSLES, AWAY!” Wakinyan
commanded the squadron of Dolphin
class destroyers. A moment later, a wave of
anti-ship missiles flooded the space in front of the attacking
Martian warships and streaked for the Crimson Fleet.

 


* * * * *

 


Selena anxiously waited as a hunger spider waited
for a fly. In less than a minute, “these obsolete Martian garbage
scowls would be just a memory,” her mind echoed in a chuckle.

With a quick slap of his palm, Trager banged the
power pack into the hand weapon—and then set it to kill. For a
moment, his head turned and gazed hatefully at Selena. She,
however, was locked in a trace and was oblivious to everything on
the bridge. Trager then turned to his communicator and punched the
buttons “3-7-7” in rapid sequence. His finger then tapped the send
button.

In a
deafening and fiery detonation, the power converters of the
Quinton blew themselves
apart along with a small section of its hull. As the massive
explosion rocked the Earth battleship, power to the lighting and
equipment became nonexistent or sporadic. It was then that Trager
stood up and raked the huma-droids with ion fire before anyone knew
what was happening. Every glass dome cracked open and disintegrated
while secondary energy explosions and fires lit up the
bridge.

The tiara crown upon Selena’s head suddenly began to
arc and sizzle in bluish white bands of electricity, while a scent
of burning carbon filled the air. Selena screamed in horrific,
agonizing pain as she dropped to the deck grabbing at stinging
crown, trying instinctively to pull it off her head. The pain,
however, was searing and overwhelming. She rolled over in
unconsciousness as her two android guards turned and began shooting
at Trager.

The firefight was so
intense that it filled the chamber in the smoke and flame of
detonating equipment. In a running gun battle across the bridge,
Trager made his way to the hatchway. Damaging one of the machines
just as it wounded his arm; he opened the hatch and dashed
through.

With a smack of his fist on
a nearby button, the massive hatch closed itself. Trager then shot
the controls, and ran down the corridor. Making his way to an
elevator, he knew that it was still operating off of the emergency
power grid system, which had snapped on. Brushing its floor sensor,
the man paused while he waited for the doors to open.

Holding his wounded arm, he looked solemnly back
towards the bridge. “Rest in peace, Julie!” the man’s eyes watered
in momentarily grief and respect. His sadness was short-lived, as
the elevator doors opened and allowed him to escape.

The
damage to the Quinton was perfectly timed as well as paralyzing. With no power, the
battle matrix system of the Quinton
went offline, taking the blue plasma shield with
it. And as the missiles from the Martian destroyers approached, the
ships of the Crimson Fleet stood powerless and frozen to the will
of their own locked computers. The very same matrix mode that had
given them victory against the Indra now opened a door of
vulnerability and destruction.

Earth crews frantically
raced to override the locked computers and restore manual control,
but it were too late. The missiles sought out and exploded among
the massive formation. Targeted Earth ships were ripped apart or
were pushed into other ships. Debris ricocheted off of or pierced
hulls, as terror immediately set in among the crews. But this was
only the beginning of the attack. The Martians quickly followed
with a laser fire barrage. Panic in the Earth fleet
grew.

 


* * * * *

 


“I don’t get it?” Randall was
befuddled. “Why aren’t they shooting back?”

For a moment, Wakinyan considered his friend’s
comment. He too did not understand the lack of response from the
Earth vessels.

“I don’t know, but it’s too easy. Anyway, we came
here to complete a mission,” Wakinyan knew better than to tempt
fate. “Signal all ships to immediately break off.”

Upon his order, the Martian ships ceased firing and
suddenly swerved into another direction. They sped quickly out of
range of any enemy weapons, and made a course straight for the
colonist fleet.

The
communication’s crewman then turned to his ranking officer.
“Hailing frequencies to the Ariana
are open, Sir.”

Richard
nodded an acknowledgement. “Right Guard to Covered Wagon. Right
Guard to Covered Wagon. Do you copy, over?” he called to the
Ariana.

“We copy, Right Guard!” Tara’s voice joyfully
replied. “Thank God you’re here! We have several ships that are
damaged and can’t make the jump into hyperspace.”

“How many?” Richard questioned.

“Two,” she informed.

“Don’t worry, we’ll take them in tow,” he
reassured.

“Wakinyan, there’s something else. The aliens…they
protected us! There’s only one ship left now!” Tara was concerned
for the welfare of her unknown guardians.

“We’ll do what we can, Captain. Prepare to get the
hell out of here! Wakinyan, out.”

Randall just stood and folded his arms. “So, what
are we going to do?”

“Signal Denko. Have him take four destroyers with
him and tow those crippled ships to Valamars, and that includes the
alien vessel,” Richard was precise.

However, Randall felt a little uneasy about his
friend’s decision. “The Indra aren’t exactly the most friendliest
race in the galaxy. I think your taking a big risk.”

Wakinyan, however, thought differently. “I don’t
think so. They could have left out people to die, but they didn’t.
For that, we owe them. Who ever they are…what ever they are, we owe
them.”

With a smile, Randall conceded. “So what’s the
plan?”

Wakinyan’s face then changed to stone. “Tell the
other two destroyers to sound their collision alarms and be ready
to follow us into the Earth formation at battle speed. Have them
arm every space mine they’ve got, fused for proximity detonation,
and be ready to deploy them at two-second intervals. We’ll do the
same. But above all, tell them not to fire on any Earth shuttles
approaching us.”

“Why not?” James asked.

“Because we’re picking up a bunch of Earth deserters
who have information about traitors within our own fleet. That came
directly from Paladin, himself,” Richard was blunt.

Randall arms dropped his to his sides as though
pulled down by heavy weights. “You’ve got to be kidding me?”

Wakinyan just lightly shook his head. “I wish I was.
Monitor for the call sign ‘Real Soldiers to New Friends’ on all
frequencies. That will be our queue to come in and pick them up.
And have Major Franks suit-up and cover both of our shuttle bays
just in case this is some sort of trick.”

Randall just rolled his eyes upwards. “Mother of
Mercy, what a day!” he exclaimed as he walked off.

Within a minute, the Martian ships split themselves
into two groups and veered away from each other.

 


* * * * *

 


Aboard
the Quinton,
Trager’s plan fully revealed itself. Many of the engineering
personnel assembled their hidden electron ion pistols and began
killing every cyborg in sight. The group then fought their way to
the shuttle bay, lead by Abner Strephon. It was there that the
group of defectors met up with their wounded leader, Commander
Trager.

“You ready?” Trager asked while watching the
corridor behind them.

For a moment, Abner said nothing as his fingers
typed in data continuously on a portable keyboard console. “I’m
ready, but it takes a little time to override all the security
controls and codes.”

The command officer nervously held his weapon at the
ready. “Just do it!” he directed as his hands began to sweat.

Meanwhile on the bridge, Selena was gradually
recovering from the shock caused by the system overloading when the
huma-droids were destroyed. She stood slowly up and removed the
burnt tiara crown from her head that was still smoldering. The area
where her white pasty skin met the tiara was also burned, but tiny
portions were gone and showed that a carbon plate had replaced her
skull. Captain Renee, another cyborg officer, spied her standing
and swiftly rushed to her side.

“Admiral, I thought you were dead!”

“If my circuits hadn’t
absorbed the shock…I would have been!” Selena realized, as her hand
grasped a console for support as she slowly recovered.

“What happened?” Selena asked.

Renee sneered. “It was Trager!” he confirmed. “He
shot up the huma-droids and then escaped, jamming the hatchway
controls!”

“WHAT!” Darius became livid.

“He’s also not alone in this!” Renee went on. “The
engineers blew the main power converters at the same time! It had
to be planned, because it was coordinated with the Martian
attack!”

She then returned a sneer. “Where’s Trager now?” she
demanded to know.

Renee pouted hesitantly. “We don’t know. Systems are
coming up slowly. In the meantime, our ships are beginning to
return manual control. Because they were locked into the grid when
it went down, they became defenseless against the Martians. Some of
our ships were destroyed, others badly damaged!”

Darius’ mind cleared and remembered the Martians’
impending attack. “The Martians! Where are they now?”

“They’ve broken off and split into two groups. One
group has taken the alien ship in tow and is now escorting the
colonists. The other is circling, acting as a rear guard.”

Selena thought for a moment. “No, no they’re not!
They’re waiting! They’re waiting for Trager!” she excitedly
announced in sudden enlightenment. “Trager is heading for the
shuttle bay! Activate the battle androids, and have them kill
everyone of those traitors!” Selena ordered.

Renee simply nodded and dashed off.

 


* * * * *

 


Abner smiled broadly as the lamp above the shuttle
bay changed from red to green. An instant later the hatchway began
to open, and the group of deserters readied themselves with weapons
at hand.

After the doors parted, the engineers cautiously
entered and peered about. The bay, however, was empty with
exception of numerous drone fighters and shuttles that occupied the
chamber. They then quickly sealed the hatchway behind them and
destroyed its controls as well.

Trager ran to one of the
saucer shaped shuttles, one that was close to the bay doors leading
out into space. He then boarded the craft. Sitting in the pilot’s
seat, he powered up the engines and hastily began a flight
check.

Abner and his engineers,
however, went to their work. He divided his group into teams, and
each headed to a different set of control panels, which spotted the
bay’s walls. They began pulling the panels apart to over-ride
several different systems to open the bay doors for their escape,
and time was critical.

As each member worked feverishly, tension mounted
while uneasiness filled the air. Most of the teams were almost
through with their allotted tasks when a faint vibration was felt
in the deck along with muffled thumping that seemed to be in-step.
Every engineer turned to listen as both the sound and vibration
grew louder.

As the noise and vibration merged and became
deafening, Abner’s face suddenly contorted with alarm. “EVERYBODY
TAKE COVER!” he yelled drawing his ion pistol.

A pounding began on the hatch with what
seemed like heavy metal fists hurling sledgehammer-like blows.
Adrenaline and sweat was running high as the humans took cover and
readied their weapons. The huge hatch then began to dent, as the
blows became more furious and harder. Finally, the door buckled and
broke as it could withstand no more, falling to the floor in a loud
reverberating crash. The engineers were aghast at what they saw.
For standing in the hatchway were eight-foot tall machines that
bore a striking resemblance to multi-legged crabs baring laser
turrets, claws, and a host of other deadly weapons. The huge metal
crustaceans were programmed for one thing—to kill.

“OPEN FIRE!” screamed Abner in a vain attempt to
destroy the machines.

Electron bolts strafed the huge metal androids as
they started to advance. The energy, however, merely scattered in
sparkles on their armor plates. The machines continued their steady
march forward in thumping lock-steps with one giant spiked leg
piercing and crushing a man under it who was just too close. The
crunching of his bones was easily heard as well as his screams. He
quickly died of shock and internal injuries. The machines, however,
knew no pity. They only paused for a moment to discharge a lethal
barrage against their helpless prey from shotgun like weapons.

Those engineers targeted by slug projectiles, had
their blood and organs sprayed across the room. Others, however,
were not so lucky. A pressurized fuel canister accidentally
ruptured from a ricocheting slug, its contents showering over
several men and androids alike. The machines, however, were
impervious to the fire that was started by a random plasma bullet;
the humans were not. The men died agonizing deaths as fire and the
sickly-sweet scent of burning flesh swept through the bay. The
blood curdling screams of the human torches that emanated, however,
were merciful ended as the impassioned machines cut them down while
the last surviving humans ran for their lives.

“GET EVERYBODY INSIDE, NOW!” Trager yelled to Abner
from the shuttle’s boarding hatch over the sounds of the one-sided
struggle.

Abner then turned and bellowed, “GET IN! EVERYBODY,
GET IN!”

Hurriedly, the surviving engineers ran to the
shuttle and enter. Abner was the last one aboard, and quickly
sealed the hatch closed.

“GO! GO! GO!” the man yelled to Trager, who was
manning the shuttle’s controls.

Trager immediately brought the main drive to life
and lifted the craft several feet over the deck, retracting its
landing gear. The experienced pilot then quickly rotated the
vehicle 360 degrees. As he did, he held down the craft’s plasma
cannons’ fire button. The shuttle’s pulse weapons belched a stream
of huge bright tracers, which cut a circular path of destruction in
the bay. They created numerous explosions, which rocked the bay
while demolishing a few of the battle androids, other shuttles, and
several drone fighters.

As the vehicle swung
totally around, it then threw itself at the outer bay doors. This
time Trager let lose two defensive missiles at the obstacle. In an
erupting blast, the doors parted in an enormous breach. The hole
began to suck objects out through it as the chamber depressurized.
Tools, androids, spacecraft; all were pulled into the void of space
with the escaping shuttle.

“REAL SOLDIERS TO NEW
FRIENDS! REAL SOLDIERS TO NEW FRIENDS! WE’RE OUT! WE’RE OUT!”
clamored Trager over the craft’s transmitter that was detected by
Martian receivers.

It was then that the three
circling Martian warships turned and charged bravely into the
massive Earth fleet.

 


* * * * *

 


“WEAPONS, FIRE!” ordered
Wakinyan at the top of his lungs.

The lasers of the three
Martian ships instantly cut the ether of space and struck their
foes. Earth ships on the edge of the formation, finally freed from
their locked computers, broke formation and were swift to react to
the attack. They began flying wildly about while returning fire.
Their maneuvering, however, became even more frenzied as acquiring
Martian ship-killing missiles suddenly appeared on their scanners
heading directly towards them. Discharged from the marauding
Martian destroyers, they rapidly closed in. The projectiles formed
an explosive wedge that was concentrated as a battering ram. And
the tactic did just that. Three of the missiles slammed into a
cruiser while another two holed a destroyer. After the missiles’
spontaneous detonation, both Earth ships went out of control and
died in blazing collisions with several other Earth ships as
intended. The Martian destroyers then entered the gap that was
created by the dissolving Earth formation along with their
undeniable promise of mayhem.

“WAKINYAN TO ATTACK FORCE,
DEPLOY MINES!”

Each of the Martian ships then began
spitting out mines in timed intervals. The mines were quick to lock
on and skewed a few Earth ships. However, their mere presence
caused others to immediately swerve off course. Collision alarms
wailed throughout the Earth fleet, as ships barely dodged, skidded,
or crashed into other vessels. Wreckage was everywhere as the
Martians left a mire of exploding mines, and total havoc and
confusion behind them.

“COMMANDER, RAPIDLY
APPROACHING SHUTTLE FROM THE REAR!” Randall cried out.

“DE-PRESSURIZE SHUTTLE BAYS AND OPEN HANGER
DOORS!” Richard shouted out. Wakinyan then grabbed the helmsman by
the shoulder. “When I tell you to brake, you brake! When I tell you
flank speed, I want flank speed! We’ve only got one shot at this!”
Wakinyan stressed the urgency of the situation to the female
crewman.

“Aye, Commander!” the woman
acknowledged.

The Crazy Horse aligned itself evenly, but just above the fleeing shuttle.
Gradually, the single destroyer dropped behind the other two
Martian ships.

As
the Crazy Horse passed the smaller craft, Wakinyan bellowed out, “BRAKE!” as
he judged the timing to be right. Instantaneously, the ship slowed
down considerably and allowed the shuttle to
enter.

“THEY’RE INSIDE AND DOWN!”
Randall informed loudly from across the bridge.

“CLOSE BAY DOORS! FLANK
SPEED!” Wakinyan roared in response.

The
engines of the Crazy Horse
went to maximum burn, which shot the destroyer
forward at an incredible speed. She soon rejoined the other two
destroyers, and the small Martian force turned again to attack.
However, the last of the crimson ships finally cleared their
computers and were prepared for battle.

As the three Martian ships
re-enter the formation, they were greeted this time with a massive
salvo. However, because they were moving so fast within the fleet
itself, the fire became reckless, crazed, and inaccurate. Lasers
struck friend and foe alike in the raging shootout. As Wakinyan had
planned it, the “Earthers” were doing more damage to themselves
than to his ships. Still, they were taking hits.

“HELMSMAN, HARD TO PORT!
KEEP US IN THE MAIN FORMATION OF THEIR SHIPS!” Wakinyan
commanded.

The ship then rocked from a
hit.

“DIRECT HIT TO DECK FIVE
FORWARD! COMMANDER, THE POUNDING THE CRAP OUT OF US! HOW MUCH
LONGER ARE WE GOING TO KEEP THIS UP?” Randall became
anxious.

“UNTIL DENKO GETS HIS ASS
OUT OF HERE!” Wakinyan replied.

The Crazy Horse then got slammed with another hit.

“DIRECT HIT TO DECK TWO AFT!” Randall
excitedly advised.

Richard pounded a fist on
his command chair, then suddenly jumped up and ran to the Helmsman
position.

“MOVE IT SAILOR, I’M TAKING
OVER!” Wakinyan confronted the female mariner.

The woman unbuckled herself
and jumped out of the seat as the deputy commander slid
in.

“EVERYONE, STRAP YOURSELVES
IN!” Wakinyan yelled as he harnessed himself to the
chair.

Randall and the rest of the
crew did likewise hurriedly.

“WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU GOING TO DO?” Jim fearfully
asked, fully knowing his friend’s temperament of hostility had gone
from bad to worse.

“THIS!” snarled Wakinyan as pulled back and
turned the sticks at the same time.

The Crazy Horse spun and went into a barrel
roll like a fighter. However, the other two
Martian destroyers just peeled off and went in separate directions.
The Martian Destroyer Sorenson
unfortunately flew right into a kill zone and took
over two dozen hits simultaneously. She blew apart within
heartbeat.

Randall
quickly turned to Wakinyan. “WE’VE JUST LOST THE
SORENSON!”

Richard’s eyes narrowed in
rage, as they locked onto an enemy ship on his scanner. “MAIN GUN,
FIRE!” he snarled.

The
lasers of the Crazy Horse
ripped through the void and tore into the bridge
of an Earth frigate. As the ship went out of control, it plowed
into another frigate. The two vessels then disintegrated in a
funeral pyre of detonation.

As the
Martian Destroyer Lee tried to rejoin the zigzagging Crazy
Horse, a volley of lasers raked the
destroyer from behind. The pulse energy weapons penetrated deeply
into the ship. In a brilliant flash of a nuclear fireball, she
died.

Seeing
the Lee’s demise,
Wakinyan went insane with fury. He jammed the control sticks back
while braking at the same time. The Crazy
Horse went into a tight loop, popping up
into a squadron of cruisers. So close was the Martian destroyer’s
impromptu course correction to several of the Earth ships, she
actual scraped and dented the hull of one of the big cruisers in a
near miss. Finally after completing her sharp circle, the
Crazy Horse came up
directly behind the enemy ships that had just blasted the
Lee to
particles.

“WEAPONS, FIRE!” Wakinyan yelled, bent on
revenge.

The
lasers of the Crazy Horse
targeted the destroyer squadron with deadly
accuracy. She scored numerous hits on two ships, which seconds
later instantaneously blew apart, sending the fragments of their
incendiary destruction into other Earth vessels. A third zigzagging
Earth ship then collided with another in a vain attempt to escape
the lethal wrath of the pursuing Martian destroyer. They too were
transformed into an expanding inferno of fire and debris.
The Crazy Horse,
however, quickly veered and rolled away as the explosion spent
itself.

In the meantime, the
remainder of Denko’s squadron was initiating their hyper-drives.
His objective was complete; the Martian destroyers under his
command were towing all three damaged ships and were leaving the
system with the colonists.

“Fullback to Right Guard!
Fullback to Right Guard!” Denko repeated. “We are underway! Repeat!
We are underway!”

The rescuers and their
charges then vanished through an inter-dimensional portal—and to
safety.

However,
Wakinyan was too busy to acknowledge the transmission. The officer
was fully immersed into saving his ship. Another destroyer squadron
was in pursuit of the Crazy
Horse, and they were slowly gaining on it
while scoring several minor hits.

“We’ve kicked over one hell
of a hornet’s nest, Commander! I think it is time we beat-feet out
of here!” James gave his opinion.

Wakinyan came to the same
assessment. “We’re just about to do that, Mr. Randall. What’s that
big ship coming up on our starboard?”

“Ship is
identified as a Super Dreadnought
class.” However, Randall paused in surprise and
then quickly turned to his friend. “It’s their flagship, the
Quinton!” he blurted
out.

“How many missiles do we
have left?” Wakinyan asked.

“Four!” Jim was swift to
answer.

“WEAPONS!
TARGET THE QUINTON WITH ALL REMAINING MISSILES!” Richard ordered. “Engine room!
You there, Marcus?”

“Here, Commander!” the
intercom came alive. “What the hell is going on?”

“Later, Chief! Right now, I
want you to give me everything you’ve got! Redline the sub-lights!”
Wakinyan instructed, referring to the sub-light engines used in
normal space.

“One of them is in shutdown mode now, Commander!
We’ve been barely maintaining battle speed with the other two. And
the strain on them is ready to blow them apart!” Marcus emphasized
the danger.

“If you don’t do it, a
bunch of Earthers are going to use us as target practice! You can
cut it off as soon as we’re in hyperspace, but I want everything
right now!” Wakinyan made himself clear.

“Aye,
Sir!” Marcus acknowledged apprehensive of the danger. He then
turned to his Black Gang
of engineers. “REDLINE THE SUB-LIGHTS!” he barked
loudly.

Within a
second, the power gauges of the Crazy
Horse shot into the Red danger zone while her engines
suddenly blasted the ship speedily forward.

 


* * * * *

 


Aboard
the Quinton, all
power was finally restored. The bridge, however, was a complete
shambles. Selena looked around and silently cursed Trager for doing
this. However, Captain Renee was quick to interrupt
her.

“Admiral,” the captain
announced, “all power has been restored, but several systems are
still down. The good news is we should be fully operational within
a day, and that includes the battle matrix system.”

It was indeed good news to
Selena’s ears. However, the good news was quickly followed by some
bad.

“ADMIRAL, A MARTIAN WARSHIP
IS MOVING IN TO ATTACK!” the command and control computer loudly
informed.

Captain Renee eyes bulged
in disbelief. “That captain must be absolutely mad!”

Selena didn’t care.
“WEAPONS, LOCK ON THAT SHIP AND FIRE!” she ordered.

 


* * * * *

 


With a
final burst of speed, the Crazy
Horse charged fearlessly at the enormous
ship. Even though she was hopelessly out numbered and being
pursued, she unleashed the last of her missiles. The four
projectiles immediately locked on to the Quinton and
accelerated.

The great
weapons of the Quinton then came to life and targeted the Crazy Horse. Moments later, they
discharged a lethal barrage. However, it was too late. The Martian
ship seconds earlier had energized its hyper-engines and vanished
into another dimension.

It only
took a moment for the Quinton’s
lasers to destroy the four missiles. However, they
passed harmlessly through the Crazy
Horse’s disappearing hyper field—and
blasted part of the group of pursuing Earth destroyers. As several
of the vessels exploded as the victims of friendly fire, Selena
temper flashed violently. In a fit of rage, she picked up the burnt
tiara crown and threw it against Trager’s now abandoned
scanner.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 18:
Traitors

 


In
Trager’s mind, the Crazy Horse’s
escape was nothing short of miraculous. This
opinion was formulated by the fact that Trager, Abner, and the
surviving engineers needed to don spacesuits before they could be
escorted to Wakinyan. At the time, it seemed outlandish, but as
they were paraded through the interior of the ship, they easily
understood why.

Gaping
holes breached the hull through compartments of the vessel, making
them uninhabitable. Ducts, cables, and other wreckage were strewed
about the corridors, as spacesuited mariners and marines worked
hard to repair the damage and clean it up. Still as the group of
deserters and their escorts moved through a number of interior
airlocks, the Earth officer was completely dumbfounded as to why
the Crazy Horse had
not been destroyed in the previous battle. The damage was so severe
that the Martian vessel was forced to drop out of hyperspace to
make some critical repairs. Yet, the ship was still intact and
operational. It was like a giant hand had protected it and all
those who sailed aboard her.

As the group passed through
a final airlock, Major Franks pointed to a conference
room.

“You can take your helmets
off now,” Major Franks said as he removed his own, “but keep them
handy just in case.”

Trager regarded the major’s
words as either a very bad joke or honest lack of confidence in the
ship’s atmospheric integrity. Yet, the Earth officer heeded the
advice, and tucked his helmet underneath his left arm. The group
was then ushered into the room.

Two Martian officers stood
alone, conversing quietly among themselves. Trager, however,
expected the one wearing the deputy commander’s rank to be
Yamaguchi Noda. But the young officer who turned to gaze at the
group with piercing, steadfast eyes was definitely not
him.

“Please, be seated,”
Wakinyan offered chairs to his standing guests. “I am Deputy Fleet
Commander Richard Wakinyan, and this is Captain James Randall,” he
introduced. “Is Commander Trager among you?”

“I am Commander Trager,”
the proud officer took a step forward, “and this is Chief Engineer
Abner Strephon,” the older officer gestured to his friend. “We are
the ones who contacted Commander Paladin.”

Wakinyan face was as stone.
“Commander Trager, I am not one to stand on formality. Commander
Paladin has guaranteed safe passage for you and your crewmen to any
destination you desire, but after we have confirmed your
information.”

Trager had his doubts,
however. “No offense, Commander. But it looks like your ship’s next
destination is the scrap heap.”

“Hey, with a little welding
and some paint, she’ll be as good as new!” James joked.

Wakinyan quickly gave his
friend a slight smile, but then he turned back to the Earth
deserters. “Commander Trager, you must excuse Captain Randall. Like
me, he has great pride in this ship and its crew. We’ll make it to
Valamars. There, you and your information will be presented to
Commander Paladin,” Richard assured.

“If he’s still alive!”
Trager injected.

“What do you mean?”
Wakinyan’s tone became serious again.

Trager frowned. “There’s
going to be an attempted mutiny by Earth loyalists. If they can,
they’ll capture Paladin. If not…they’ll kill him! And that’s not
all, we’ve been tracking your fleet.”

Wakinyan eyes narrowed as
his face tightened in solemnity. “How?” he demanded to
know.

Trager and Abner exchanged
glances. However, it was the engineer who then spoke up.

“They’re using what is
called a cipher scout. It’s a device approximately five meters long
by about one meter in diameter. It was developed for surveillance
and espionage. The user programs it for whatever information he
wants to pass on or record, and then drops it into space. It’s
retrieved later using a signal beacon, but it has the capability of
transmitting into hyperspace…and it’s virtually
undetectable!”

“Your Earth loyalists have
been placing them at intervals, while your fleet has been traveling
to Valamars. Usually, its after new coordinates have been issued
for the next way point,” Trager added.

“What proof can you offer
me of this?” Wakinyan questioned.

Trager’s eyes were fixed
and unblinking. “Your fleet stopped at Apoapsis Three. There, they
then set course for a small, unnamed star cluster located in our
galaxy’s corona.”

Wakinyan and Randall
abruptly snapped their heads momentarily in surprise towards each
other while a hint of fear accented their faces.

“Valamars, I take it?”
Trager questioned already knowing the answer.

Wakinyan
squared his jaw. “Jim, contact the Mariner, immediately!” he
ordered.

“Commander, we can’t!”
Randall voice vocalized his uneasiness. “Our hyper-link transceiver
was destroyed in the battle! We’ve only have local system
communications!” he informed.

“That’s just great!”
Wakinyan expressed angrily. “Get a hold of Marcus! I want this ship
underway in ten minutes at maximum burn!” Wakinyan order Randall in
a no-nonsense tone. The man then turned back to the Earth officers.
“Commander Trager, I want the names of those traitors, right
now!”

 


* * * * *

 


The rest
of the journey for the remnants of the Martian First Destroyer Squadron and the
fleeing colonist’s ships was an uneventful anti-climax. As the
small convoy jumped out of hyperspace into the outer boundaries of
a solar system, their transceivers were suddenly filled with the
usual chatter from a nearby fleet.

“Welcome to Valamars,”
Denko greeted mechanically to all the ships under his
command.

Seemingly, there was no
great jubilation among any of the passengers or crews. For some
reason, all was uncomfortably quiet. A terrible foreboding drenched
the air, while a melancholy occupied many hearts and minds. In some
more than others, the pilgrims felt that they were only temporarily
liberated from death by the pursuing red ships. Some hidden evil
gnarled at them, fomenting uneasiness in each soul.

As the ships slipped away
into the great night of space, each failed to detect the small
object that floated and tumbled slowly in the void. Although its
motion was random, the cipher scout was operating normally—and
broadcasting an undetectable beacon to its ruthless
masters.

 


* * * * *

 


Valamars was a younger, but
slightly bigger world than Earth. Set on the farther edge of the
system’s “Goldielocks Zone”, the slightly colder planet still
retained an ecosystem that generated an oxygen / carbon dioxide
atmosphere, whose mixture was quite acceptable to humans. It was
abundant in plant and animal life, but they were only to be found
in massive quantities in the warmer regions and by the great
oceans. Similar to immigrants’ home world of Mars, arid sections
were basaltic in nature, giving those regions of the planet a
distinctive reddish countenance, while other sections were
Earth-like. Seen from either of its circling moons, it was a
beautiful marble of merging whites, reds, browns, greens, and
blues.

Orbiting the dark side of
the planet, Commander Paladin peered out a large porthole on the
bridge at the Valamars. He clearly made out the lights of some of
the new, but vacant Martian cities illuminating the night. They
gestured an invitation to the every passenger of the fleet to come
occupy them, but Paladin knew better. Unless he had reassurances
that the danger from Earth had abated, he was obliged to simply
point his fleet towards space and vanish into the great ether to a
destination that was undecided.

Paladin listened as he
overheard Captain Winslow again arguing with another civilian
ship’s captain. As many had done in the past hour, the unknown
ship’s master urgently requested permission for his ship to land on
the planet.

“Yes, yes, I know,
captain!” Winslow spoke into his headphone. “Other transport
captains have expressed the same concern. Commander Paladin has not
issued the disembarkation order yet.”

Winslow paused for a moment
to listen. “I know your passengers are getting a little anxious. We
all are!” He again gave way to pause. “He’s waiting for the arrival
of the last of our ships. Just be a little more patient, the order
should be given within the hour.” Winslow’s face began to fluster.
“Thank you, captain. Winslow, out.”

John took a deep breath as
Paladin turned and walked towards him. Finally stopping in front of
his subordinate, a scowl was carved in the older officer’s
jaw.

“Commander,” John
verbalized first, “I think just about every transport captain has
called us. They’re getting a little nervous.”

Paladin’s mind, however,
was not swayed. “I would rather have them a little nervous than a
lot dead,” he said with a solemnity that startled the younger
officer.

“Commander!” the communication’s crewman suddenly reported,
“Captain Denko of the First Destroyer
Squadron is hailing us!”

Paladin wrenched his head
to gaze at the dark-haired female crewman. “PUT HIM ON!” his tone
was imperative.

Within a moment, Denko’s
voice was heard.

“Fullback to Angel Fire!
Fullback to Angel Fire! Do you copy?” Denko called.

“Angel Fire to Fullback! We
copy!” Paladin became apprehensive. “Glad to see you’re here,
Captain. Where’s Wakinyan?”

Denko was slow to answer.
“I don’t know, Commander.”

Paladin’s tenseness
suddenly broke into anger. “What the hell do you mean you don’t
know? What happened out there?” he interrogated.

“I’m not
really sure, Commander,” Denko was apologetic. “It got really wild!
An enemy fleet was pursuing the colonists. Coming out of
hyperspace, Wakinyan launched an immediate attack to draw them off.
However, he then ordered us to break off and escort the colonists,
while he took his own ship along with the Sorenson and Lee as a rear guard. While he was
diverting them, he ordered us to escape into hyperspace. Both
the Sorenson and Lee were
destroyed. And the last time I saw the Crazy Horse, several destroyer
squadrons were pursuing her. We tried several times to raise
Wakinyan in hyperspace…but he never answered!”

Paladin’s eyes winced,
while his jaw tightened. He hoped that Winslow did not notice the
several tears that ran down his face.

Denko went on. “Commander,
we have another problem.”

Paladin took a deep breath.
“And what is that?” he asked as a sudden tiredness consumed
him.

“Captain Nargis reported
that the Crimson Fleet jumped out of hyperspace behind one of the
moon’s of Cramer’s World and initiated a direct assault against the
planet. From this, it’s evident that someone inside our fleet
supplied information of our plans prior to the attack,” Denko
deduced.

“Anything else?” Paladin’s
grief showed in his loss for words.

“Yes, Sir,” Denko
continued. “We have two damaged colonist vessels in tow, along with
a lone surviving Indra warship, Commander Wakinyan’s orders. The
aliens sacrificed several ships to protect the
colonists.”

Paladin got a grip on
himself. “I see. Quarantine the alien vessel and have the colonist
ships repaired. Paladin, out.”

The officer seemed to get
old all at once. He slowly shuffled back to the porthole and gazed
out again.

Winslow stood confused.
“Commander, what do we do now?”

Paladin
sighed. “We have traitors within the fleet, and only a short time
to find them. Raise Mr. Damon on the Morning Star and bring the fleet to a
security alert.”

“Aye, Sir,” Winslow
responded.

As Winslow went about his
tasks, Paladin tramped heavily back to his command chair. He then
plopped into the seat, just as the face of Feoras Damon
materialized on the main viewing screen.

“Hello, Commander,” Damon
pleasantly gave his salutations. “Are you ready to give the
disembarkation order yet?”

“No, Mr. Damon, I am not!”
Paladin was blunt.

“Why not?”

Paladin drew a deep breath. “Some
time ago, I learned that The Order
has both spies and traitors aboard our ships.
There is also a good possibility that an Earth battle fleet is on
its way here now. We need to secure our ships and safeguard our
people before we do anything else,” the tired officer
confided.

Damon’s face suddenly
became twisted in fearful consideration. “So it wasn’t a random act
of sabotage!”

“What are you talking
about?” Paladin grew concern.

“We caught several
individuals attempting to disable our hyper-drive, including two of
our own crewmen,” Damon informed.

Paladin grew a little
hopeful. “You have them in custody?”

“Yes, we do,” replied
Damon. “Like I said, I thought it was a random act. We haven’t
really tried to question them though. Perhaps, you and some of your
staff would like to interrogate them. Maybe they can lead us to
more of them, and we could then review our options.”

For a long moment, Paladin
pondered the suggestion. “That sounds good,” he felt a little more
at ease. “Mr. Damon, I’ll be over shortly with my security
officer.”

“Excellent, we’ll be
awaiting your arrival. Damon, out.”

After the viewer went
blank, Paladin slowly raised himself up from the seat. He stood
quietly for a moment, locked in his own thoughts.

Although the course of
events twisted into an unforeseen dilemma, Paladin hoped to somehow
deal with it on his terms. With the loss of Wakinyan, things were
going to be a lot harder though. Still, the situation wasn’t
impossible.

“Mr. Winslow, prepare a
shuttle. You’re in charge of the fleet until I return,” Paladin
said as he began to walk away.

However,
guilt filled the heart of the captain of the Mariner.

“Commander, wait!” Winslow
brashly called out in urgency to his parting superior.

Paladin stopped and turned,
somewhat surprised by the unexpected outcry.

“Sir, I think it more prudent to have them brought
over here instead!” Winslow almost demanded, remembering his
conversation with Captain Khalid.

“Why?” Paladin
asked.

“Because, Sir, we don’t
know who we can trust and who we can’t!” Winslow became resolved.
“With all due respect, Sir, I do not think you should leave the
safety of this ship! Damon is nothing more than a stinking
politician, who cares for nothing except himself and staying in
power!”

Paladin smiled at John’s
concern. “John, I don’t trust him either,” he confided, “but Damon
also knows what the Earthers are capable of as well as we do. And
he has just as much to lose,” Paladin explained. “Don’t let
paranoia fill your head, it’s just as paralyzing as fear. However,
your caution has been duly noted, Captain.”

And with
those words, Commander Paladin left the bridge of the
Mariner.

After Paladin departed,
however, the junior officer became despondent. Shame and
self-abasement rapidly amplified Winslow’s depression. By the
values he had faithfully served so many years, he condemned himself
as a traitor. He lacked the courage to act against what he knew was
wrong. His blind ambition was about to cost the fleet, and he was
powerless to stop it.

As
Winslow dwelled on his betrayal, it magnified the feelings of
self-recrimination within the man and he erupted in a sudden yell
of rage as his fist punched a wall. The Mariner’s bridge crewmen were taken
back by his unexpected behavior. Mouths gaped in bewilderment while
Winslow withdrew into himself and dropped his head in his disgrace,
unable to return any gaze.

 


* * * * *

 


Fifteen
minutes later, a shuttle from the Mariner entered the shadowy docking
bay of the Morning Star and landed amid the smoke and thunder of its fiery thrusters.
After the massive bay doors closed and locked, the dimly lit
chamber was slowly pressurized with breathable air. It was then
that all of the shuttle’s communications went strangely dead,
replace by static noise that crackled with a hiss on every
channel.

The pilot
did not know what to make of it, as he worked his transceiver
controls, but nothing came of his efforts. Still, the craft was
safe within the bay of the ship, and no real danger was posed to
the crew or its passengers. The pilot then proceeded to shut down
the shuttle’s systems as the co-pilot opened the craft’s hatch. He
hoped that the Morning Star’s
maintenance crew could find the cause of the
abnormality before their departure.

After the craft had been
secured, Paladin led the small group of men from the shuttle. Their
booted footsteps reverberated in lingering echoes throughout the
surreal metal chamber of shade and emptiness. Each man thought it
strange that no other craft, tools, or even supplies were in the
compartment. Normally, a ship’s landing bay is a hotbed of
activity, but here there was nothing. There were no signs of any
work ever having been performed, just nothing.

The group’s paced slowed,
as the unsettling quiet became as an obstacle that dragged and
mired each foot. Yet, the small party proceeded closer to the exit
hatches. Occasionally a pair of eyes probed the long shadows, but
still they continued.

As the group drew closer, a
fleeting gust of equalizing air awakened their senses as every exit
hatch sprung open with a loud bang. Heavily armed men in the
uniforms of Earth security forces as well as their cyborg
counterparts then charged out and surrounded the small party of
Martians. Their weapons were pointed menacingly at the four
men.

It was then that a tall and
lanky bearded man with red hair stepped out from behind a hatch. A
small corridor was then made for him through the ring of soldiers,
as the Earthmen stood aside to let him pass. As he moved closer,
Paladin made out the eagles on the collar of his uniform,
indicating he was a “full bird” colonel.

“Commander Paladin,” the
officer announced as he drew closer. “I am Colonel Galler, Special
Adjutant to the Administrator of Mars. By order of the Earth
Supreme Council, you and your crewmen, Commander Paladin, are under
arrest. The charge is treason.”

 


* * * * *

 


It was
over an hour since Paladin’s departure from the Mariner. As every second ticked by,
Winslow’s mind sank further into despair, trapping him in a
self-imposed prison that he could not escape from. Confusion beset
him as well, as he saw no way out of the mess that was contrived
from his own vanity and pride. Perhaps Paladin was totally right in
denying the promotion of deputy commander to him, for even he now
questioned his ability to lead.

Winslow readily showed his
inadequacy as he ignored even the simplest of command requests from
the bridge crew, preferring to flounder in the silence of
self-pity. He was locked in his own purgatory, not able to think
past his cowardice and disloyalty to Paladin and the fleet.
However, the door to his cell was about to be sprung
open.

“Captain
Winslow!” the dark haired woman sitting at the communication’s
position trumpeted out. “I’m receiving a transmission from
the Crazy Horse on
Secure Channel Three!”

For a
moment, Winslow’s trance was broken. He thought he heard someone
say something about the Crazy
Horse, but he put it off to wishful
thinking.

“Captain
Winslow!” the woman repeated. “I’m receiving a transmission from
the Crazy Horse!

“What?” Winslow managed,
shaken from his stupor.

“I’m
receiving a transmission from the Crazy
Horse,” she toned down her
excitement.

Winslow was mystified. “It
can’t be? Are you sure?”

“Yes, Sir!” she
passionately answered, “It’s Deputy Commander Wakinyan,
himself!”

Winslow did not believe it,
but he grasped at the hope like a rope thrown to a drowning man.
“AUDIO ON!” he commanded.

After flicking a switch,
the woman nodded an affirmative to the transceiver
connection.

Angel Fire to Right Guard!
We copy you!” Winslow was anxious, but still unsure. “We thought
you were all dead! Over!”

“Hardly!” Wakinyan’s voice
was unmistakable. “Where’s Commander Paladin?” the man
pressed.

Winslow
wavered for a moment, but then answered. “He went aboard the
Morning Star about an hour
ago to interrogate some saboteurs at the request of Mr.
Damon.”

“DAMN IT!” swore Wakinyan
over the loud speaker in a spurt of exasperation.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 19: The
Deliverers

 


As
Commander Paladin was “escorted” down a corridor of the
Morning Star, the long
hallway to the ship’s bridge became a gantlet of debasement for the
elderly Martian Fleet officer. Hard slaps struck his head a
multitude of times, while pushing hands and punching fists
staggered him forward in sporadic pain. Plasma rifle barrels were
shoved and poked painfully deep into his back as a reminder to the
handcuffed man of his helplessness. Yet, all this was done under
the approving gaze of the smirking Colonel
Galler.

However, as blood trickled
from the mouth of Paladin’s bruised face, he still showed the pride
and bravery that were apart of his spirit and long service. Even
the sharpest tongues of his merciless captors, who mocked him with
the foulest of insults, drew no response from the man, for he
believed his spirit could never be destroyed.

But his humiliation began
to digress beyond a tool to break him. It became a frenzy of hatred
for the Earth loyalists who eagerly showed their contempt. One of
his guards, seeing that the maltreatment was having little effect,
became incensed. His boot quickly came up and drove hard into the
aging officer’s stomach. Paladin crumpled to the floor in sudden
agony. He was then rolled over and grabbed by his ankles as the
guards laughed. The Earth loyalists then dragged their helpless
prisoner the last hundred feet to the bridge’s hatch, and finally
through it after it had opened.

“That’s enough of that!”
Feoras Damon ordered as he watched Paladin hauled horizontally onto
the bridge. “I want something left when that Earth fleet
arrives.”

The guards then released
Paladin’s ankles and pulled him to his feet. However, they held the
man by his arms so he could not move. Damon regarded Paladin’s
ruffled appearance and smiled. The two men’s eyes then
locked.

“Why are you doing this?
Paladin managed out. “Why are you betraying your own
people?”

For a moment, Damon cocked his
head back in thought. “Why indeed.” Feoras paused again. “Because
I’m an Omni-Solarist!” the man stated bluntly. “Mankind’s survival
depends upon an all-powerful central government. As a species, we
face the threat of extinction by alien races and other forces in
the universe. Breaking away from The
Order would be…suicide.”

“Ever person has the right to make their own
decisions…to choose their own destiny!” Paladin became angry.
“They’re not some damn inanimate object to be used for your will…or
pleasure!”

Damon became annoyed at the Martian
officer’s ideals. “Don’t give me any of that individual rights
bullshit, or that all men are created equal! The masses have only
the rights that we give them! As individuals, their lives are
mundane and meaningless! Only when they serve a true political
purpose does their existence have any significance!”

”You talk about people as
if they’re lower than the dirt on your shoes, and yet, you couldn’t
subsist without them, could you? What kind of rationale does your
superior mind come to about that?” Paladin was unwavering. “Every
ascending being has the ability to transcend the circumstances of
their life. It is their link to the Divine. And make no mistake
about it, rights…come from God!”

“Don’t make me laugh! There
is no God!” Feoras amusingly confided his lack of belief. If he
did, he wouldn’t make men like me,” he chuckled with a sneer. “One
day, a man like me will rule this universe!” Damon outstretched his
arms to emphasize his point.

Paladin, however, was
unshakeable. “Who made you this way…is yourself! And your future is
no question. It’s going to be a sure one-way trip to
hell!”

Damon’s face went back to a
smile. “Perhaps, but the road to hell is paved with gold…and built
with power! And I, for one, will enjoy the ride!”

Unexpectedly, however, the
hatch to the bridge slid open and Captain Omar Khalid then strode
in.

“Ah, I
see our party is complete,” Damon said as he spied the captain of
the Mir. “Are you
ready to assume command of the fleet, Captain…or should I say…
Commander Khalid?”

“Ready,
Mr. Damon!” Khalid announced happily. “By the way, I’ve been
listening on our communication’s net. Wakinyan is dead!” he
announced with a chuckle. “Denko reported that the
Crazy Horse was destroyed
in battle!” his mind misinterpreted Denko’s actual
words.

“Excellent!” Damon was pleased.

“I’ve waited for a long
time for that savage to die!” Khalid confessed. “I can just imagine
his body out there…floating in space!”

 


* * * * *

 


As
the Crazy Horse sped up to engage its hyper-engines, a space-suited Wakinyan,
Major Franks, and two platoons of Martian Marines strapped
themselves in a compartment where the hull was thoroughly breached
and opened to space with impact harnesses that were hastily mounted
to its bulkhead. This was their jump-off point after they reached
the Morning Star.
It was a major part of the rescue plan. The position was chosen to
afford maximum protection for the raiders—as well as
concealment.

Franks was in awe of
Wakinyan’s audacity and tactical mind. “You know something,
Wakinyan? You’re crazy enough to be a marine!” he said as he
watched objects in space zipping by.

“I assume you meant that as
a compliment, Major,” Richard responded through his
microphone.

“Yes,
Sir, it was,” Franks’ face sported a huge grin. “It’s a good plan.
I just hope Winslow gave us the exact coordinates of the
Morning Star.”

“Try not to think about
it,” Wakinyan reassured.

“Somehow that’s not going
to help the lump in my throat,” Franks nervously remarked. “I just
don’t under stand why we don’t use boarding pods.”

Suddenly, a small piece of
rock punched a hole through a raised hull plate above the two
men.

“With the shields
occasionally malfunctioning, I think the pods are a little safer
than this!”

“If it means anything…I
agree,” Wakinyan conceded. “But regardless of how close we get to
them in a pod, they’ll still detect us. This way, the bastards
won’t know that we’re aboard their ship…until it’s too late. It
will give Paladin and the others a chance before Damon and his lot
can act.”

Franks mouth then formed a sneer. “I’ve always hated
that political scumbag. If he’s hurt Commander Paladin, I’ll cut
his heart out!”

“Not if I do it first!”
Wakinyan mouth growled with similar rage.

Without warning, a fluid,
medium blue haze began to form around perimeter of the Martian
destroyer. The mist of energy became more intense and swiftly
advanced closer to the ship with every passing second.

“What the hell is that?” an
unrecognizable voice cried out over the intercom as the signal
began to break up.

“Hang on!” Wakinyan warned all, “We’re about
to jump into hyperspace!”

Finally,
both the compartment and the marines took up the glow of the
man-made aurora. In a flash of bursting energy, the
Crazy Horse vanished into
the swirling fields of a dimensional wormhole.

 


* * * * *

 


The
bridge crew of the Morning Star
went about their normal routines as Damon, Khalid,
and Galler held a whispered conversation. Paladin, now seated and
tended by a single guard, tried to listen in, but the hum and
chatter of operating equipment and instruments drown out their
scheming. The more they talked, however, the more his curiosity
intensified. It seemed that nothing out of the ordinary was
happening, let alone a large-scale mutiny.

“I thought you were taking
over the fleet?” Paladin called out to the three
traitors.

The somewhat startled men
turned and paused to the voice that taunted them. But Damon mouth’s
sprung to a grin.

“All things in their proper
time, Commander,” the administrator answered. “We’re quietly
positioning our ships throughout the fleet, along with disabling as
many of the transports’ hyper-drives as we can. We’d prefer minimal
bloodshed when we take complete control.”

“Minimal bloodshed?”
Paladin repeated in disbelief.

“Of course,” Damon was more
than happy to divulge their plans. “We’ll have to destroy any ship
that will not follow orders, and regretfully that includes
civilian.”

“And when will that
happen?” Paladin’s inquiry was toned in anger.

“Why just as soon as the
Earth fleet arrives. We would be vastly outnumbered otherwise,”
Damon edified.

Paladin glared at the trio
with total contempt. “You murdering bastards!”

Although Damon snickered at
the remark, Khalid, however, was less forgiving of the insult.
Instead, he broke away quickly from his fellow co-conspirators, and
in great strides, reached Paladin in a few seconds. Omar lifted his
hand onto an arch and then struck the older officer across the face
as hard as he could with his palm. The sound of the blow crackled
loudly. Paladin’s head jerked to the violent impact of Omar’s hand,
while blood from an earlier facial wound sprayed the air in small
droplets.

Paladin slowly turned his
head back. Blood once again was running from his mouth, but he
ignored it along with the new pain. “Why don’t you have a couple of
your goons hold me down so you can do a proper job!” the defiant
Martian officer dared his tormentor in his electronic voice. “You
were never much on guts or a real fight, Omar!”

Khalid venomously glared at
Paladin. His lips disappeared into a narrow slit and were locked
tight by the tenseness of the traitor’s jaw. The words of the old
Martian officer were filled with truth, and Omar hated him for
it.

Coldly Khalid raised his
hand to strike the bound and sitting man with a harder blow,
however; the ship’s warning lights began to pulse hurriedly in
ominously red, while a collision alarm sounded an urgent wail of
distress.

“CAPTAIN,
THERE’S A SHIP COMING OUT OF HYPERSPACE!” the Morning Star’s sensor crewman cried
out. “IT’S GOING TO OPEN UP RIGHT ON TOP OF US!”

Captain Jacobs dashed to
the crewman’s position to have a look for himself. As both men eyed
the instruments, the looming threat now became quite
clear.

In a
dazzling display of swirling neon colors, the hyper dimensional
jump-point opened a short distance from the anchored cruise ship.
The wormhole then shot out a blurry silhouette that transformed
into the reality of a battered Dolphin class Martian destroyer. She
was charred, dented, and breached. Her atmosphere was slowly
draining away in streams of particles of crystallized ice, which
accented her fast acceleration.

“CAPTAIN, SHE’S IN A
COLLISION COURSE WITH US!” the crewman yelled.

“WARN HER OFF!” Jacobs
barked in return.

“I’M TRYING TO HAIL HER,
BUT SHE’S NOT RESPONDING! HER COMMUNICATIONS MUST BE
DAMAGED!”

“SOUND GENERAL QUARTERS!”
Jacobs frantically ordered.

There was
no time, however, for the anchored ship to fire up her engines as
the death of the Morning Star
appeared immanent. Frozen in fear, no one uttered
a single word as the seemingly out-of-control and speeding Martian
destroyer drew closer to the Morning
Star’s portside. All were consumed by a
starfarer’s worst nightmare as they waited for the massive impact
and explosion that was sure to follow.

But the warship
unexpectedly veered slightly away from the suicidal course while
its braking thrusters burned exceedingly bright. The destroyer
swerved back and forth fighting for its survival, as its velocity
rapidly slowed.

Still, an
impact came. It sent the Morning
Star’s entire bridge crew sprawling to the
floor, as a portion of the ship’s outer metal hull was crushed and
bent in a long and disharmonious howling vibration. Some screamed
as lights flickered on and off, loose pieces of ceiling and walling
flew in different directions, and a surge of power burned up some
equipment in smoke and flame. Yet surprisingly—no one
died.

After a
minute, the bridge crew of the Morning
Star picked themselves up and began to
ascertain what had happened. However, Wakinyan and his marines did
not hesitate for an instant. Although shakened, the rescuers were
already out of their harnesses and moving down the blind side of
the Crazy Horse to
where the two ships had merged as one. They brought with them
welding equipment, modified repair plates, and long thick air hoses
that were attached to the destroyer’s air pumps.

A frightened, but composed
Captain Khalid rose to his feet and stumbled to the sensor
crewman’s position along with Jacobs, Damon, and Galler.

“What the status of our
ship?” a calmer Captain Jacobs questioned the crewman.

“We’ve taken some hull
damage in the bow, near the third contour line. Some systems are
down because of cut cables, but otherwise we’re intact!” the
crewman answered.

“Thank God!” Jacobs sighed
in relief.

Khalid, however, was not as
forgiving. “I have that captain executed for this!” he angrily
bellowed. “What’s the ID of that ship?” he demanded to
know.

The
sensor crewman glanced at his readout. “The I-F-F identifies her as
the Lee, and she’s
badly shot up!”

“The Lee,”
Galler was in disbelief. “I thought Denko reported her destroyed
with the Crazy Horse?”

“I don’t care!” Khalid
asserted. “Who’s ever responsible is going to pay dearly for
this!”

As an
inspection of the Morning Star’s
systems and integrity began in earnest as all
minds forgot about the prisoner they carried. None of the traitors
paid Paladin any attention as he stared out the porthole at the
shot up destroyer that was impaled into the
liner.

His eyes
roamed the damaged ship as he gave a prayer of thanks for its safe
return. And then he spotted something surprising. A smile slowly
grew on Paladin’s lips, as his eyes locked on two faded and
slightly dirty large blue squares that were painted on the
starboard side of the warship. The squares were opened on the
bottom and symbolized an ancient American Indian prayer: for God to
let the destroyer fall upon its enemies like hailstones. He also
knew that the red arrow emboldened on the other side of the
Crazy Horse, was an
accompanying appeal for swiftness in battle. Paladin happily
recalled Wakinyan’s explanation of the lore of his heritage—and
Paladin’s smile broadened. He then came to agree with Khalid,
someone was about to pay dearly for this.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 20: Beaten into
the Dust

 


The
boarding of the Morning Star
not only went completely unobserved as planned,
but the progression through the ship was going faster than
anticipated. As the Martian raiding party rapidly flowed through
the darkness in single file, Sergeant Gagarin—pointman—kept them moving at a brisk
stride.

The
raiders entered the ship in the collision’s breach and found the
duct they knew was there from records located in
Crazy Horse’s data base.
Using repair panels and welding equipment, the marines quickly
sealed themselves in, leaving only two squads to secure the outer
entrance. A massive hose line was mounted to one of the panels.
Through it, the air pumps of the Crazy
Horse began to supply air for the
pressurization of the maintenance channel. This was necessary not
only for a fast exit out of the shaft and into the ship, but to
ensure that sealed integrity of the space liner was not
jeopardized. There were still many innocent people aboard, and
Wakinyan wanted to give them every chance for
survival.

Wakinyan’s thoughts,
however, were transfixed in the fire of hate as he and the Martian
Marines hustled through the maintenance shaft. The appalling act of
betrayal by Damon and his followers infuriated the Lakota warrior
beyond his capacity. To Wakinyan, it was nothing less than the
worse kind of cowardice camouflaged by treachery. In his mind,
there was only one answer for it.

After a few minutes,
Gagarin reached the second waypoint of their march. He then threw
up a hand to halt the column, which was quickly followed by two
upheld fingers as an indication of achieving the route
point.

On his signal, each marine
check a gauge on their space suit that tested the density and
content of the atmosphere around them. In hurried gesture, each
marine motioned with a “thumbs up” to let the next person behind
them know that it was breathable.

“Ground it!” commanded
Major Franks’ voice over each headset. With the order, each marine
began to shed their cumbersome space suit down to their tight
fitting and pocketed battle fatigues. Once freed from the suit, the
heavily armed and equipped raiders then began moving forward at a
faster pace.

 


* * * * *

 


Khalid
and Jacobs keenly analyzed the ship’s damaged control reports.
There seemed to be only slight degradation to the
Morning Star, but
assessments were still coming in. It was a miracle that both ships
weren’t destroyed, and it fueled a nagging suspicion in Omar’s
mind.

Jacobs, however, was not concerned with
suspicions. His focus was on at seeing the final summary of the
condition of his vessel.

“Commander Khalid,” the
Jacobs addressed the man, “other than both ships being locked
together, it appears that damage was minimal in the
collision.”

“Have you dispatched any
repair teams?” Omar inquired.

“They’re enroute now,”
Jacobs answered.

“Good,” Khalid said with a
frown and somewhat lost in thought. He then paused for a moment as
he pondered the situation further. “Captain Jacobs, in the
meantime, I want you to contact my ship. I want her here just in
case there are any more surprises!” Omar ordered.

At those words, Damon’s
face became troubled. “It sounds like you think that this was
deliberately planned,” the administrator pointed out.

Khalid shot him a stern
look, while his frown became more pronounced. Unexpectedly, he
turned backed to Jacobs. “Call security!” his voiced was in alarm.
“I want this ship placed on full alert!”

 


* * * * *

 


The
security room of the Morning Star
was greatly enlarged many months prior to the
Martians’ bid for freedom. This was to accommodate—and conceal the
almost five hundred cyborgs and security guards necessary to keep
the ship under Earth-loyalist control.

The chamber, itself, was
updated, altered, and supplemented with more specialized equipment,
transforming the room’s functionality into a micro command and
control center. It was from here that electronic sensors and eyes
probed, observed, and scrutinize all activities in and around the
space liner as well as within the fleet.

However,
the sudden impact of the Crazy Horse
quickly neutralized their effectiveness. Cables
and fiber optics were cut, equipment destroyed, and data
communications rendered temporarily useless. Without these critical
devices of forewarning, the Morning
Star now lay partially blinded—and
vulnerable.

Quickly, security and
repair teams were hastily rushed to where they were thought to be
needed the most, emptying the command center of over half its
personnel. A report of armed Martian Marines outside the ship
particularly motivated them and hastened their departure. Still,
over one hundred of the armed Earth sentinels remained and
continued their mundane task of surveillance and
security.

The displays and controls
of their equipment were the most dominant lighting of the chamber.
The fluctuating and subdued ceiling lamps, which gave little
illumination, were only meant for the necessity of trivial interior
movement.

Besides being poorly lit,
however, it was also practically silent. The majority of sound came
from the humming of electronic mechanisms and instruments—and this
was the rule. Conversations were occasional and limited to the task
at hand. For none dared to stray from their duties under the
intimidating gaze of their cyborg overseer, Alpha-538. The
machine-man-thing was in charged and he was swift to punish or even
kill anyone not following his orders.

Alpha-538 stood over six
feet tall, and was big and burly. Even without his machine parts
and exoskeleton, the cyborg was incredibly strong. His massive bald
cranium was supported by a thick, bull neck, which added to the
weirdness of his yellow-white skin. Dark circles surrounded his
eyes, which were nothing more than optic sensors. They not only
gave him day and night vision, but also were capable of penetrating
well beyond a person’s clothing, down to their very flesh. Unlike
other cyborgs, the black uniform, which he wore, was more than
interrupted by silvery machine parts and hydraulic tubes. He was
sheathed in resin pads of ion-armor. This made him a walking
tank.

But
Alpha-538 had not become this by choice. With his lawful execution
for the serial murders of over a dozen women, he had forfeited his
right to be at peace. The Order
had claimed his body as their property. As
established by “due process”, they had re-made him as their
surrogate. Neither living nor dead, he had only one sole purpose,
to obey the orders of bureaucratic proxies like
Damon.

As the machine-man-thing
lurched down the deck, monitoring the activities of his guards, his
audio acute ears detected faint noises from above, however. The
cyborg stopped and turned his head upwards to listen
closely.

The noises were strange;
subtle echoes, some scrapping, and mysterious intermittent thuds
agitated the metal and reverberated through the steel ceiling
plates. The noises steadily grew and became more prominent. Even
his guards began to notice, turning their heads up in unknowing
curiosity. Yet, it only continued for about a minute more—and then
all became hushed.

Alpha-538 scanned the
ceiling, but dense steel refused to be pierced by his gaze.
However, the human part of him sensed something that made him wary.
And for the first time in his altered memory, apprehension tempered
his mind.

“BBBOOOOOMMM!” came a half
dozen simultaneous and deafening explosions. Their brilliant white
flashes bathed the room in blinding light and waves of scorching
heat. The ceiling then buckled and disintegrated into small
murderous pieces. Hurled like javelins, they speared, sliced, and
gouged anything in their path. Guards directly beneath exploding
charges were either crushed by debris or torn to shreds. The shrill
of death screams and the horrific smell of burning flesh
accompanied their demise.

Next, a barrage of plasma rifles raked the interior
as silhouetted figures slid down ropes like a swarm of attacking
spiders. In their finest tradition, the Martian Marines stormed
aboard the enemy held vessel with one goal: to take the ship
back.

The fight automatically
became hand-to-hand as rifle butts clubbed, bayonets stabbed,
pistols shot, fists punched, and feet kicked. The shrieks and yells
of carnage overflowed the interior while blood flowed like a
river.

The fight became
particularly savage around the ship’s main computer terminal. Here
the marines fought with unbelievable skill, ferocity, and
determination to possess the equipment. Lead by Captain Benson, the
marines quickly seized control of the blood stained computer and
locked down the ship in short order. But this did not go
unnoticed.

“SECURITY! SECRUITY!”
bellowed Jacobs voice over an intercom. “WHAT WERE THOSE
EXPLOSIONS? WHAT’S GOING ON! ALL THE HATCHES ARE JAMMED!” the
frightened officer demanded to know.

His transmission was cut
short, however, as Sergeant Gagarin shot out the communication
console. The intercom burst into flames with a puff of blue smoke
as several plasma bolts struck it.

Without warning, however,
Gagarin found his rifle sheared in half as an enormous hand chopped
right through it. The marine sergeant hastily spun around in the
direction of the great hand and came face-to-face with Cyborg
Alpha-538. The human-machine’s glowing red eyes were filled with
the impiety of murder.

Immediately, Gagarin swung
his left hand that still held the barrel of his destroyed rifle,
and punched the cyborg on the right side of his face. But the hard
blow only jerked the cyborg’s head slightly. As Alpha-538 moved his
head back to center, he grinned malevolently.

The huge cyborg grabbed
Gagarin by his uniform and web belt and picked the marine up over
his head. The machine-man then threw the sergeant against the
console he had just shot up. The marine slammed hard into equipment
with a crash. Although the impact was tremendous, the marine’s life
was spared by the cushioning effect of his high-tech elastomeric
uniform. Upon sensing a high velocity increase as well as a
possible brunt crash, its molecules stiffened before impact to
allow the physical shock to be spread over a large area of the
camouflage fatigues, avoiding terminal injury. However, Gagarin
still lay helpless, stunned, and in pain.

Alpha-538 lumbered forward towards Gagarin
with the intent of crushing the marine’s head. But as he drew
closer, a blur from the ceiling, which became the souls of a pair
of moccasin boots, struck the cyborg solidly in the face. Alpha-538
lurched backwards and fell to the ground on his butt with blood
running from his broken nose.

Swiftly recovering from his
daze, the cyborg looked up to see a figure in a blue Martian
mariner’s uniform taking on four of his loyalist guards. It was an
unimaginable sight.

Although average in size,
the muscular man struck with the lighting speed of a snake. He
ducked and rolled into a cyborg that had just tried to kill him
with an ion pistol. The weapon’s stray energy bolt blasted another
cyborg that was entering the fray. The machine died immediately as
the mariner whirled upward directly in front of his first
attacker.

Suddenly, a flash of steel
came across machine-man’s throat from the blue uniformed warrior’s
mighty right hand in a reverse stroke. Almost at the same time, the
warrior’s foot arched around in a spinning wheel kick. The
mariner’s boot heel crushed the temple of a third assailant, and
the two cyborgs crumpled into the floor dead.

Yet, the warrior was not
finished. As his leg dropped from the kick, he hurled what was in
his right hand at a human security guard some fifteen feet away. It
caught the man in the lower chest, and the man slumped over and
died. Alpha-538 spied the handle of what appeared to be an ancient
knife sticking out of him.

Against Major Franks’
insistence, Wakinyan entered the battle. The Lakota warrior was not
about to standby and let his marines fight and die alone. He was
their leader, and he lead by example.

Wakinyan swiftly retrieved
his knife from the man he had just killed, pulling it from the
body. The weapon was barely out when he felt his left wrist grabbed
in a vise-like squeeze. Instinctively, his left hand reversed the
hold to break the grip, but surprisingly, the hand that held him
did not let go.

Wakinyan quickly flipped
the knife in his hand as he raised it above his head and turned to
meet the new threat. Without really grasping who was holding him,
the Lakota brought the blade down to stab the arm that held him.
Alpha-538 howled as the knife penetrated the machine parts of his
arm and into his very flesh. The machine-man-thing paused gazing at
his wounded arm that seeped blood mixed with hydraulic fluid from
the knife that was impaled into it.

Wakinyan, however, did not
cease his attack. Reaching over his trapped hand, he grasped the
cyborg’s weakened and wounded forearm. The Martian officer jumped
into the cyborg’s chest with both feet and then rolled his own body
backwards. Alpha-538 was jerked off the deck and hurled forward
through the air in a summersault as Wakinyan pushed off with both
his legs. The machine’s body crashed against an instrument panel,
which blew-up from the impact.

As Wakinyan pulled out his
electron pistol and began killing more Earth loyalist guards,
Alpha-538 stumbled to his feet shaking off the effects of the
throw. His mouth contorted into a toothy snarl at Wakinyan, who was
taking on enemies in every direction. Under the spell of a terrible
rage, the cyborg ripped the knife out of his own arm with a roar
and heaved it with all the strength he had at the blue uniformed
warrior. But the yell alerted Wakinyan who saw the attack through
the corner of his eye.

Throwing himself backwards
to the ground in a hard twist, Wakinyan just barely managed to
dodge the speeding blade of his own knife. The edged weapon,
however, continued past the warrior, flipping end-over-end. Finally
the handle ricocheted off of a piece of equipment and landed near
the recovering Sergeant Gagarin.

Yet in his haste to avoid
the weapon, Wakinyan struck the floor violently. The jolt was
enough for him to lose the grip on his pistol, which spun away from
him into the darkness of the room’s floor.

Wakinyan quickly jumped to
his feet and glanced about for either of his lost weapons. All he
saw, however, was the huge cyborg advancing menacing towards
him.

Not waiting a precious
instant, the Martian officer lunged with a stepping sidekick that
flew with incredible swiftness and power. His boot caught the
cyborg just below the chest, forcing him back a step, but the kick
did little else.

With his prey now in range,
Alpha-538 threw a hook punch at Wakinyan’s head. The Lakota
warrior, however, easily ducked and bobbed out of the path of the
machine-man-thing’s fist. Wakinyan then punched furiously away at
the cyborg’s ribs with his own knuckles. The metal parts of the
cyborg’s body stung and reddened Wakinyan’s own hands in the
attack, however, while only slightly denting the machine’s armor in
wasted effort.

Suddenly, Alpha-538
backhanded Wakinyan across the face in a surprise response.
Wakinyan was driven to the floor in pain as some blood sprayed from
his parted lips. As Wakinyan lay unmoving on the deck of the ship,
the big cyborg slowly raised a leg to stomp him.

Without warning, the ball
of Wakinyan’s right foot shot upwards, striking the
machine-man-thing directly between its legs. The unexpected blow
and stabbing pain between his legs made the cyborg’s eyes widen and
wince. The Alpha-538 grounded his teeth to the swelling agony, as
he hunched over and gripped his groin with both hands.

Wakinyan stood up slowly.
He then grabbed the machine by the back of its neck in an iron grip
and stared coldly into its optic sensors.

“Your sorry ass is mine,
machine!” Wakinyan threatened. His eyes glared unblinking in a
hypnotic hateful stare while a snarl curled his lips. “I’m going to
beat you into dust!”

It was more than the
machine could understand or possibly imagine. The powerful human he
faced was fanatically fearless, the cyborg realized. A cowering
panic shook Alpha-538, while confusion flooded his mind. By the
look in Wakinyan’s eyes, the machine firmly believed that Wakinyan
would do just what he had promised.

Wakinyan’s fists began to
batter against the cyborg’s face with jabs and hook punches that
struck like lightning and with awe-inspiring uncontainable force.
Alpha-538 swayed and staggered backwards as the Lakota warrior
relentlessly pummeled his head and face with sundering blows. The
machine-man-thing tried to block the punches, but to no avail. They
crashed through the cyborg’s flaying arms with devastating ease.
For the cyborg, Wakinyan became a juggernaut of punishment and
pain.

In a little over a minute,
Alpha-538’s face rapidly was a mess of blood, bruises, and broken
bones while an electronic eye hung partially out severely damaged.
He staggered backwards in a dazed motion as punch after punched
rained upon him. Still, he fought as best he could. As he tried to
retreat from Lakota warrior, he stumbled and dropped to the
floor.

With swollen eye muscles
that were closed tightly around his optic implants, the machine
still was able to glimpse an ion pistol on the deck not too far
away. In an act of sheer desperation, the cyborg hurdled himself at
the weapon with the intention of using it. As he grabbed it, the
cyborg rose in a kneeing position and began to wildly fire at his
persecutor, but the Martian officer jumped upon the cyborg and
fought the machine for the weapon on the floor.

The two grappled on the
deck and struggled viciously for control of the pistol. Although
the cyborg held greater strength, Wakinyan swiftly neutralized much
of it by tearing out many of the machine’s hydraulic hose lines and
wires. Wakinyan then pulled its wounded arm straight and taught,
and with a powerful palm strike to the joint, broke the machine’s
elbow. Yet even with such damage and injury, Alpha-538 was still as
dangerous as any cornered animal.

With its only good arm, the
cyborg elbowed the Martian officer in the face, followed by a
glancing blow to Wakinyan’s upper back. The Lakota warrior was
stunned for a moment, but it was enough time for the cyborg to roll
quickly away.

The cyborg hastily stood up
and aimed the electron handgun at Wakinyan’s head. He was
determined to kill the formidable Martian officer
immediately.

As Wakinyan looked up at
Alpha-538, the cyborg suddenly jerked twice, becoming motionless,
while his mouth split open wide. The cyborg’s good arm then dropped
slowly to his side, releasing the pistol from his hand. In a
metallic clang, it bounced and slid away on the floor plates of the
deck. Even with the battle raging around him, Alpha-538 stood
limply silent. As Wakinyan continued to gaze at the machine-man,
his head unexpectedly rolled backwards as his body let go of life
for a second time. With a great thud, the cyborg fell over like a
chopped tree.

Wakinyan was bewildered for
a second, as he gawked at the dead machine. However, the glint of
steel brought his mind to refocus on a man standing just behind
where the machine-man-thing had been poised to kill him. It was
Sergeant Gagarin.

“Sorry for the
interruption, Commander, but I thought you like your blade back,”
the marine beamed a smile, holding the blood and oil covered edged
weapon that had just been used to stab Alpha-538.

 


* * * * *

 


A few minutes later, the
conflict was over. The security room was burned out, shot up, and
strewed with bodies. However, the majority of those killed were
Earthers. The compartment now rested firmly in Martian Marine
hands.

Wakinyan slowly and
deliberately strolled through room, taking in every little detail
of the bloodshed into his mind. Sadness tugged at his heart as he
counted all the Martian Marine lives that were spent in the
assault.

“It could have been a lot
worse,” Major Franks consoled, seemingly knowing what was in
Wakinyan’s thoughts. “If Benson’s team hadn’t lock down the ship
from that computer terminal, we’ve would been fighting more of
them.”

“It was a good idea,
Major,” Richard praised. “I’m really glad he thought of
it.”

“Speak of the devil,” Major
Franks grinned as he caught sight of Captain Benson
approaching.

The captain was quick in
his strides and presented himself to his two superiors with a sharp
salute.

“Sir, the
area is secure,” Benson reported. “We’ve freed all of the
Mariner’s crewmen, but
they all were beaten up pretty badly and need medical
attention.”

“And Commander Paladin?”
Wakinyan asked.

“According to his security
officer, they’re holding him on the bridge, Sir!”

Richard then turned to
Franks. “Major, get your marines ready, they’ll be expecting
us.”

“Aye, Sir, but I think it
will be more on the lines of them fearing us!” Franks commented and
then walked away.

A smiled came to Wakinyan’s
lips. He then glanced back to Benson. “Captain, you think you’ve
got things covered here?”

“Don’t worry, Sir. This is
Martian Marine property now. And the only people were handing it
over is to you and Commander Paladin!” the marine officer spoke
with an unmistakable conviction.

Wakinyan’s jaw jutted out
with pride. He knew he commanded the finest space soldiers in the
galaxy. Placing a hand on the marine’s shoulder, Wakinyan gently
squeezed the man’s flesh in approval. He then released Benson, and
treaded off after the marine major.

“ALL RIGHT MARINES, LISTEN
UP!” growled Major Franks. “THE EARTHERS ARE HOLDING COMMANDER
PALADIN PRISONER ON THE BRIDGE! ARE WE GOING TO ALLOW THESE GARBAGE
SUCKING MAGOTS TO GET AWAY WITH THAT? ARE WE GOING TO TOLERATE THEM
ANY FURTHER?”

“NO!!!” shouted every
Martian Marine in unison.

“WHAT DO YOU SAY THEN?”
Franks inflamed his men.

“OOH-RAH!!!” they yelled
back at the top of their lungs.

“THEN LET’S TAKE THE
BASTARDS OUT!” Franks inflamed further. “SEMPER FI!”

“SEMPER FI, SIR!!!” the
marines chanted like the ringing of huge church bells.

With Wakinyan and Major
Franks leading the way, the Martian Marines charged out of the
security room ready for another fight.

 


* * * * *

 


Damon nervously loaded a power-pack into the
electron pistol he held in his hand and set it to kill. The
administrator had never used a weapon before, and the realization
of the seriousness of the situation totally frightened him.

Khalid
was the leader now, but his controlled was limited to the bridge of
the Morning Star.
He hastily fortified it with whatever could be found and used for
protection against the assault he knew would
come.

The mood of the bridge crew
steadily deteriorated since the power to all instrumentation was
shut down from the security room. Even more alarming was the total
loss of all communication beyond the chamber’s walls. The situation
was pessimistic at best.

Still
Khalid held some hope. His ship—the Mir—was on its way and was expected to
arrive soon. Omar was also ready to play his ace in the hole:
Commander Paladin. The prisoner was a good bargaining chip. Omar
Khalid, however, was a realist, and if a deal was not struck,
Khalid was prepared to kill the old Martian
officer.

After the defenses were
set, every ion handgun was aimed at the hatchway—the only way in.
Khalid and his followers then settled back and waited. The emotions
of uncertainty and fear churned the air in growing apprehension,
for time was running out. Abruptly, the whine of electric motors
interrupted the long silence on the bridge, startling many of the
crew.

“THE BLAST SHIELDS ARE
CLOSING!” an unknown voice yelled out.

Omar jerked his head to
gaze upon the steel shutters closing over every one of the bridge’s
portholes and windows. He knew this was an ominous sign. His heart
raced in his chest as he began to sweat.

Next, all power to the
bridge was cut off, and the room fell into complete
blackness.

“WE’RE ALL GOING TO DIE!” a
woman sobbed in the background.

“SHUT UP!” shouted Khalid
to silence the coward before she started a panic.

Suddenly, a deafening
explosion rocked the bridge in a burst of light and a surging wave
of torrent force. The hatchway slammed against the bulkhead with a
clang, denting the metal wall as it was blown open. A shroud of
blue smoke then slowly choked the room. It rolled in like an
ocean’s surf and hung as a translucent curtain.

The lights of the bridge
then flickered slowly, eerily for many long seconds before coming
back on. It was followed by a foreboding calm that was soundless
and still. It spooked all of the defenders, some more than others.
A few more women began to cry, while a terrified Colonel Galler
sat, covering his head with his hands and rocking back and
forth.

“I don’t want to die!” the
man pleaded. “Please, I don’t want to die!”

Captain Jacobs agreed
heartily, as he crouched next to Khalid and Commander Paladin. He
realized the folly of his part in going along with Damon’s scheme,
for nothing ever good came from money tainted with blood. It was
all stupidity—and he had nothing but his own greed to
blame.

“This is crazy,” he mouthed
his complaint to Khalid. “How the hell are we suppose to fight off
heavily armed troops with body armor with these things?”

“Would you rather hang?”
Khalid retorted angrily. “Because that’s what happens to mutineers!
Ask Paladin if you don’t believe me!”

Paladin,
however, seized upon the opportunity to drive a wedge between the
captain of the Morning Star
and Khalid.

“Jacobs, listen to me! Up
to this point, you haven’t cost anyone their life. If you and your
crew surrender now, I promise leniency.” Paladin honestly
guaranteed.

“Sure you do,” Omar mocked
the Martian officer, “and afterwards, he’ll be standing on the
scaffold next to me.”

“Jacobs,” Paladin
continued. “You can either believe me or believe this traitor. The
choice is yours. But how long do you think you’ll last against
those marines?”

Khalid, however, was sure
of the power he held over Jacobs. “Don’t waste your breath, old
man. He’s in this too deep. And if we die, you’ll be right along
side of us!” Omar said with a sadistic chuckle.

Moments later, smoke
grenades were heaved through the hatchway, popping and fizzing to
life. The room began to swell with thick clouds of gas that formed
a gray screen of cover. And when all visibility was gone, the
shuffling of hidden combat boots began to scuffle against the metal
deck.

Martian Marines penetrated
cautiously into the room in “stacks” of four. With weapons held at
the ready, their numbers grew as each small group entered and moved
forward, taking up their assigned positions.

Suddenly a frenzy of panic
set in among some of the loyalist security guards who began firing
at echoes and imagined phantoms emerging from the smoke as well as
their own terror. But the heat signatures of their weapons and
bodies betrayed their locations to the marines’ infrared equipment.
The snipers were quickly targeted—and then neutralized.

Soon, the moans of the wounded and the dying
guards joined the chorus of the crying women. It pervaded every ear
with the promise of pain and violent death. In the weird atmosphere
of choking smoke and the stench of carbon scoring, it multiplied
the deepest fears among the surviving bridge crew.

“Enough!” admitted Jacobs.
“We’re surrendering!”

The
outburst caught Khalid completely by surprise. However, Omar
swiftly swung his pistol at the Morning
Star’s captain.

“You say one more word, and
I’ll kill you!” Khalid threatened. “Now, drop your
weapon!”

Paladin saw the submission
and desolation in Jacobs’ eyes; the man did not want to die.
Jacobs, however, was frozen in indecision of what to do next. It
was then that Paladin chose to take a gamble. In a flash, he hurled
his body into Omar with all the force he could muster.

As Sergeant Gagarin
approached with his “stack” in the lead, he heard the sounds of ion
guns discharging close by. The marines quickly dropped down,
probing the smoke through their infrared scopes. However, the fire
was not directed at them—and quickly ended.

“DON’T SHOOT!” a familiar
electronic voice cried out from the veiled fumed mist.

“Commander?” Gagarin yelled
back, recognizing the voice. “Commander Paladin?”

“Yes!” Paladin
answered.

“Sergeant Gagarin, Sir,
Martian Marine Corps. Are you alright, Sir?”

“I am now, Sergeant!”
Paladin expressed happily. “I have a wounded and unarmed man with
me, who wants to stand up and address the rest of the bridge
crew.

For a moment, Gagarin
paused, but he then cautiously agreed. “Tell him to stand up very
slowly, Sir…and make no sudden movements!” the marine warned
sternly.

Gagarin motioned his team
to form a skirmish line. He then looked through his scope and
waited. An infrared image rose sluggishly up behind a piece of
equipment seconds later. The figure was unsteady and looked
injured. Still, Gagarin’s index finger tightened around the trigger
of his weapon. He was not about to take any chances.

“THIS IS CAPTAIN JACOBS!”
the man called out to everyone on the bridge. “CAPTAIN KHALID IS
DEAD! I AM IN COMMAND NOW! LAY DOWN YOUR WEAPONS! WE ARE
SURRENDERING!”

 


* * * * *

 


Aboard
the Crazy Horse,
Captain James Randall faced his own problems. The most notable
being the Crazy Horse and Morning Star tethered precariously together by the air hoses welded to the
space liner. Randall’s job was to protect these at all costs, lest
he might be responsible for the loss of all life aboard the space
liner.

It was
not an easy task. To fend off several assaults, however, he was
forced to reinforce the marines holding the juncture with armed
crewmen from the Crazy Horse
several times. In one instance, he even used the
destroyer’s multi-barreled anti-missile lasers to break up a
concentrated attack by over a hundred spacesuited security guards.
At point-blank range, it was extremely dangerous—and messy. Bodies
and body parts now drifted lazily about, along with some debris
from minor hits on the liner. Some of the dead were shredded and
burned beyond recognition, but this was the harvest of
war.

Now a new
threat materialized as Randall gazed at the ship’s tactical
monitor. The Mir was moving on their position, and its weapons were fully
energized. The big cruiser was unfortunately alerted to the
boarding prior to the loss of communication with the
Morning Star.

The Mir’s executive officer, Lieutenant Desh, was a contentious man who
no bore no loyalty to anyone other than himself. He assumed that
Khalid was either taken captive or dead. A once native of the Earth
region of India before his migration to Mars, the tall thin man
salivated at this thought. For it meant nothing to him other than a
promotion in rank and above all—his own ship. Still, the situation
needed to be handled just right, for the “fallout” from the wrong
decision would be enormous.

Randall
reviewed the few options he had. Retreating was out of the
question. The hose lines and the welded plates were too fragile to
chance a quick departure that would cause a fatal breach to
the Morning Star,
killing everyone aboard. The second option of initiating a reckless
fight was sure to doom both tethered ships as easy targets. He
chose, however, a third option: to sit, sweat, and
wait.

With their captain and leaders aboard, he
reasoned that all the cruiser could do was threaten them. However,
there was no guarantee of that. James felt uneasy, regardless that
it was likely the more prudent course of action.

“CAPTAIN!” the
Crazy Horse’s sensor
crewman called out.

“THE MIR IS
WITHIN FIRING RANGE AND IS TARGETING US!”

“SHIELDS MAXIMUM, DOUBLE LAYER PORT SIDE!
ALL WEAPONS ON MY COMMAND!” James ordered, hoping that this was a
mere show of force by the cruiser. Yet in the back of his mind, he
knew that things had an insane way of escalating.

The Mir closed rapidly on the two ships
cinched together by the thin hose lines. Her scanners probed and
canvassed the situation with great intensity. Desh was ardently
searching for an excuse to open fire, but he was still wary of any
accusations he might face at a board of inquiry. Killing Martian
rebels was one thing, killing his own leaders was
another.

As the two warships
“squared-off” for a final showdown, they both neglected to notice
that other vessels were moving gradually, but deliberately on their
positions. Hidden in the anchorage of the fleet, another big
cruiser and several destroyers converged seemingly from
nowhere.

Unexpectedly, the unknown cruiser fired several small pulse
energy weapons at the Mir. The weapons raked the
Mir from bow to stern, but
did very little damage.

“MIR!” a voice came over the PA. “THIS
IS CAPTAIN WINSLOW OF THE MARINER! YOU ARE SURROUNDED…AND
TARGETED! STAND-DOWN OR BE DESTROYED!” his words were firm and
insistent.

Randall
did not believe his eyes as he viewed the main monitor. Khalid’
ship was completely surrounded by the Mariner and the First Destroyer Squadron.

“REPEAT, MIR!
THIS IS YOUR LAST WARNING!” Winslow ordered. “STAND-DOWN OR BE
DESTROYED!”

Moments
later, the Mir’s weapons de-energized and the ship halted its advance. A cheer
rose from the bridge of the Crazy
Horse, while Randall sighed in relief. He
thought that the present danger had passed.

 


* * * * *

 


The marines waited a few
minutes for at least some of the smoke to dissipate before clearing
the bridge of the remaining Earth loyalists. Still, the room was
semi-clogged with smoke and presented numerous places for holdouts
to hide trying to evade detection. This became an all too real and
lethal peril for the marines, which was evident by the several
small firefights that quickly erupted. The combat was very intense
with the marines suffering occasional casualties. In the end,
however, the resisting guards were all killed or captured. Yet,
there was one who eluded the leathernecks’ search and
apprehension.

Although he had no formal
military training, Damon skillful dodged his uniformed pursuers. He
crept behind instrument consoles, slithered over bodies, and
scrunched in places where a human being should not have been able
to fit. Marine patrols passed close by him, but not one caught a
glimpse of the dangerous fugitive.

Damon was
scared, but his mind was set to a single task: the destroying of
the Martian rebellion in one bold stroke. He realized what the cost
would be, but he was already a dead man. Still, there was no other
choice: he would either be executed by the Martians as a traitor or
by The Order for
the failure of the mutiny. Through his own incompetence, his death
was a surety.

Anger and bitterness fueled
the politician’s drive, while revenge became the life-blood of
Feoras Damon. It was all that he had left.

In the distance, he heard
the voice of the man who was responsible for his dilemma. Rage set
upon Damon’s heart as a great fire, and it burned hotter as the
voice became a haughty insult to him. The politician crept slowly
closer with his ion pistol in hand.

Paladin stood rubbing his
freed wrists as he chatted openly with Wakinyan and Major Franks. A
toothy smile was caste on the man’s face, while exhilaration filled
his soul. “You two have got to be the craziest officers I have in
this entire fleet!” Paladin pronounced with a chuckle after hearing
of their daring exploits. “I’m not sure if I should decorate or
court-martialed the both you!”

“We’re just adapting and
overcoming, Sir,” Major Franks offered. “Besides, it was all his
idea,” the marine said nodding to Wakinyan.

“Well, Deputy Commander?”
Paladin asked. “What’s your excuse?”

But Wakinyan, although
happy, was serious. “No excuses, Sir! It’s just good to have you
back!” Richard’s voice softened to the confession with the
lovingness of a son.

The genuineness of warmth
coming from his favorite junior officer infused a glad heart within
Paladin. The old Martian officer with a proud grin reached over and
grabbed Richard by the shoulders in a welcoming grip.

However, a hazy shadow
appearing ten feet beyond Wakinyan’s back and caught Paladin’s eye.
The apparition became a man standing straight and unmoving in the
mist of billowing smoke that was gradually clearing away. He was as
a statue, cold and unblinking. Hate transfixed the very air around
him, while his hand crushed an ion handgun. There was no question;
he was there to kill. And from his observed position, his target
was Wakinyan.

Paladin’s face transformed
into utter fear. He frantically yanked Wakinyan off his feet and
around with all the strength he had, throwing the junior officer to
the floor. As he did, an electron bolt caught Alexander Paladin,
Martian Fleet Commander, directly in the back. A low and hollow
gasp for air escaped from the man’s mouth as it penetrated to a
lung. He then fell mortally wounded to the floor next to
Wakinyan.

For Major Franks, however,
training and instincts took over. The marine spun and dropped on
his left knee, blasting the armed figure with automatic fire from
his plasma rifle. Other nearby marines at the same time joined in,
setting up a deadly crossfire. The heated tracers saturated area as
the smell of burning carbon fumed every nostril.

Damon shuddered and jerked
from the murderous barrage, finally toppling over thoroughly dead.
His chard and shredded body made a soft thump as it impacted on the
metal deck, while his released pistol clattered away into the
mist.

“CEASE FIRING!” bellowed
Major Franks, sure that Damon was longer counted among the living.
The marine then turned to Wakinyan, who sat on the floor tightly
holding Paladin in his arms.

“MEDIC!” Wakinyan tearfully
yelled. “MEDIC!” he again screamed, but more urgently.

Weakly Paladin voiced
“Forget it,” knowing that he was dying.

The sharp pains in his
chest told the officer that his passing was mere minutes away. Only
one thing now absorbed his thoughts: a single last duty to be
performed.

With a trembling hand,
Paladin reached up and removed the two-star rank from his own
collar. Gasping for each breath of life, Paladin held out the stars
to Wakinyan.

Wakinyan began crying with
a steady stream of tears running down his face. “No!” he choked
back, vigorously shaking his head in refusal in accepting Paladin’s
inevitable death. “NO!” he reiterated louder, denying the rank he
was being offered.

With a gentle nod and a
loving fatherly smile that was spotted with his own blood, Paladin
convinced Richard to take the twin stars of metal. As Wakinyan
picked up the emblems of absolute Martian military authority in his
own hand, he swallowed hard. He didn’t want any of this, but the
finality of Paladin’s life made it a certainty.

“God bless you, Fleet
Commander Wakinyan!” Paladin managed to gurgle out with his last
breath. The old officer then died quietly, peacefully, as if going
to sleep.

For a moment, Richard was
frantic as he tried shaking Paladin to wake him from his eternal
rest. But the old man was gone. Suddenly Wakinyan exploded in
uncontrollable and grief-stricken wails. They pierced every ear
with their tones of great lament, filling all with their heavy
sadness and the deep sorrow they contained. Through it all, Richard
still held Paladin tightly in his arms, unwilling to let go of
him.

Nearby marines dropped
their heads and became silent. All removed their helmets out of
respect, while Major Franks covered his own face with an opened
hand. The hardened soldier did not want anyone to see him cry as
well.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 21:
Decisions

 


“To all ships and crews…and
to all the people of Valamars; this is Commander Richard Wakinyan
speaking. As you all are probably already aware of…Commander
Paladin is dead. He was murdered earlier today by Earth security
forces…and traitors among us. Under orders from the Earth, their
purpose was to disrupt the integrity of this fleet, while taking
from us…our common dream of freedom. They, however, did not
succeed!”

“Most of them have either
been killed or captured. The few remaining are being vigorously
sought and should be in custody within the hour. However, I must
tell you that they were in contact with a fleet from Earth … and
that fleet now approaches.”

“Life is filled with some
bitter decisions…and I have just made a most difficult one. These
traitors, before their capture, had sabotaged many of our civilian
transport ships, which now cannot journey from this system under
their own power. One answer would be to simply flee after
transferring all their passengers and crews to our
warships.”

“Although we could easily
do this and escape…all our supplies and other vital resources are
still here. And without them to sustain us, it would make it very
easy for the Earthers to hunt us down. It would also add to our
vulnerability by denying our warships the ability to act in
self-defensive for fear of causing civilian casualties aboard. From
this, I feel we have no other option … but to engage the enemy
fleet in combat, bringing the full might of our military forces
against them while carefully choosing our battleground.”

“I want to take this time to assure all of you that
the Martian Fleet is a most formidable fighting force, and that we
stand every chance of winning. However, necessary precautions shall
be taken to ensure the safety and lives of all non-combatants. I
ask all of you to follow any directives or orders quickly and
without question. This will help the military to maintain control
and to safeguard all of our people.”

“As you listen to this, know that the hour of the
impending battle draws near…within the next 48 hours. And although
this might seem like our darkest hour…it is not! We will be ready
to meet their aggression…and make them thoroughly regret it! And I
firmly believe that with the help of Almighty God, and the bravery
and skill of our military forces…we will prevail in the end!
Wakinyan out.”

 


* * * * *

 


As
Wakinyan sat in Paladin’s office aboard the Mariner, he pondered the situation
carefully, along with his previous words to the fleet. He realized
that his surviving the skirmish at Magnus Sol was due mostly in
part to a handful of deserters and some very good luck, of which
the latter had just about run out.

Wakinyan told the new
citizens of Valamars as much of the truth as he dared. He knew
quite well that mass hysteria would result should any knowledge of
the real intentions of the Crimson Fleet be discovered. And from
this panic, not only was any chance of a military victory
impossible to achieve, but all of their very lives were forfeited
to an inevitable demise.

The Earth fleet was on its
way to Valamars to kill every man, woman, and child: to exterminate
the Martian race once and forever, and only he and his hopelessly
outnumbered and obsolete battle fleet stood in their way. It was a
responsibility of enormous proportions and the gravest of all
dilemmas. From this, Wakinyan’s once carefree attitude melted away,
replace by the solemnity of leadership and the lading of
reality.

The unexpected burden fell
upon Richard’s shoulders like a great boulder plummeting off a
mountain. Striking him with a gigantic force, it thrust down an
unbearable weight upon him in an attempt to crush his spirit with
its heaviness, and break his will.

However, Richard’s inner
strength was well forged into the steel of a great hammer that
could smash any boulder of tribulation to pieces. And his resolve
to fight screamed for one thing—vengeance!

Wakinyan hatefully spurned
any thought of surrender to the nightmares of his worse doubts. In
the past, fear had never controlled him, nor was he going to allow
it to do so now. Fired by his own anger and imagination, he was not
about to yield the system to the Earthers. Instead, the destruction
and massacre they eagerly sought was to be brought back upon
them.

A plan formed in his
fertile and agile mind, but it needed to be passed before and
accepted by his fleet officers. This was to be done shortly, but
another important matter needed to be attended to first, one that
was born from the communication logs of the late Captain
Khalid.

 


* * * * *

 


As John Winslow approached
Paladin’s former quarters, his pace had gradually slowed to somber
steps. The man had dreaded this moment more than he had dreaded
anything else in his life. The treachery he believed he had played
a part in had not only lost him his right to command, but his
military career—and possibly his life as well. However for the good
of the fleet, he was not about to deny it. Justice was to be served
even if it was the last thing he would do.

His feet continued onward
and reluctantly broke the silent of the corridor. Knowing of
Wakinyan’s “savage” reputation, and hatred of betrayal, the
retribution, John thought, was likely to culminate in a swift and
rightfully earned execution. John blinked momentarily to that
mental image, but his honor drove him forward.

As Winslow finally came
before the hatch to Paladin’s quarters, he stopped and hesitated.
He stood frozen in self-defeat, but there was no turning
back.

He pressed the button to
announce his arrival. Then with a firm voice, Winslow implored
entry. “Captain John Winslow requests mast with the Martian Fleet
Commander.

“Enter,” bided the voice
over the intercom.

The hatchway then opened,
and Captain John Winslow stepped in.

After the hatch closed,
Winslow saluted and then stood rigidly at attention. Yet, he eyed
Wakinyan, who sat leaning on the desk with hands folded. Wakinyan’s
face was a mask of stone, etched in a sobriety and coldness that
made John very uneasy.

“I was just about to send
for you,” Richard confided.

“I thought I’d save you the
trouble, Commander,” John spoke honestly. “I’ve turned the ship
over to Lieutenant Evans and have placed myself under arrest.”
Winslow then outstretched his right hand to Wakinyan, holding a
data crystal. “I am resigning my commission, Sir. This letter
summarizes everything.”

Richard looked at John’s
opened hand and saw the crystal wafer it held. “I see,” Richard
commented. “Would you mind first detailing your part in all
this?”

John took a deep breath as
he slowly lowered his outstretched arm back to his side. “Prior to
leaving Apoapsis Three, Khalid had contacted me and wanted my
support in replacing Commander Paladin. He implied something was
about to happen, but didn’t say what or when.”

“And what was your
response?” Wakinyan inquired.

“I didn’t exactly disagree,
Sir,” Winslow admitted. “I was angry…over having been shun for
promotion … and not really having a ship of my own to command. So I
listened. He offered me the rank of deputy fleet commander if I did
what he asked,” John briefly paused, “I said…I would think it
over.” John cringed in pain over his confession as he thought back.
“When Damon sent for Commander Paladin, I suspected that…this was
the moment.”

“Go on,” Wakinyan
prodded.

It was then that Winslow’s
conscience sent a surge of overwhelming guilt that bared the
torture of his soul. Winslow bit his lip, finding it hard to
answer…but the guilt was unrelenting.

Tears suddenly erupted from
John’s eyes and his voice began to quiver. “I should have stopped
him … told him the truth! But I didn’t! I was afraid! So I sent him
to his death!” John began to break down as he brought up a hand to
cover his face of shame. “I killed him, Sir! I’m the one to
blame!”

The man cried steadily for
a minute before he could regain any control. Wakinyan just
watched—and pitied him.

As Winslow recomposed
himself, the room became quiet for some time. Wakinyan saw the
sincerity and anguish within the John’s heart, and the desire to
make amends for his perceived misdeeds.

“That’s not the truth, Captain Winslow,”
Wakinyan confronted. “You tried to stop Commander Paladin from
leaving the bridge…even pleaded with him to have the so-called
mutineers brought aboard instead. It sounds to me like you were
genuinely concerned for his life.”

Wakinyan
slowly stood up. “On top of that, you showed initiative and loyalty
by bringing the Mariner and the First Destroyer
Squadron around to face down the
Mir. That alone not only
aided our rescue attempt…but also defused a very dangerous
situation. Probably one we never could have recovered from,”
Wakinyan paused for a moment.

Richard continued as he
leisurely slipped around the desk towards Winslow. “You tried to
save his life … and the fleet. I don’t think that’s the actions of
a traitor…but rather of a very good officer…who had a momentary
lapse of judgment.”

The two men stared at each
other for moment.

“John…everyone in this life
makes mistakes,” Wakinyan’s voice grew softer. “I make them, you
make them…Paladin made them. The trick is to do your best not to
repeat them,” Richard consoled. “And regarding Paladin’s death, you
didn’t kill him…Damon did!” Wakinyan snarl momentarily at
visualizing Paladin’s murderer. “I also think that even if you had
told the Commander everything, it would not have made one bit of
difference. We’ll never know what their plans really were; it could
have even involved somehow destroying this ship, which would have
been disastrous! No, I don’t think you a traitor at
all!”

“Sir, you’re very generous,
but it doesn’t change what I think or feel. But I want you to know,
if I could trade places with Commander Paladin…I would!” Winslow
admitted, displaying both his guilt and grief.

Wakinyan momentarily placed
a hand upon Winslow’s shoulder. “I think that’s quite evident,
Captain.”

The room settled into
silence once again.

“John, I knew most of your
story before I stepped aboard this ship. I just wanted to hear your
side of it before I made a final decision,” Richard revealed his
prior insight.

“And that is, Sir?” Winslow
awaited his expected and deserved punishment.

A faint smile ran across
Wakinyan’s mouth, “Face me, Captain John Winslow.”

John first glanced
suspiciously at Richard, but then gradually rotated his body around
to face the man. He still, however, stood erect at
attention.

Richard’s smile grew into a
larger grin. “Captain Winslow, in lieu of your participation in the
events that have just transpired…I hereby promote you to the rank
of Deputy Fleet Commander, effective immediately!” Wakinyan then
leaned over and removed Winslow’s captain bars from his collar and
replaced each of them with the single star of rank.

Winslow was totally
flabbergasted. His eyes widened while his mouth dropped open
slightly to his astonishment.

“Perhaps, Paladin didn’t
recognize your strengths and abilities…but I do!” Wakinyan then
took the crystal from John’s hand and held it up before him.
“This…never happened!” Richard pronounced with the finality of an
order. He then threw the crystal containing the resignation letter
into a disposal bin that disintegrated the object with a
crackle.

“You’re
too damn good an officer to have wallowing in a brig when you
should be commanding the Mariner. And quite frankly, I need
everyone I can get for this battle. Congratulations, Deputy Fleet
Commander Winslow.”

Wakinyan held out his hand,
and John instinctively took it.

“Thank you, Sir,” Winslow
said reluctantly, but quickly shook Richard’s hand. Yet, he still
dwelled on his remorse, and the clasp of John’s hand became as a
vise. “I swear…I won’t let you…or the fleet down again…no matter
what the cost!” Winslow vowed solemnly in an unbreakable
stare.

“That’s what I want to
hear, Deputy Fleet Commander,” Wakinyan spoke, delighting in
Winslow renewed pride and honor.

The two men then released
their grips.

“I now need to make a
request of you,” Richard enlightened.

“Anything, Sir!” John
responded with gratitude.

“Since
the Crazy Horse is
undergoing extensive repairs, I request your permission to hold a
staff meeting of all our fleet’s captains and executive officers
aboard the Mariner in about an hour from now. Do I have your permission to do so,
Deputy Commander?” Richard asked respectfully.

“Absolutely, Sir! We can
use one of the hanger bays.” John offered.

“Good. In the meantime,
I’ve issued the necessary orders to bring our fleet up to a state
of full readiness. I desperately need you to help me keep on top of
it,” Wakinyan candidly informed.

“Can do, Sir!” John replied
faithfully. “I’ll make it my absolute priority!”

“Thank you. I’ll see you at
the meeting, John.” Richard said as he turned away to exit the
room.

“Aye-aye, Sir,” Winslow affirmed as Wakinyan
left.

After Wakinyan had vanished, Winslow slowly touched
his collar where a star now was pinned. His fingers brushed the
metal, feeling its cold hardness and pointed tips. It was something
he did not believe or expect.

Although he had craved this rank, he now felt so
ashamed of himself to wear it. But he was resolved to prove
Wakinyan’s trust and belief in him.

As he
turned to leave, Winslow realized how very wrong he had been about
the former captain of the Crazy
Horse. Most Martian Fleet officers still
considered Wakinyan to be a “savage”, but in reality, Wakinyan was
the most civilized man of them all.

Although the Lakota was a resourceful and fierce
warrior when it came to combat, he still valued people and treated
them with an uncommon fairness and respectful courtesy. This was
something Winslow would never have gotten from his other “peers”
who mainly based their decisions on military regulations and
personal agenda.

As John thought more upon
it as he stepped through the hatch, he was absolutely convinced of
his enlightened opinion. It was there for all to see; Commander
Richard Wakinyan was the best man for the job.

 


* * * * *

 


At the edge at the Valamars
System, a repair shuttle lumbered away at a snail’s pace from a
Martian military ship tender that it had been transported in. The
elliptical shaped craft boasted several types of control arms on
either side. The most prominent features, however, were the large
three-prong cylindrical metallic members, which were used for
gripping objects of various widths and depth.

Normally for space travel,
these arms were side-locked and closed, while the ship sped away on
its course. This allowed for greater maneuverability as well as
safety. Yet, the shuttle was on an urgent mission that required the
control arms to be fully extended and opened.

Furthermore, the vehicle’s
speed was extremely slow by deliberate choice. It was prowling
among the domain of asteroids, meteors, and comets for an illusive
device that would serve as the bait in a Martian trap. This made
the shuttle an easy target for any nearby objects hurling through
space at terminal velocities.

Piloting the vehicle,
Captain Benson’s hands sweated nervously on the control sticks he
held. He was not use to flying a craft so slowly, where a rock
moving at over a hundred miles a second could crash into the
shuttle’s thin hull with little or no warning. For this, he hated
being a trusted marine officer of such technical
talents.

“We’re approaching the
cipher scout’s reported insertion point. Do you have a fix on it?”
Benson directed his question to the shuttle’s only other passenger,
Engineer Abner Strephon.

Abner’s face was buried in
the faint glow of a scanner. “No, it’s hard to detect because it’s
made of a carbon composite resin studded with nanometer slit-pins.
These design features were incorporated to bend light around the
scout to make it visually transparent while defeating normal
magnetic scanning. Also each device intermittently broadcasts into
hyperspace using different sets of frequencies that blend in with
the cosmic background radiation.”

Benson grew curious. “How
the hell do you expect to find it then?”

“I said it was hard…not
impossible,” Strephon corrected. “The scout was designed to be
invisible to sensors, but by using a combination of spectral
analysis along with motion detection through gravitational lensing,
we should be able to locate it if it hasn’t drifted too
far.”

“Come again?” Benson was
troubled by the explanation.

“They’re techniques that
were once used to locate asteroids. By comparing subtle changes of
background star patterns along with the density of their spectral
radiation fields, we should be able to spot it. And a faint
diamagnetic reading will verify that it is the scout.” Abner
elaborated further.

“Wouldn’t it be easier to
just drag space with a fishing net?” Benson joked back.

“Oh, I wouldn’t do that,”
the engineer replied impassively.

“Why not?” Benson inquired
curiously.

“Because it’s packed with
enough high explosive to vaporize a star cruiser,” Abner answered
in an uninterested tone, “and any type of interpolated tapering
will detonate it as well.”

Benson just shook his head.
“You know, just once I’d like to have death not as being a mission
option.”

“That’s life in the
military,” Abner chuckled, but then his tone grew serious. “Start
to slow down, I think I’ve spotted it!”

The shuttle then began to
reverse thrust as it came upon the nearly invisible cylinder. Under
Abner’s guidance, Benson carefully aligned the shuttle to the
floating device. As the cylinder spun and idly rotated in space,
the shuttle’s control arms cautiously reached for it.

 


* * * * *

 


Tara
Nargis leaned casually against a bulkhead of the
Mariner, just outside the
landing bay where the staff meeting was to be held. She, Martin
Pearl, and other captains and executive officers from the small
fleet from Cramer’s World were personally requested by Jerome Gris
to be in attendance. Her mind was fixated in imagining what new
contemptible task would be asked of them next.

As Tara
stood watching the comings and goings of “normal” military
personnel, she touched their inner most feelings and thoughts.
Although fear of the anticipated battle was a common theme, the
musing of the stationary freak show
outside the bay temporarily interrupted
it.

The psychic woman heard all
the inner laughter or insulting comments of some passerby’s minds,
while sensing the revulsion or pity from others. All of it
magnified Tara’s own loathing and troubled feelings about
herself—and about her appearance.

 


* * * * *

 


Tara had once been an
exquisitely beautiful woman and a theatric star. Gifted in acting,
song, and dance; she had delighted millions with her performances.
However, at the height of her career, she one day had met a simple
freighter captain. A gentle, strong, and morally upright man, much
like Nathan Wakinyan, she had quickly lost her heart to him. A
short time later, Tara had forsaken all the trappings of stage
success for the love of this enchanting starfarer, becoming his
wife. And Tara had never regretted any of it.

It was a good life, which
opened new doors of learning and adventure. Over the years, Tara
acquired and perfected the skills of a ship’s master, rivaling
those of her husband. In time, however, the urgings to settle down
grew, as so did her family.

With the birth of their two
daughters, it became imperative that the children know a stable
life. The couple then began to look for a safe haven that they
could call home. The one they chose was Cramer’s World.

However, the bliss that
they had sought ended a year later in horrid screams and the agony
of transmutation. People died as their bodies’ physiology rebelled,
replacing flesh, organs, and bones with outlandish substitutes—and
at an accelerated pace.

The plague ravaged
everyone; not even Tara and her family were spared. First her
husband and then her children succumbed to the mysterious illness,
and it did not stop there. After killing Tara’s family, it infected
her and transformed Tara into what she saw as a hideous gargoyle—a
pseudo human being. Yet, the transmutation carried some unexpected
benefits with it. It nearly doubled the capacity of her brain,
endowing her with physic abilities and higher intelligence. But
this meant little to Tara, who deeply felt the loss of her family
and looked upon her own misfortune as a curse.

The new
awareness allowed Tara to know the truth about many things that
were hidden in the minds of others, and for it, she wished she
herself dead. Above the pain of her personal loss, it created new
agonies for the once beautiful woman. No one wanted to look upon
Tara, afraid of even remotely socializing with her. No one wanted
to touch the monstrous freak
called Tara Penelope Nargis. It was easy for her
to cognized why whenever she looked into a mirror. It was her
living nightmare that emulated hell itself.

 


* * * * *

 


As self-pity consumed Tara,
an approaching commotion caught her and the other mutants’
attention. Military personnel were being ordered to step aside.
Against walls they threw themselves, as sharp commands and yells by
several Martian Marine officers motivated their response. The
uniformed mariners did so speedily to let a small group pass down
the corridor unhindered.

As the group drew nearer,
Tara pushed herself away from the bulkhead to get a better view.
She quickly recognized the unmistakable form of her friend Jerome
Gris, leader of the mutants of Cramer’s World. He was huge, over
seven feet tall: an incredible hulk of bluish-tan flesh. The mutant
leader was a man of overpowering strength, genius, and creativity.
It was he who not only made the pact with Paladin, but was also the
architect and builder of the new Martian cities of
Valamars.

Gris was talking to a
smaller, muscular Martian officer of apparent Native American
origin. Tara quickly recognized the aura surrounding the military
man. It glowed with a brilliance of purity, honor, and bravery. She
saw this once before in her mind; it belonged to the “knight” who
had rescued her and her fleet.

Tara quickly became
attentive to every word and thought, for the warrior touched
something deep within, stirring loving memories of her dead
husband. Suddenly, Jerome stopped and pointed her out to the
advancing Lakota warrior. Wakinyan’s eyes then locked on Tara with
a great curiosity that expanded into interest. Tara was startled by
his spontaneous reaction, and stood motionless as the group came
upon her.

“Commander,” Jerome
explained, “this is the woman I’ve been telling you about. I want
you to meet, Captain Tara Nargis.”

Wakinyan smiled as their eyes momentarily met.
However, Tara quickly swiveled her head away in a jerk and dropped
it in embarrassment of her own considered ugliness. The woman’s
eyes shut, closing the door of flesh between them. She did not want
this handsome man to look upon her—and then recoil from her
grotesque appearance.

“Tara,” Jerome introduced,
“this is Commander Richard Wakinyan.

Still, she did not move nor
answer, hoping somewhere inside that they would go away.

Unexpectedly, a hand
reached over and gently took her chin with a thumb and forefinger.
The hand guided her head upwards and towards the front again. Tara
opened her eyes and then came face-to-face with the leader of all
Martian military forces.

“Hello, Miss Nargis,” Wakinyan’s voice softly
greeted tenderly in a disarming smile. “So you are the brave and
resourceful woman I’ve been talking to!” his tone was filled
genuinely with appreciation and approval.

Tara
tried to stumble out some words, but she was caught completely by
surprise. He was gracious and extremely kind. Yet there was
something else; he was not disgusted or reviled by her looks at
all. Instead, her features had swung open a door to Wakinyan’s
past, and he reached out to her with a mental hug of nostalgic
affection. Tara saw the fondness he once held for an alien woman
called “O’lan-te-ahh” and how Tara reminded him of her. But beyond
that, Wakinyan discerned something special in Tara. He also thought
Tara to be—quite cute—and Wakinyan even wondered what it would be like to kiss her.
Tara blinked uncontrollable at the startling revelation of the
handsome man’s thoughts, and then trembled while fighting to hold
back tears. For “her knight” openly saw her through eyes that could
love.

“Mr. Gris has been telling
me of some of your remarkable abilities,” Richard endeavored to get
Tara to speak.

But Tara continued
quivering speechless as she tried to look away again. Richard,
however, did not let her.

“Tara,” Wakinyan bided with
an amiable familiarity, as he held her head steady, “time is short,
and I am very much in need of your abilities. Please. Won’t you
help me…and all the people of our planet?” he asked in almost a
pleading tone.

Meekly she signaled an
“okay” with a nod.

Wakinyan released her chin
and took hold of her hand. “You will stand next to me,” he declared
softly. And with that, he escorted her into the hanger, much to the
chagrin of all around who did watched.

Tara’s chest heaved deeply,
but slowly as they walked together. She clearly sensed their life
energies caress and entwine delicately around each other in a
graceful dance. This dared her to push herself physically closer
into him, allowing their bodies to come into full contact—and their
souls to slightly merge. She was immediately filled with a vibrance
that felt amazingly wonderful and warm. However, something else
stirred in the ether between them. Sad tidings were drawing nearer
to Wakinyan once again, attracted like a magnet. And from the
unalterable sacrifices that would be made, the destinies of all
were to be shaped.

A tear leaked out of each
of her eyes in solace for the devastating grief the loss would
bring upon him. Out of respect for this, Tara stepped back away
from Wakinyan and allowed him the last few precious moments of
unrealized anguish. Unknowing of what Tara perceived, Wakinyan
guided her through the bay.

Despite its massive size,
the bay was over-heated in body temperature. This gave rise to the
unmistakable aroma of pungent sweat that filled the humid air. It
seemed so heavy at times that some members of the assembly found it
disgusting and the smell grew more offending as each second
passed.

The
enormous gathering of officers impatiently awaited the arrival of
their new commander to the deafening sounds of nervous chatter that
reverberated incessantly. The topic of each conversation, however,
remained the same: the engagement with the Earth fleet. Many were
afraid and loudly voiced their opinions about how dire the
situation really was, or how unsure they were about being lead by
Wakinyan. Disagreeing words were openly traded, some very heatedly
as tempers began to flare the longer the wait continued. The
debates finally died into echoes, however, as Major Franks’ voice
finally boomed over a loudspeaker, “ATTENTION!” All became as
planks as they gazed up at the savage leading a freak on top of a work scaffold that
substituted as a podium.

Wakinyan stopped in the middle of the platform, and
eyed the crowd in an unblinking and craggy stare. A face of stone
dared anyone to challenge his authority. None did.

Tara stood next to Richard
with her hand still clutched in his tight grip. She glanced from
him to the crowd, and then back again. Easily, she felt the tension
rise within the space around her; it was dense—almost
suffocating.

“What are they thinking?”
Richard whispered to her.

Tara paused to touch each
mind. There was a slight glow to her eyes that was mostly
undetectable as she reached out.

“They’re scared…and very
unsure of you being in charge,” Tara faithfully reported. Suddenly,
her head dropped with an expression of sorrow, and she found it
difficult to speak. Richard easily saw that there was more in their
thoughts.

“Tara? What else?” he asked
softly, prying for information.

Tara, however, pursed her
lips in a lock. She apparently was hesitant to say.

“Tara … the truth,” Richard
asked again.

“There is no hope among
them!” Tara admitted as she looked back at Richard. “They have
surrendered to death!”

“I see,” Richard responded
to the grim news. He looked out among the gathering and visualized
in his own mind the blackness that consumed each soul. “Well then,”
he spoke with determination. “I guess I better do something about
it.”

With a deep breath, the
proud Lakota warrior took a step forward.

“STAND AT EASE!” Richard
turned and shouted out. “Ladies and gentlemen, I am not here to win
any popularity contest. I know that there is a faction among you
out there that doesn’t think too highly of me,” Wakinyan provoked.
“Frankly…I don’t give a damn!”

Each member was slightly
taken back by Wakinyan’s honesty.

“But what I do give a damn
about…is the helpless people on our transport ships! They are
relying on us not only for their protection and safety…but their
salvation! AND WE ARE NOT GOING TO LET THEM DOWN!” Wakinyan shocked
the crowd with his sudden outburst of raised voice in an
unequivocal promise.

“As you already know, we
are faced with an extremely difficult situation,” Wakinyan
continued, “and I want it to be crystal clear to each and everyone
of you…what exactly is at stake!”

Wakinyan then signaled to
Trager with a waver of his hand. The Earth command officer strode
onto the platform and to Wakinyan’s side.

“This is
Commander Trager, former first officer of the ESS Quinton. And if any of you don’t
recognize the name, it the flagship of the Crimson Fleet…the same
fleet that destroyed Mars…the same fleet that’s headed here!”
Richard informed. “I do believe he has a few things to say to you.
Commander,” Wakinyan beckoned the man to lecture.

Trager squared his jaw and
began. He was remarkably calm, as he was candid.

The officer repeated the
orders given to him by Admiral Darius along with the details of the
massacre of Mars. The entire assemblage of Martian officers
listened aghast, but intently as the deserter regaled the forum in
hard and frightening facts. Trager was then very descriptive and
very blunt about what was going to happen next.

After the deserter
finished, Wakinyan stepped forward once more.

“I know that each one of
you is scared,” Wakinyan challenged them with the truth. More than
a few heads dropped momentarily low.

“So am I,” he admitted.
“But I be damned if I let those murdering butchers just sail right
in here and massacre the lot of us without firing a
shot!”

Wakinyan then became
outraged. “THIS FLEET IS NOT GOING TO ROLL OVER AND DIE! WE ARE
MARTIANS!” he reminded them all, stoking the fire of pride within
each heart. “AND THEY FEAR US! THAT’S WHY THEY’RE COMING HERE! THEY
KNOW IT WAS US WHO HAD BEATEN THE ARRIS, NOT THEM! IT WAS US WHO
HAD BEATENED THE CHA’LAS, NOT THEM! AND THEY’RE AFRAID THAT ONE DAY
WE ARE GOING SAIL BACK TO EARTH…AND TAKE OUR REVENGE!
AND…THEY…ARE…RIGHT!”

Wakinyan drew more air into
his lungs.

“WE…ARE…THE MARTIANS! AND WE HAVE THE FINEST FLEET
IN THE GALAXY! THERE IS NONE THAT CAN COMPARE TO IT! AND I DON’T
CARE WHAT KIND OF TECHNOLOGY THEY HAVE; NOT ONE OF THEIR STINKING
SHIPS IS GOING TO SURVIVE US…OR TOMORROW! THAT I PROMISE!” Wakinyan
trumpeted wild eye and at the top of his lungs.

Randall
smiled broadly as he watched his friend do a modern-day rendition
of a War Dance to
inspire the fleet. Randall knew, however, it wasn’t an act, but
rather the spirit of a man who never accepted
defeat.

As
Richard paused, unexpectedly Randall’s hands began to clap, slowly
at first. Other officers turned and looked at the new captain of
the Crazy Horse as
he broke the silence of the bay. It was
then that Randall began to clap harder and faster. Suddenly, other
hands joined in, a few at first, and then the clapping grew louder.
It seemed to be contagious, as it passed from person-to-person.
Within a minute, it became a thunderous applaud and was joined by
buoyant smiles and whistling.

“WAKINYAN! WAKINYAN! WAKINYAN!” the Martian officers
began to chant, bedazzled by the commander’s prophecy of
victory.

Richard allowed the
starfaring Martian warriors to remember their self-respect for over
a minute. He then released Tara from his grip and held up both
hands over his head to silence them.

“Should any of you have any
doubts, I think it’s fair to say that we’re not going to negotiate
a peaceful settlement with these murdering cutthroats!” Wakinyan
joked.

Many officers laughed at
the remark.

Wakinyan became a little
more at ease. “My plan is simple,” he confided. “We’re going to
give these Earthers what they want…but not the way they want it!
They will bleed every step of the way, until they finally run into
a Martian wall of steel! And then that wall is going to fall right
on top of them! And the only thing that’s going to be left of them
is elbows and toe nails!”

More cheering came as
spirits rose and hope was renewed.

Wakinyan quieted the crowd
once more and drifted back into seriousness. “There is much work to
be done and little time to do it in. So let’s gets
started!”

Each ear then turned and
listened as the Martian Fleet Commander revealed his
strategy.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 22:
Countdown

 


The staff meeting had
progressed well in the forty minutes that it lasted, and Wakinyan’s
unveiled strategy was more than well received. It was a fire that
consumed the pall of hopelessness and brought forth a gleaming
light of optimism. It was a simple plan that relied on deception
and surprise; there was little to go wrong. In every mind that
heard it, it conjured up untold devastation for the Earth forces.
Only a few minor improvements were needed to the planned military
operation, as the gathering transformed into a brainstorming
secession.

Finally, it was over, but
the Martian military officers left the hanger bay with renewed
confidence and the absolute belief that they could win. Still,
there were a few matters that were unclear, and several people
lingered about for their own needed audience with
Wakinyan.

Jerome Gris was one of
these. He stood next to Tara and the other mutant officers
patiently as Wakinyan held an impromptu conference with Trager and
Winslow. As Gris gave a scorching look at the man, his anger was
noticeably clear. The Martian officer provoked hostility within him
for not only volunteering them to take part in the coming battle,
but for the role they were expected to play in the conflict. It was
an exceedingly dangerous one, if not suicidal. The mutant leader
was not going to allow the slaughter of his people. Yet, Gris still
held true respect for Wakinyan by the rescue of the last of his
ships. For this act of mercy, his tongue was presently
stilled.

“Well, that’s it,” Richard
summed up his thoughts. “Any final comments?”

Winslow rubbed his chin,
uncertain of a few trivialities. “I think using the re-programmed
cipher scout to lure them in is a good idea, but what if they don’t
go for it?”

Trager flashed a quick
smile. “Selena is nobody’s fool, but she’s an arrogant ass. She
believes that her state-of-the-art technology and overwhelming
firepower is more than enough to give her a victory. Beside
that…she hates Martians most of all! She’ll take the bait alright …
but what she does afterwards is anybody’s guess,” Trager pointed
out.

“Arrogance knows no
bounds,” Wakinyan interjected, “and breeds stupidity! That will be
her undoing!”

“I hope so,” Trager voiced
concerned, “but you’ll be the ones facing her…not me.”

Wakinyan grimaced. “Tell
me, if you had a ship, would you fight against her?” he asked
curiously.

Trager became totally
serious. “I’d give my life for the chance!” the Earth officer’s
anger boiled over at the thought of the “thing” that he loathed the
most.

“Now,
isn’t that a strange coincidence,” Richard feinted ignorance, “I
been replacing officers on the ships held formerly by Earth
loyalists…and I’ve seemed to come up one officer shy,” Wakinyan
informed the other two men. “How would you feel about commanding a
Martian battle cruiser: the Mir?”

Trager broke into a
chuckle. “When can I take command of her?”

“Immediately!” Richard
became no-nonsense again. “I’ll even give you a good first
officer.”

Wakinyan then snapped his
fingers as a signal to a pretty black woman standing some distance
away. She broke out of her stance and jogged up to the
trio.

“Commander Trager, this is
Captain Vanessa Parks,” Wakinyan introduced. “Besides being one
royal pain-in-the-ass, she is one of the most capable officers in
the fleet.”

Vanessa giggled lightly at
the remark.

Trager took a moment to
study the athletic woman, whose features seemed artistically
carved. Her full lips beckoned him with a bright smile, while her
dark eyes sparkled in mischief and a love of life.

“She’ll do just find,
Commander,” Trager heartily accepted the woman.

“Good! Then I’ll leave you
two to get acquainted,” Richard said as he started to break away.
Suddenly, he stopped in his tracks and turned back to the Earthman.
“You know, there is something I’ve been meaning to ask you,”
Wakinyan pried. “Why did you desert?”

Trager drew a deep breath
and reached into his top left-hand pocket. He pulled out a small
rectangular metal case and handed to Wakinyan. “Go ahead. Open it
up,” Trager insisted.

It was a little hard, but
Wakinyan broke the case open. The man suddenly felt a brief gust of
air rush passed his hands as the case yielded a “pop” from its
broken vacuum seal. The Martian officer then peered inside the
container. A small strip with a multitude of tiny and long flexible
fingers lay in a transparent blue gel, which bore a faint musky
scent. It appeared to be part metal, part plastic…but chiefly made
of biomaterial. Richard knew that the Earth sciences created many
wonders in technology, but this device was an advance design. The
biomimetic and nanoscience apparatus was complex, and yet, ever so
tiny. However, something seemed out of place with it; it held a
darkness that made the Lakota uncomfortable. And the more he
studied it, the more certain he was of its sinister
nature.

“What is it?” Wakinyan
questioned uneasily.

“A Watcher,” Trager
explained. “It’s an implant to be mounted onto the cerebral cortex
of a person’s brain. Supposedly, it’s been designed to monitor body
functions to ensure that their health is kept at optimum levels and
to generate a distress signal should a person implanted with it
become either sick or injured.”

Richard studied the object
closely. “I assume it does more than that.”

“Oh, much more!” Trager
edified. “It contains approximately 50,000 omega processing chips
made from Quantum Dots and Wires, giving it a rudimentary
intelligence. And all those thin fiber-like members are its carbon
nanotubes interfaces coated with a thin layer of nerve protein so
it’s not rejected by the host’s body.”

“What about power and
memory?” Wakinyan questioned further as he traced the device with
his eyes. “It would seem that the processors would take up most of
the device and leave very little for anything else.”

Trager smirked. “That’s
because it has the most novel power and memory system ever devised
… the human brain! It derives its energy from chemical reactions,
but its power consumption is low. Yet, it can transmit a data
signal at a frequency of 70 Kilo Hertz at 10 dB using the body as
its antenna.”

“That’s incredible!”
Winslow interjected.

Trager’s smirk transformed
into a sly grin. “Its memory storage is even more incredible. The
Watcher can store data, programs, and anything else it wants…in the
unused portion of the mind without the wearer’s consent or
conscious knowledge of them.”

Wakinyan’s frown deepened
and became troubled. “That seems to be a bit of over-kill for just
a monitor. So what is it real purpose, then?”

A strange glow came to
Trager’s eyes along with a caustic tone to his words. “It’s a
combination surveillance and remote control system…for human
beings!”

The Martian officers’
expressions transposed to outright shock.

“Imagine if you will, some
computer being able to not only monitor everything you see and
hear, but feel and think as well…and all of it uploaded to a
central database. But that’s only part of its capabilities. It can
modify its user’s behavior and personality as well…to create a
model citizen. It does this through pain, or by controlling the
brain’s nerve impulses in producing different types of feelings or
by substituting its own false memories!” Trager boasted. “Truly an
extraordinary tool for the ultimate police state, don’t you
think?”

Wakinyan was dumfounded for
a moment, as he stood carefully digesting Trager’s words. “That’s a
bit frightening! How did you come by this?”

Trager
smiled. “It was part of a lot that was shipped to the
Quinton for implantation
into the human members of its crew. Recently, Earth Fleet Command
is requiring first-line crews to either get the implant, become a
cyborg…or resign from the service,” Trager’s voice became
mono-toned. “However, the shipment sent to the Quinton was accidentally exposed to
radiation. Our ship’s surgeon turned all of them over to Abner. He
wanted to make sure they weren’t contaminated. Well, Abner being
the curious type, decide to do a little
tinkering.”

“I think it would take a
little more than speculation to risk a death sentence,” Winslow
interrupted.

Trager gave Winslow a harsh
stare. “Abner is more than an engineer; he’s a scientist! And he
doesn’t speculate!” Trager’s tone momentarily grew
angry.

“Sorry,” Winslow apologized.

Trager went on. “There were
other issues as well; crewmen being routinely executed for the most
trivial of infractions, human beings slowly replaced in the
military and government by machines, a whole world’s population
hooked on drugs, and virtual brain stimulation while being fed a
constant barrage of propaganda. What’s more…there are
rumors!”

“Rumors of what?” Vanessa
joined in.

“A secret government, black
projects, experiments on innocent people: all the things that
nightmares are made from. I’m sure that the colonists from Cramer’s
World can attest to that!” Trager concluded.

“You paint a very bleak
picture, Mr. Trager,” Richard noted.

“Commander, I don’t paint
pictures,” Trager was undaunted, “I merely interpret them. You’ve
done that yourself. That’s why you fled Mars, isn’t it? To tell you
the truth though, I’m not sure why you’ve taken such a big risk in
trusting us, but I like the idea of being a free man
again.”

“Such things come at a very
high price, Mr. Trager,” Richard reminded.

“Perhaps,” Trager agreed,
“but it’s better to die a free man than to be something else’s
slave!”

“You know,” Winslow
interrupted again, “you sound just like a Martian!”

Wakinyan looked over at
Gris, knowing he had another crisis to face. Richard then quickly
stuck out his hand to Trager. “Welcome aboard, Mr. Trager, and good
luck to you!”

Richard shook his hand,
along with the other two officers. He then turned and marched
towards Gris and the other mutants. As he approached the group, he
realized that his idea of their contribution to the operation did
not sit well with them at all. Within a minute, however, he stood
before them like a guilty man standing before a judge awaiting his
verdict.

The face of each mutant
readily showed displeasure with Wakinyan, unsure of him and his
motives. Even Tara was disappointed, believing she was just fooling
herself about Richard, refusing to look into his mind to see the
truth. The Lakota’s expression was filled with regret over this,
but was steady in courage. Richard waited for Gris to speak first,
however.

“Why Wakinyan? Why did you
volunteer my people in front of everyone to lay those mines?” Gris
toned both angrily and with some cynicism.

Richard sighed. “I know
what your people have endured…how they’ve been treated in the past
by other normals. I know what it is like to be an outcast, and I
didn’t want that to happen again! I didn’t want that to happen to
you!” Richard confessed emotionally.

“Don’t give me that bull!
You’re no better than the rest of them!” Jerome exploded. “You just
want to put a few more of us out of our misery!”

“You’re wrong about that!”
Richard implored. “Don’t you see, this is something you have to
do!”

But Gris just shot him
questioning glance.

“Look, this battle will
always be considered the most crucial moment for this world. And
the Martians some day will ask you: why didn’t you help defend
Valamars from the Earth fleet? And if you don’t have a good excuse,
the next question will be: if you don’t want to defend the planet,
then what the hell are you doing here?” Richard bluntly pointed
out. “How will you answer them?”

Gris reflected on this, but
was at a loss for words. The other mutants were just as unsettled
and stared blankly at each other as none did reply.

“So I see,” Richard
observed, “You can’t!”

Silence filled the air once
more.

“Gris,” Wakinyan offered words from his heart, “this
battle will define us as one people united! When the Martians see
your crews risk their lives along side the Martian Fleet, how can
anyone ever speak against you then…and deny your rightful place
here as citizens?”

Wakinyan continued. “Also,
combat creates bonds between people. That’s why the military is
always at the forefront of positive societal change. We will be
working together, living together, and fighting together…while
respecting and relying on each other. And because of that, we will
merge as one world!”

“There is no denying the
danger in all this. Particularly, the task I am asking of you. But
it is of such paramount importance that the plan cannot succeed
without it. And so this transfers to all of you. Your bravery
becomes a major reason for our victory!”

Jerome’s expression began
to change, enlightened by Richard’s views as well as intrigued by
them.

“Finally, there is one
other thing to consider,” Richard alluded to. “The monsters that
murdered your families and mutated to you…have sent one of their
fine fleets to finish the job. I can’t think of a better way to
paid them back, then to make trillions of particles out of
it!”

“He’s telling the truth!”
Tara spoke out in defense of “her knight” as she stepped forward
and in front of him.

Gris was surprised by
Tara’s assertive behavior. He never saw her like this before. The
woman’s face was a mirror of her passion and her steadfast belief
in the Martian leader. Above all, she was not about to back
down.

“How do the rest of you
feel about this?” Jerome quizzed his officers.

Again the mutants glanced
among each other, but it was Martin Pearl who spoke up first.
Unaccustomed to being center stage of things, he naturally grabbed
everyone’s attention.

“I know Wakinyan risked his
life and ships for us! No one else has ever done that before!”
Martin was adamant. “Besides, I lost my whole family because of the
plague. I want them to feel the same agony they caused us! I say,
we do it!”

The other mutants quickly
agreed unanimously.

Gris slowly broke into a
grin, which turned into sudden a laugh. “Wakinyan, you do have a
way with words. Alright, we’re in.”

Richard stuck out his hand. “For all the
people of Valamars!” he vowed sincerely.

Jerome took Richard’s hand
and shook it heartily. “For all the people of Valamars!” Jerome
pledged as well.

 


* * * * *

 


It had
taken over an hour and a half to reprogram the cipher scout, but it
had been successfully accomplished. Yet, the chancy procedure had
proved to more perilous than first realized. Both Abner and Captain
Benson had sweated through several heart-pounding minutes as the
device for no reason armed itself and raced to detonation. Yet,
through the cool headedness and technical skills of
Quinton’s former chief
engineer, the final sequence had just been narrowly avoided by
seconds. It had been no wonder and with great relief that the pair
had happily relinquished the mechanism back into depths of space
after they had finished.

With
their mission thus accomplished, they were picked up by the bigger
Martian ship, which then headed back towards the fleet. As the
vessel approached and then anchored near Valamars and the
collective of Martian vessels, the shuttle was then released for
its rendezvous with the Crazy
Horse.

“What the—” Benson loudly
vocalized his confusion as the small craft cleared the ship
tender.

Although Abner was relaxing
in his seat in front of his shutdown instruments, he turned away
and wondered what had so startled the otherwise collected and cool
marine. Curiosity beckoned as the engineer left his post and came
forward to see for himself. The answer was found shockingly through
the craft’s forward windshield: the Martian Fleet was teeming with
active.

Beyond the normal tenders
and supply ships moving about, a multitude of shuttles dangerously
zigzagged at high speed in every direction. Their movements gave
urgency to their flight, and everywhere, spacesuited crewmen of
every warship worked feverishly on the outer hulls of the huge
vessels. Particularly around the bows of the ships, the laser
weapons, and engine rooms; the arcing of laser torches burned
constant and brightly like a million candles flickering in the
night. Even some of the civilian craft seemed immersed in this
madness. It was quite a spectacle, but to Captain Benson it left no
doubt, the Martian Fleet was gearing-up for war.

“What the hell is going
on?” Abner questioned.

“Beats the crap out of me,”
Benson replied. “Hang on! This is going to be rough!” Benson then
throttled-up the craft and shot into the mass insanity of careening
vessels and quickly vanished within.

 


* * * * *

 


Five
minutes later, the shuttle set down in Bay One of the
Crazy Horse. As the two
men departed the craft, they were amazed to find that the activity
outside the ship was a mere prelude to the massive effort that was
being performed inside.

Shuttles
were being ripped apart by marines and apparently armed with
missile tubes and canisters bolted to their sides and roofs along
with other weaponry. Not surprisingly, the engineers who had
deserted the Quinton aided the marines in this task, but
they were predominately engaged in rewiring the vehicles to make
the deadly weapons operational.

These projectiles were
conceived for one purpose: to kill ships. Each single large tube
sported an individual missile with a massive warhead, while the
canisters held twenty smaller ones. Yet, both require more than a
squad of marines to heave them around into position. There was much
yelling, cursing, sweating, and muscular strain, but through it
all, they toiled relentlessly like a colony of ants.

Both Abner and Benson were
awestruck. Safety was abandoned for time while calamity waited
diligently in the shadows. The missiles were precariously stacked
together in numerous pyramids that were about six feet high. Even
with the precaution of every missile fuse removed and stored
elsewhere, it was a dangerous process—one born out of
desperation.

“About time you two showed
up!” the familiar voice of Major Franks boomed from behind
them.

As the two new arrivals
turned to face the commanding marine officer, Captain Benson
noticed that the rank of “Oak Clusters” was gone from Franks’
collar, each replaced by a single star.

“Major?” Benson was
surprised by the change in rank.

Franks grinned. “It’s
general now, thanks to Wakinyan. Captain, was your mission
successful?”

The stunned Captain Benson,
however, did not utter a single word.

“It’s primed and ready,”
Abner interjected.

“Excellent!” Franks was
pleased. “By the way, Mr. Strephon, you’re desperately needed in
the engine room. Do you think you can find your way
there?”

“I’ll manage,” Abner
strangely felt a part of this unusual crew and battered Martian
warship. He quickly sprinted off to make himself more
useful.

Franks then glanced back to the still stunned
Captain Benson. A big grin broke out across Franks’ face. “You’re
out of uniform, Benson!” the general critiqued the marine.

Benson looked himself over, but did not see anything
wrong.

Franks held out an open hand where two small objects
rested. “Here, put these on,” the commanding marine said.

Benson gazed down upon two subdued eagles that lay
in his Franks’ palm. Slowly it dawned on him that he was being
promoted to colonel.

“Why, Sir?” Benson asked confused.

“According to Wakinyan,” Franks replied, “it’s to
put the Corp on par with the fleet. But personally I think that’s a
lot of BS,” the older marine officer confided. “I think he’s
promoting the people who he feels are leaders…in the hope that some
of them will survive.”

Benson hesitantly removed his old “railroad bars”
and replaced them with the eagles. He wasn’t sure what to make of
this, but if it was true, it meant that there wouldn’t be much of
the fleet left after tomorrow.

“By the
way,” Franks continued, “don’t be surprised at some of the other
promotions Wakinyan made. For example, Gunnery Sergeant Gagarin is
now…Captain Gagarin!”

Benson shot Franks another look of incredulity.

“Yup! Did it right in front of me,” Franks
acknowledged as he thought back, but his face became suddenly
twisted in puzzlement. “You know, as Wakinyan pinned those bars on
him, he made some comment about welcoming Gagarin to the…goat-screw
club. I wonder what he meant by that?”

Benson shook his head. “I haven’t a clue, Sir.

Franks turned back to the sight of the shuttles
being refurbished. “Well, let’s get to it. These things are not
going to arm themselves.”

The two marine officers then joined in the task of
transforming the shuttles into weapon platforms.

 


* * * * *

 


Captain James Randall’s eyes were transfixed upon
the alien ship as it oscillated in glowing colors. The brilliance
was almost that of a star, and it obscured most of its hull’s
details in blinding illumination. From his vantage-point on the
bridge, it seemed that the aliens had repaired the breach in the
outer skin and were possibly now testing or troubleshooting their
engines, but this was all speculation on his part.

Mesmerized by the
exhibition, he had not noticed Squadron Leader Colette Boussard
standing next to him. She had quietly slipped onto the bridge and
had joined him as a spectator.

“Have you ever seen anything like that before?” she
asked.

“Never in my entire life,” James answered.
“That’s really weird. The breach in the hull just seemed to slowly
disappear.”

“What do you think they’re doing?” Boosy became
curious.

“Who knows? Maybe their giving themselves a tan,”
Randall joked.

“I hate to see what they look like with or without
one,” Boosy’s mind imagined several ghastly and unearthly forms,
prowling the darkened inner depths of the ship. “Does Rich know
about this?” she wondered.

“Yup. Even tried to communicate with them,” James
informed her, “but the conversation was a bit one-sided.”

“What did he say?”

Randall paused for a moment. “Well, he thanked them
for protecting our ships and said they were welcomed here. He said
they were free to leave at anytime. And then he told them that the
Earth Fleet was on its way here, and that we were going to engage
them in battle. If they couldn’t get out, we would protect
them.”

“And?” Boosy’s curiosity grew.

James turned and looked at the auburn woman. “They
didn’t answer.”

“That’s it?” Boosy was surprised.

“That’s it,” James validated.

“Where’s Rich now?” questioned Boosy.

Again James paused. “Officially, he’s inspecting the
ship. Unofficially … he’s in the chapel.”

Boosy was taken back. “That’s one place I thought
he’d never go in,” her voice went soft.

Randall frowned. “I guess he has a lot on his
mind…and needs to talk to someone about it.”

“Thanks,” Colette said as she rushed away.

 


* * * * *

 


There was an ancient adage that the older, more
experienced Martian Marines acknowledged as pure truth; “There are
no atheists in a foxhole.” This axiom was reflected in the thinking
of the vast majority of Martians who were followers in the
Christian faith. In these waning moments before the battle, all
prayed for their deliverance from the Crimson Fleet. But this was
not the first plague cast onto the Martians by the Earth’s
government.

Although the main reason for
immigration to Mars was due to monetary gain, a developing harrying
by the state’s growing nondenominational sponsored church made the
decision of relocation quite easy. In the name of peace and
harmony, The Order carefully manipulated men and women to join in the same
belief system that The Order
considered as correct and suitable—their own.
This was to help rid the human race of internal strife and
conflicts as well as any dissent within the masses. It became the
mantra of the one world government as all religions were slowly
targeted for elimination. But many still practiced the values they
were brought up in, regardless of the growing danger.

The Martian Fleet Commander was no different in
this. Somewhere inside, he still believed in the God he was brought
up to respect and love. Driven by the innocent child within,
Richard Wakinyan knelt humbly before the altar of his ship’s chapel
and the large crucifix that was raised behind it. With the hatch
closed, he came to face both his demons—and his Creator.

Richard’s
doubts grew in the time he had left the Mariner, giving way to an undeniable realization. Regardless of how furiously
the Martians fought the next day, the battle was beyond his
control. Furthermore, what Paladin had said came to pass: all eyes
were upon him now, seeking salvation from certain death. But
Wakinyan knew that he, their deliverer, was not able to bequeath
this from his own skill and cunning alone, nor from bravery of his
fleet. It was going to take someone bigger than all of them
combined to grant victory, and rescue the Martians from their
plight.

It had
been many years since Richard had uttered a single word of prayer.
Not since before the death of his uncle and his friends aboard
the Soaring Eagle had he sought consolation with the Lord. For Wakinyan had
blame God for their deaths, and questioned why good people had to
die so horribly. It had been a question he saw no answer to, save
but one: if God wouldn’t protect the helpless and destroy the
wicked—then he would.

The Lakota fought tenaciously as a fierce and
rampaging tiger, ripping his enemies apart and watching them
perished before him. Yet, with each small victory, more foes came
to replace them, for evil filled the universe with its minions. And
in the end, Wakinyan realized that he was still but a mere man
whose limits were quite evident in the lives he could not save.

Yet in the dawning of every new day, Wakinyan’s eyes
were opened a little wider. He was not alone in this struggle.
There were many like him, men and women who stood against the
menacing and immoral at their own peril. Perhaps, these men and
women—like him—were God’s solution to the vile that plagued the
cosmos, helped occasionally by miracle or two. However, it was a
miracle or two Richard needed now.

With bowed head, Richard prayed as he had never done
before. He prayed until tears rolled from his eyes; he prayed until
his soul lay bared and emptied before the Lord. For the weight of
the leadership he never wanted, fell heavy upon his shoulders, and
all that was important to him now were the many precious lives that
he had been entrusted with. Abandoning all pride, he begged and
pleaded with God for every one of them. And from the genuineness
and love in his own heart, he readily offered up a sacrifice: his
own in exchange.

Finally, he ran out of words and waited, hoping for
some sign—anything. But in the many minutes that passed, none came,
and slowly with every passing second, he felt more and more
foolish.

Suddenly, Richard heard the hatch behind him open
and he quickly wiped the wet sorrow from his face. After blessing
himself with the sign of the cross, he stood up and turned in a
military manner to face the intruder. It was Boosy.

She wore a thin cloaked smile, but seemed afraid to
approach. “Am I interrupting something?” Colette was
respectful.

Richard smiled. “No. Not a thing,” he lied.

Colette walked up to him and kissed him on the
mouth. “I was wondering what it would take to get you in here with
me,” she tried to joke.

But Richard cast his eyes down for a moment as his
jaw tightened.

“Sorry,” she apologized and kissed him again. Boosy
then hugged him as hard as she could. “I know you have a lot on
your mind … but I didn’t want to leave things unfinished between
us…in case something happened.”

Wakinyan’s arms encircled her in a loving
embrace. “Nothing is going to happen,” Richard tried to sound
upbeat.

Boosy kissed him a third time. “I think…it’s out of
your hands, Commander,” the words stumbled out of Colette’s mouth.
“I have a feeling that…that I’m not going to see you again!”

“What do you mean?” Richard dared to ask.

For a moment, Colette looked away from him as her
eyes filled with tortured distress. “I don’t think I’m going to
live past tomorrow!” she said near to tears.

Richard felt her fear reach up into him and touch
his soul. It was as if a black shroud surrounded the woman and
entwined her in its shadow, and this impression of death chilled
his spine.

“Boosy, I won’t let
anything happen to you! I won’t let you die! I’ll stop them! I
swear it!” Richard honestly promised with a renewed vigor and
determination to defy the premonition.

His noble selfless chivalry and his love delighted
Colette’s heart. “You’re many wonderful things, Rich…but you’re not
God! This is something you can’t stop!”

However, Wakinyan became
angry. “I won’t have you believing in a self-fulfilling prophecy! I
am giving you a direct order! You are to remain with the civilian
ships!” he demanded.

“If it’s going to happen, there is no way you can
protect me … and I will not leave my squadron!”

But Richard was insistent, as his voice began to
waver. “You will do as you are told!”

“No!” Boosy cried back softy. “I won’t!”

Suddenly, Richard’s eyes expelled a few tears. “Damn
it!” his voice trailed to a whisper. “I don’t want to lose you too!
I don’t want to lose you too!” as his hug quickly tightened.

“You won’t!” Boosy comforted in return, “I’ll always
be with you!”

The two frail human beings then kissed—and loved
each other in a lasting farewell as the minutes ticked by.

 


* * * * *

 


It was
some time later that Boosy walked into the sickbay of the
Crazy Horse. Medical
specialists hurriedly sped passed her to board the last departing
shuttles.

A nurse, however, called backed to Rhianna, “Doctor,
we’re all packed and leaving!”

“Good!” Rhianna said as she packed the last of her
things. “I’ll join you there in a few minutes.”

It was then that Colette decided to step in front of
her. “Going somewhere, doctor?” she asked.

Rhianna looked up and was
surprised to see the auburn woman whom she knew as Richard’s girl
friend. The blonde, however, took it in stride. “Your
Boy Scout has just
decided to commit suicide with his ship. But at least he has the
decency to order all non-essential personnel off,” the doctor
gloated.

For a minute, no other
words were exchanged. Boosy, however, seethed silently in anger as
the doctor finished packing.

Rhianna closed her case and
stood up. “I hope all you soldiers have a nice little war. I’ll be
sure to drink a toast to your memory…when I’m back on Earth!” she
added nastily.

As Rhianna began to leave,
Boosy suddenly grabbed the surgeon by the arms and pushed her down
on an examination table.

“Doctor,
you aren’t getting back to Earth!” Boosy loudly articulated point
blank. “While Rich was busy rescuing those colonists from Cramer’s
World, he managed to pick up a few deserters from the enemy’s
flagship. One of them was Commander Trager, the Quinton’s first officer! And he
brought us some interesting news. The Earthers are going to wipeout
this entire fleet…and that includes you!” Boosy informed the woman
as shock and fear filled Rhianna’s eyes.

“Isn’t it ironic; the very
people you’ve ridiculed and insulted over the years are the same
ones you need to save your precious little neck!” Colette
continued. “To tell you the truth, I don’t think anyone is going to
live through this. But I’ll be damned if I let you walk out of here
without telling you what I think!”

From a pocket, Colette
pulled out a memory wafer and tossed it upon Rhianna’s chest. “I
stumbled across that about a year ago. It’s a letter of resignation
from the service by Richard. He wrote it just before you filed for
divorce,” Boosy’s face was flushed with indignation. “Go ahead,
take a look at it! To please you, he was going to give up all the
things he loved the most! And you know why…because he loved you
even more!”

With a shaky hand, Rhianna
reached out and picked the wafer up to study it.

But Colette gave her no
respite. “You self-centered little bitch, that is one hell of a man
out there! You know what he’s about to do? He is going to pump all
of the air out of every warship in the fleet and fight in space
suits! That’s so the fleet will be able to take a tremendous
pounding while inflicting the most damage it can…before it’s
destroyed! Better to lose the entire Martian Battle Fleet than to
have every man, woman, and child slaughtered. That’s why he’s
emptying this ship. He’s giving you and as many people as he can a
chance to live. This, while sacrificing his own life in
return.”

Rhianna looked up into
Colette’s face and saw an expression of pure hate.

“Well, I guess you better
get to your shuttle before it leaves,” Colette snickered. “But if
you ever get to make your toast, remember this; Richard Wakinyan is
a damn fool! But not for the reasons you think. It’s because deep
down inside, he is still in love with you! And whatever he sees in
you…is surely blind to the rest of us!”

Boosy then departed as
quickly as she came, leaving Rhianna alone in the sickbay. For a
moment, the woman seemed unfazed by the squadron leader’s speech,
but unexpectedly, she began to sob.

“What have I done?” Rhianna
finally saw the truth in her own contemptible actions. Suddenly, an
immense stabbing pain struck her in the back of her head like a
sharp knife. In a short scream, the doctor reeled and fell to the
floor in agony. Mercifully, however, she slipped into
unconsciousness.

 


* * * * *

 


As
Wakinyan wandered unto the bridge of the Crazy Horse, James saw the irritation
on the Lakota’s face. Wakinyan’s eyes were slightly squinted and
angry, while his body was tense like a wound spring. Randall
immediately recognized his friend was in a foul mood, but James
pretended not to notice.

“Kind of quiet up here,”
Randall tried some small-talk to lighten things up.

“It won’t be for long!”
Richard’s stern voice promised retribution for the hated Earthers.
“What do you have to report?”

James rubbed his eyes in
tiredness. “Well…the fleet’s getting there. However, it doesn’t
seem like there’s enough equipment, personnel…or time to go
around.”

“As for
us, repairs from our previous
adventures are still ongoing. Marcus has
just laid the last of the redundant control cables. All spacesuits
have been checked and declared functional. The magnetic reflector
shield plates have been mounted on the bow and all other critical
areas of the ship along with being covered with a heavy coating of
Aerogel to improve heat resistance and scattering of any laser
energy. The ion field generators are also in place. Should we be
targeted by any electron-accelerator cannons, the entire hull will
be highly charged to their negative polarity and hopefully slow or
dissipate most of the energy of their blast. But just how much
protection that’ll really afford us is
debatable.”

“What about the lasers?”
Wakinyan was keen to know.

“Per your orders, all rods
for both the main gun and secondary lasers will fire at once, their
power cables have been tripled to accommodate the increased load,
and the safeties have been removed for sustained fire. But that
worries me; they’ll be drawing a lot more power, which means
they’re going to get really hot! If any of the laser rods burn out
or crack from the heat under combat…they’ll be no way to repair
them.”

“What about the alternate
power source?” Richard questioned further.

“If we lose all power from
the converters, gravity will be compartmentalized and sustained for
about three minutes…provided the main flux condenser is not
destroyed. For our weapons, we have one, maybe two shots with the
main gun from the improvised battery power. No more! Secondary
lasers will have enough stored energy to fire for about 15
seconds.” Jim then smirked in a laugh, “That should be enough to
take at least one more of those bastards with us!”

The remark shook Wakinyan
out of his funk. He marveled at Randall’s total support, regardless
of what was probably a certain end. “You know something, Jim?
You’re a damn good friend!” Richard admitted.

“It will be a good day!”
Randall repeated Wakinyan’s favorite expression.

Wakinyan finally smiled.
“Anything else?” he relaxed.

Randall returned his smile.
“Ah, yes…the newly appointed General Franks.”

“What did he do now?”
curiosity bade Wakinyan.

“Remember how you said he
could have twenty shuttles to arm with missiles,” James reminded
Wakinyan of a previous consent.

“Yeah,” Wakinyan recalled
the decision induced by the marine officer’s insistence of their
participation in the coming battle. “With him acting as a decoy, it
makes sense not to leave them defenseless. So what’s the
problem?”

James threw his head back.
“Well apparently, he can’t count so good…he’s armed over a hundred
of them! And that’s not all, he got every type of weapon he could
beg, borrow, or steal. And they are some of the weirdest looking
contraptions I’ve ever seen!” Randall faithfully reported. “I think
he has some crazy notion about him and his marines taking on the
Earthers by all themselves.”

Wakinyan just chuckled
softly. “Jarheads!”

 


* * * * *

 


On rim of the Magnus Sol
System, the Crimson Fleet licked its wounds as each vessel finished
the last of their repairs. However, shock still reverberated
through every ship at the damage the eight Martian destroyers had
inflicted. The fleet’s reputation of invincibility lay shattered in
the ruined and burned-out hulks that had once been the pride of
Earth’s mightiest armada. Although two obsolete Martians destroyers
had paid the ultimate price for the insult, more than a score of
various Earth vessels were destroyed with them and many others
damaged. It was a humiliating defeat.

On the
bridge of the Quinton, Selena stewed in her own venom and malevolence. Once again
the Martians had humbled her, but this time they succeeded only
because of the help by Trager and his mutineers. The damage was so
extensive to her fleet that it required nearly a day’s worth of
overhauling and replacement to make the crimson ships fully
operational again.

The
battle matrix system was back online as well, but only because the
needed spare parts were stripped out of the Ruthann. However, it crossed Selena’s
mind that should there be any more traitors about; sabotage to the
matrix at a critical moment was still a possibility. This thought
angered her even more, and she vowed that this would not happen
again.

“CAPTAIN RENEE!” Darius yelled out near the
top of her lungs.

Renee’s head spun to
Selena’s demanding tone. He then abruptly ended a conversation with
the damage control officer and turned to her. Quickly leaving the
man behind, Renee swiftly paced to Selena’s side.

Darius sat in her command
chair like relaxing on a couch. However, her face was contorted in
the lines of hate and revenge.

“Renee, how long until all
repairs to the fleet are made?” Selena interrogated her
subordinate.

“All ships will be fully
functional within the hour, Admiral,” the captain briefed the woman
cyborg.

Selena motioned Renee
closer with an index finger. “This is an order you will carry out
without question! Do you understand?” she asked in deadly
earnest.

The sound of Selena’s voice
alarmed Renee, but he stood ready to comply. “Yes, Admiral,” he
acknowledged.

“Good,” Selena was not in
the mood for any back talk. “When the fleet has completed all
repairs, this is what you will do!” and she began to explain what
she had in mind.

Renee listened intently to Darius’ order.
However, the command was one he could not believe. The more she
spoke, the more he was convinced that she was obsessed—and perhaps
bordered on madness. Still, he accepted her military decree, and
once she finished, he began to make the necessary preparations to
carry it out.

An hour
later, the last full humans aboard the Quinton were rounded up. They were
beaten bloody, pushed, and dragged into an empty, but repaired
shuttle bay by their cyborg shipmates who were armed. The humans
did not understand reason for their physical abuse and begged for
it to stop. Their pleas, however, fell upon deaf machine ears as
they were quickly sealed into the chamber.

As every member of the
group pondered their fate, they nursed their injuries as best they
could. Suddenly, they heard the sound of huge motors and hydraulic
systems rumble above their frightened voices. The sound was steady
and unrelenting, and as the reverberation continued, the terrifying
hissing of an air breach joined in without warning.

“THEY’RE OPENNING THE OUTER
DOORS!” cried out a man.

Bloodcurdling screams
quickly followed, as the people panicked. They clawed and tugged at
every hatch or door that might provide them with safety—but none
were granted escape. Every soul was then wrenched out into space
with the howling and disappearing atmosphere of the bay. What
followed afterwards was a deathly silent.

Selena
stood on the bridge of the Quinton, gazing out of a massive
window plate. She was extremely contented to see the countless
human bodies struggle for life and then die in the cold, dark void
as each ship emulated the Quinton’s
lead.

“There’ll be no traitors’
help this time,” she said to Renee. “Get us underway!”

“Yes, Admiral,” Captain
Renee affirmed.

Within minutes, the entire
Crimson Fleet vanished into multitudes of hyperspace wormholes that
all lead to Valamars.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 23: It
Begins

 


Because the Martian Fleet
lacked any type of space probes, they were always forced to rely on
manned reconnaissance. It was a costly way of providing needed
intelligence, but there was no other choice.

A small
Martian patrol ship, MPS
Tepid, glided to its observation point on
the edge of the Valamar System. The craft was part of a squadron of
twelve that was to monitor for the arrival of the Earth fleet. Its
position was roughly 200,000 kilometers from the slowly tumbling
cipher scout. Considered a safe distance for observation, the tiny
five-man crew vessel began its reconnaissance duty in the hope that
it and its eleven sister ships would go
unnoticed.

While four of the crew
diligently worked their instruments and watched for any signs of
the invaders, the fifth crewman readily handed out mugs of coffee,
prepared in the ship’s midget kitchen. As he passed the last cup to
the ship’s captain, he gazed out the front window plate at the
serene view of space and stars.

“See anything?” the crewman
asked concerned.

The captain took a sip of
coffee to wet his lips. “Nope, sensors all show clear,
too.”

The crewman frowned
nervously. “When do you think they’ll come?”

“Soon enough!” the captain
spoke honestly. The captain then glanced at his chronometer. “It’s
about time for a communication check. You better do it before
someone gets worried.”

“Aye, Sir,” the crewman
answered, taking a last look at the stars. He then turned made his
way back through the cramp compartment with an uneasy feeling
crawling up his spine.

 


* * * * *

 


As
the Crazy Horse passed lazily over Valamars, Wakinyan and Randall stood on the
bridge in their space suits that were donned beforehand, save for
the helmets they held in hand. All that could be done was
accomplished and they waited, like every other Martian, for the
enemy fleet to emerge.

The planet presented a
beautiful and picturesque view from the 25,000-mile high orbit. It
was sunrise for some of the magnificent, but unfilled Martian
cities. Nevertheless, it enabled the duo with a breathtaking sight
and the hope of a new day: the birth of Valamars.

“You think we’ll ever get
to see them inhabited by our people?” asked Randall candidly,
guessing at Wakinyan’s answer.

“Probably not,” Wakinyan
was truthful. “But they will be filled…with a better future than
what we had.”

Randall frowned mindfully. “You know, I been
thinking. In all of Earth’s history, Martians have always been
portrayed as the bad guys. We’re the green creatures with huge
heads and nasty tentacles ceaselessly looking to obliterate
mankind. At this moment, I don’t find that idea very amusing,”
James sounded offended while his face betrayed a hint of anger.

Wakinyan
placed a hand on Jim’s shoulder. “The Earthers have always had the
problem of projecting their inner most fears…or their own hatred
upon something they don’t want
to understand. It’s an easy way of justifying
their self-righteousness…and their actions of destruction. I hope
we, as Martians, never become like them.”

“Well, we’ll be long beyond
caring if it ever happens,” added James. “But the funny thing is
that the Earthers view of us even stems back to ancient times.
Mars, God of War, they made him out to be a bully and a
coward.”

“It’s a myth, Jim,” Richard
pointed out, “and those bastards out there are about to find that
out…the hard way!”

Suddenly, the
communications crewman called out to the two, “Commander, Captain,
we’ve got company!”

 


* * * * *

 


The bow
of the MPS Tepid floated near its patrol station on course, while the rest of
the tiny ship—and the bodies of its dead crew tumbled and spun in
all other directions. Dismembered by an accidental ramming by an
Earth scout ship coming out of hyperspace, the craft was destroyed
in an instant.

The MPS Catter had watched the horrific scene from less than 30,000
kilometers away as it raced to get to its own patrol area. It had,
however, alerted the Martian forces of the tragedy and the
invasion.

In quick
succession, the rest of the Earth fleet soon appeared out of
dazzling rotations of swirling neon energy. The Earth fleet then
reformed itself and prepared for battle, while the
Ruthann hunted for the
cipher scout. The big ship founded it very
easily.

On the
bridge of the Quinton, Selena paced the deck deliberately, her boots clicking to
the metal plates. She stopped, however, and turned to Captain
Renee, who approached her.

“Admiral,” the cyborg
captain began his report, “the entire fleet has arrived and the
cipher scout has been retrieved.”

“Good,” Selena was anxious
to end this. “As soon as all ships have regrouped, the fleet will
proceed at space normal speed until we make contact,” Darius
ordered.

Renee, however, was
troubled. “Admiral, what about the destroyed Martian patrol
ship?”

Selena
paused in thought. “It might have been a coincidence, but the
Martians aren’t stupid. Send some of our fighters out to cover the
fleet. I also want you to divide up two squadrons of destroyers and
have them patrol ahead of us. We will not be caught by surprise
again!” she affirmed to the Quinton’s captain.

 


* * * * *

 


From the
bridge of the Crazy
Horse, Randall ended the conversation with
the captain of the Catter. He took a deep breath and
turned to Wakinyan. “MPS Catter
reports that the Tepid has been destroyed and that the
enemy fleet is moving forward, on course.”

“So it begins,” Wakinyan
thought out loud. “How much time before they reach the asteroid
field?”

James then made some quick
calculations. “At present speed, approximately two
hours,”

Wakinyan nodded a
confirmation, as he bit his lip. “Mr. Randall, notify General
Franks to get into position. Bring all ships to general quarters
and give the signal to prepare to blow atmosphere. Once atmosphere
is blown, move them to their respective jump off points for the
rendezvous,” Wakinyan commanded.

Randall immediately pressed a button on the
communications console. A claxon sounded through the ship, as a
command signal was transmitted to the fleet.

Throughout every Martian
warship, supply ship, and mutant freighter, crews scrambled to get
their space helmets on. A minute later, Wakinyan gave the command
to blow atmosphere.

Martian ships then began
expelling their air supply of oxygen/nitrogen gas impregnated with
water vapor from breathing. As it was pumped out of rows of vents
along the sides of each ship, it formed a fine mist of ice
particles, which partially obscured the vessels. Swiftly the ships
move out of the ice clouds and proceeded to get underway. The
battle was about to begin.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 24:
Recon

 


The main asteroid belt of Valamars surrounded two
thirds of the inner system, similar to that of Earth’s. Unlike the
Earth system, however, it was not a sparsely populated area of
distant rocks loosely separated by as much as tens of thousands of
miles. On the contrary, it was a tight formation of ice, rock,
clumps of charged particles, and other forms of primordial debris
within a compact loop. The largest pieces tumbled aimlessly less
than a few thousand yards apart, while the gaps in between were
garnished and filled with smaller rubble.

Held together by a complex
gravitational field embodying six nearby circling gas giants, a
binary yellow dwarf sun system, and several thousand shepherding
planetoids within the belt itself, the circling ring of stone was a
foreboding specter in the rays of the system’s distant stars. The
desolate region ranged over 150 million miles wide and 30 million
miles at its deepest, and the majority of objects within the belt
were battered and cratered from the frequent collisions occurring
over the last two billion years. Furthermore, the region was still
extremely volatile, something that would never change through its
entire existence.

Born of a colossal
collision with a wandering star system, the leftover rocky material
was torn away or smashed apart in a titanic gravitational and
physical struggle that lasted over many thousands of years. Finally
after the rogue system had eventually merged with the Valamars
system, the debris settled into its present elliptical orbit. This
not only added uniqueness to the Valamars system, but also a
dangerous element of orbiting planet killers.

Although it filled the
night’s sky with these menacing rocky projectiles, it also provided
the Martians with a means of self-defense. For the asteroids’
random courses within the orbiting ring stood as an obstacle to any
spacecraft that was so unwise to attempt to penetrate it. It was a
natural barrier, one that Wakinyan intended to take full advantage
of.

Among the vast amounts of
debris and bodies that orbited within the belt, however; a somewhat
shiny objected floated with them. Its peculiar shape and size to
the untrained eye would be hard to classify, but to every Martian
Marine who saw it, the vehicle was the familiar workhorse they
called a boarding pod.

Its irregular shape blended
in well with the asteroids, as the craft drifted casually above
them. However, it was anything but casual inside the vehicle, where
a squad of spacesuited marines commanded by a newly commissioned
officer, Captain Stephan Gagarin, sweated out every minute as they
waited for the arrival of the enemy fleet.

The pod was hastily crammed
full of different instruments and equipment for detection and
tracking. However, with stealth as much as its mission goal, the
instruments were the craft’s only source of illumination. In the
dimness of its airless walls, the marines keep up their solitary
vigilance.

Gagarin’s eyes ached from
the strain of constantly scanning the eternal void of space for the
gleaming reflections of the Earth fleet. Although the passive
scanners were supposedly more than capable to detect the armada,
Gagarin trusted his eyes more than he trusted the equipment. The
asteroid field was way too dense, creating a number of false
returns, confusing electronic noise generated by different orbital
bodies in space, and rebounding echoes from by numerous meteors of
iron ore.

There was a lot riding on
this mission, and the marine did not want to leave anything to
chance. So as time ticked slowly by, the man refused to budge from
the porthole that he kept a faithful watch from.

“See anything, Gunny…I
mean, Captain,” Corporal Jerry Enders asked his friend and former
platoon leader.

Gagarin shook his head “no”
to indicate he saw nothing. “I think I’m going blind,” he said
while wishing he could rub his eyes. I’m catching some nasty
reflections off my visor from those damn small chunks of
ice.”

“You try adjusting your
visor’s tint control?” Enders offered advice.

Gagarin just sighed in
disgust. “Yeah, but it just makes it worse,” he said.

Suddenly, Gagarin jerked
his head to the side as he caught an unexpected shimmer in the
corner of his eye. He gawked fearfully through the porthole as a
lump came to his throat. Detected by his peripheral vision, the
black void now sparkled in a direction it had not done so before,
and it made his heart pound in his chest.

As he stared directly at
the new twinkle in the never-ending night, his eyes squinted
unblinking upon it hoping it was just the annoying glare of more
ice. But the truth fell upon him like a lead weight, and he
realized that it was the vastness of the Earth fleet that was
caught in the distant suns’ radiance.

“RAISE THE COMMANDER, NOW!”
Gagarin bellowed over the intercom as he positioned himself behind
the pod’s helm controls.

 


* * * * *

 


“Magnify
10 times,” Captain Renee ordered as he fixed his vision upon the
asteroid field. The huge circular viewer on the Quinton’s bridge for a moment
flickered in video loss, but then became a crisp sharp
image.

“Again!” he repeated, while
his apathetic face betrayed not his thoughts. Once again the
viewer’s magnification zoomed in closer.

Renee studied the vast
asteroid field with his cold machine eyes, while his heart felt a
great tempest of fear welling up deep within him. The belt of rock
and debris was as welcoming as a graveyard. The sea of orbiting
tombstones was immense—and ready to claim any invader to this
system who was foolish enough to wander into it.

O'Donald’s report was crystal clear; the cipher scout had
showed signs of being tampered with and data altered. Surely the
Martians wanted them here, leaving no doubt to the captain of
the Quinton; this
was an ambush.

Renee turned to Admiral
Darius, who sat unconcerned in her command chair. “Admiral, this
coincides with Admiral O'Donald’s report on the cipher scout. It’s
a trap!” Renee’s fear leaked out in a raised tone. “They want to
keep our fleet from maneuvering when they attack!”

However, Darius just
smirked. “Of course that’s what they want,” she answered, “I
wouldn’t expect anything less.”

“So what are we going to
do?” he became somewhat anxious.

Darius just smiled. “Halt
the fleet, but send some of our fighter patrols to probe the field.
Let’s see if our Martian friends grow a little impatient…and a
little careless.”

Renee nodded in relief and
then turned to the command and control computer. Within minutes of
Darius decree, flights of small blended upside–down dark gray
triangular boxes with stubby and raised swept-back “gul” wings
packed the space in front of the Crimson Fleet. The drone fighters
then armed their side–mounted weapon pods and headed directly into
the asteroid field with one mission: to seek out and destroy any
Martian threat.

 


* * * * *

 


The news from Gagarin was
not wholly unexpected to Wakinyan. He knew he had to provide an
incentive to draw Darius into his snare. If he didn’t, it might
turn into a stalemate with the Earthers possibly bringing in more
reinforcements. This ultimately spelled not just defeat for the
Martians—but annihilation.

“Signal Trager, Mr.
Randall,” Wakinyan ordered.

 


* * * * *

 


As minutes passed uneasily
by, every member of the marine pod team assumed his or her combat
position. The two ball turrets of the craft continuously swept the
space around them for any intruders, while its scanners keep track
of the enemy fleet. No one aboard really wanted to think about what
would happen next. For Earth fighter patrols grew so intense that
the possibility of discovery was likely. Yet, each marine hoped and
prayed that they would pass quickly out of range—and
unobserved.

“Still no movement with the
enemy fleet,” Arasuki Hoshi’s soft female voice communicated
through each headphone.

However, Gagarin sat
checking and fingering his controls. Not even her pleasing and
gentle tones changed the seriousness of the situation.

“Anyone want to bet that they are still
sitting there after we lose contact?” Enders tried to start up a
betting pool.

“SHUT UP AND STAY OFF THE
INTERCOM UNLESS YOU HAVE SOMETHING TO REPORT!” Gagarin made his
authority clear.

“Sorry, Captain,” Enders
apologized.

Gagarin didn’t like pulling
rank on his friend, but he wanted chatter kept to a minimum.
Besides, that kind of fool’s bet always seemed to tempt fate, and
Stephan knew they needed all the luck they could get. Still,
Gagarin valued his friend and did not want any bad-blood between
them.

“Sorry, Jerry,” Gagarin
spoke words atonement over his microphone a minute
later.

“It’s okay, Stef,” Enders
regarded the tense strain upon his long-time buddy.

Suddenly, Arasuki’s voice
broke in over the intercom, blasting each marine’s eardrums with a
warning, “SIX ENEMY FIGHTERS COMING IN AT TEN O’CLOCK AND THEY
LOCKED ON TO US!”

Without hesitation Gagarin
immediately brought the pod’s engines to life, dropping the small
craft diagonally lower into orbit of the asteroid field. As the pod
descended, it was buffeted by tiny chunks of debris, which were
traveling somewhat faster and laterally. The ice and stone rubble
pelted the craft’s armored hull, denting it thoroughly even though
its speed was only slightly slower.

“BALL TURRETS, FIRE AT
WILL!” Gagarin directed, maniacally maneuvering the small craft as
the six fighters burst into view.

The pod’s ball turrets
spewed a lethal barrage of pulsed traces of plasma bullets in their
general vicinity. The shafts of energy lit the asteroids as they
passed, and devastated any small debris that got in the way. The
drone fighters, however, swiftly dodged the tracers and returned
fire in an effort to destroy the vehicle.

The shooting was wild and
furious, arching in every direction. Two fighters vanished in
brilliant flashes as the murderous crossfire reached a fever pitch.
However, the Earth ships were just as deadly, as hits were scored
on the pod.

Plasma tracers penetrated
the pod’s armored hull and raked the interior of the craft.
Equipment blew up and things were holed as Gagarin heard the death
screams of several marines, but he refused to take his eyes off of
his monitor as he tried to steer the vehicle away.

Pushing the throttle up as
fast as it would go, the pod speedily descended further into the
asteroid belt. Stephan fought to evade the larger rocks and
boulders that seemed to be everywhere. He cursed the drifting stony
chunks as he savagely combated them to maintain control.

Yet as spitefully as the
meteors plagued him, so did they also plague the Earth fighters
that followed. The machines, however, lacked the human intuition
Gagarin had, which became a severe handicap. Postulating the random
courses of the wayward rocky projectiles or guessing what direction
they might turn became impossible. One by one they were struck down
and smashed to bits by the relentless surge of stone and ice.
Finally, the last one died as small fist-size craggy lump destroyed
its power plant, denying the fighter any thrust for propulsion. It
was then crushed in an impact with a meteoroid.

The ordeal, however, was
far from over for the pod. All at once, Gagarin noticed on his
scanner screen that something very large and out of control was on
what was an intercept course with them. Stephan kicked the rudder
hard as he could, while trying to escape. The merciless asteroid,
however, unerringly bore down upon him, plowing through everything
in its path.

 


* * * * *

 


Selena was pleased at the
report that a Martian patrol craft had been spotted and attacked
within the asteroid belt. Although all contact had been lost with
the flight of drone fighters, their last communication indicated
that the craft had been hit and sustained heavy damage. She was
sure that by now it had been obliterated.

Darius then contemplated
her next move. Without the reconnaissance vehicle spying on them,
advancing in any direction unhindered, or taking any action to draw
the Martians out into the open were all within the range of her
possibilities. A strategy soon came to mind; one she hoped that
would draw them to her. However, she needed something to motivate
it, something that would make them believe that she was acting
irresponsibly and unthinking. Her wish was soon granted.

“Admiral!” Captain Renee
called out to his superior.

“What now?” her question
was filled with annoyance.

“We’re
being hailed by the captain of a Martian cruiser…the
Mir!” informed
Renee.

Selena became amused as
well as curious. Her face broke into a sly smile. “Put him
on.”

“Yes, Admiral,” Renee was
quick to comply. With the wave of his hand, a floating silver globe
that was the command and control computer activated the ship’s
communications network.

“Mir, this is Admiral Darius of
the Quinton,”
Selena stated, “and to whom am I speaking with?”

A small chuckle came over
the loudspeaker. “Why, it’s your old shipmate,” the familiar voice
announced, “Commander Vincent Trager!”

Selena’s calm demeanor was
transformed instantly into a crazed look. “Trager, you turncoat,
when I find you I’ll have your innards ripped out!” she promised
hatefully.

“Now, now, Selena, let’s
not get rude. I just wanted a little chat with you,” Trager was
pleasant.

“What do you want?” Selena
nearly frothed at the mouth.

Trager paused for a moment.
“Well, the Martians were wondering if you were coming to visit
them…before they leave this system in three hours for Valamars,”
Vincent lied. “They’re most interested in blasting your fleet of
cutthroats to particles. There’s something about the mass murder of
helpless men, women, and children that really irritates them. But I
did defend you, though. I told them that was your style…and what
else could they expect from the coward who ran away from the
Arris!”

Selena’s blood and
hydraulic fluid began to boil. “I hate you!”

“Not as much as I hate
you!” Trager’s true feelings showed. “And if you’re looking for
help from Damon and his bunch, the majority of them are now
shoveling coal in hell!”

There was a moment of
silent between the two adversaries. Their mutual hostility engulfed
the very fibers of space, while the tension between the two was
wound as tight as a spring. Finally, Trager cut to the chase and
broke the stress with a challenge.

“Selena, you have two choices!”
Trager dared the cyborg. “You can sit there and rot…or you can come across the
asteroid field and meet us in battle!”

Selena snickered. “And if
choose to sit?”

Trager’s voice began to relax. “Then we’ll
leave…peacefully, quietly…but not before we inform Earth Command of
your decision!” Vincent was blunt and sarcastic. “Tell me, what do
you think that will do for your promotion and career?”

Selena refused to answer as
her features tightened at the attempt of coercion.

“You have three hours,
Selena. No more,” Vincent threatened. “Trager, out.”

Captain Renee stood shocked
as he listened to the entire conversation. If the Martians
disappeared, he too might be held accountable for their escape. He
then visualized the unimaginable wrath it would bring from the
Earth High Command. There seemed to be no alternative, but to
advance. However, Selena went back to being unconcerned.

“Admiral,” Renee addressed,
“what are we going to do?”

Selena’s placid behavior
quickly returned as though nothing had happened. “We’re going to
sit here for ten minutes, and pretend we’re angry and confused.
Then we’re going to move the fleet forward…just like the Martians
want us to do.”

“And then what?” Renee
asked, unsure of his superior’s plans.

“And then we’re going to
kill every one of them!” a sneer bent Selena’s lips as her hate of
Trager returned. “Contact O’Donald, have him gather a small force
of cruisers and destroyers. He is to wait several minutes after the
main body of the fleet departs. He is then to circle to starboard,
keeping as low a profile to the asteroid field as possible. Once we
are engaged with the Martians, I will signal him to strike them
from their flank and their rear. We’ll then crush them in between
us. Any questions?”

A smile returned to Renee’s
face. “No, Admiral, none what so ever!” he approved.

 


* * * * *

 


As the Earth fleet divided
into two divisions and sailed swiftly into the vast asteroid field,
a solitary figure watched from his forlorn observation post that
floated well above the barrier of ice and stone. The tattered and
smashed remains of a Martian Marine boarding pod still provided the
man with some protection, regardless that it was thoroughly shot-up
and breached in several places. Adding to this, most of its
equipment systems were either inoperable or demolished. Yet, like
the man, the craft still survived.

The eyes of the lone marine
followed the Earth ships’ progress until they disappeared into the
sea of rocks that stretched to the horizon. He then turned to a
battery-powered transceiver and switched it on.

“Goat-Screw to Right Guard!
Goat-Screw to Right Guard! Do you copy?” the sad and weakening
voice prattled into his helmet’s microphone. “Enemy fleet on the
move! Repeat, enemy fleet on the move! Two divisions! Larger force
coming straight across; second smaller force circling from
starboard! Do you copy, Right Guard?”

Gagarin paused to look
about the pod’s darkened interior once more. Part of him refused to
acknowledge the fate of his marines, but there was no denying it;
his entire squad lay dead, scattered about the pod. Some were so
horribly mangled from the glancing impact of the asteroid and other
debris that he could not tell who they were. Others died from
raking the pod took from the plasma fire. It was a vision of
incomprehensible horror.

Stephan’s face was sticky
from the dried tears that covered his cheeks—and he felt so
drained. Still a spark of duty persisted in his soul, a duty that
had to be performed—before he joined his friends in
death.

“Goat-Screw to Right Guard! Goat-Screw to Right
Guard! Do you copy?” the marine repeated once more. “I say again!
“Enemy fleet on the move! Enemy fleet on the move! Two divisions!
Larger force coming straight on; second smaller force circling from
starboard! Do you copy, Right Guard? Do you copy?”

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 25:
Showdown

 


The Martian Fleet assembled
into a staggered wall formation as it prepared for battle. Although
this type of pattern played well for safety concerns of not having
any ship above or below another should one be destroyed in a flash
of incendiary death, the formation held three other significant
military purposes.

The first was to grant more
mobility to the smaller fleet. Unlike the Earth flotilla, which
required all ships to be packed closely together in order to use
their matrix weapon, the Martians were free to rein at will to
either attack or evade.

The second reason was to
confront the Earth formation in its entirety. This was to ensure
maximum loss of the Earthers’ assets, while denying the Earth
armada any maneuver or escape.

The final reason, however,
was the most crucial. It was not only to mask Wakinyan’s true
intentions, but also to mislead the Earthers into making a major
tactical blunder. But this was all guesswork on Wakinyan’s
part.

Stretching close to the
full length of the Earth fleet’s assumed battle formation, the lack
of numbers was telling upon the Martian forces. Only two complete
rows were filled. A partial third row steadied the Martian
formation at the center, where it could be quickly sent to bolster
any faltering part of the line.

The ships that made up the
majority of vessels were space destroyers. Strategically placed at
intervals, however, were the great Martian battle cruisers. With
their designated fields of overlapping fire, maximum devastation
was guaranteed to be brought upon the enemy formation as they
closed in.

Behind the warships, Tara’s
taskforce of freighters and supply vessels were busy laying a
carpet of space mines just above the asteroids. Hidden deliberately
from any Earth sensors by pre-set electronic signal patterns, the
cloaking powers of the distortion field generators of the Martian
warships made the mines virtually invisible. This was easy since
the minefield was also as long as the naval formation. Similarly,
the mines were also staggered, but horizontally.

The
formation of mines was three times the length of the
Quinton. It needed to be
this depth in order to counter the Earthers’ battle matrix system,
but that was only part of the mission the high explosives were to
play in the coming battle. The plan, however, required every mine
the Martians had.

The Ariana appeared out of hyperspace with her final load of mines. The
ship, however, was saving these munitions for another purpose.
Instead, the vessel quickly traversed the minefield for inspection
of its defensive layout.

With the ship’s scanners, a newly commissioned
squadron leader, Captain Tara Nargis of the Martian Fleet carefully
scrutinized the handiwork of her smaller taskforce. All was in
order and ready as the last of the preparations were made.

It was a shocking change
for Tara, who was not use to such responsibility or the protocol of
the military. Wakinyan, however, thought the woman more than
capable, and placed her in charge of the mine laying. To her own
amazement, she was learning fast.

Tara, along with all of the
other mutant officers, was formally inducted into the Martian Fleet
itself right after the conference. Wakinyan meant to keep his
promise to them and this was his way of doing it. By the order of
the fleet commander, all became Martian Mariners. Her crew, which
now consisted of both Martians and mutants, were all to be seen as
the Martian Fleet. Furthermore by her new rank, she was not only in
command of the mutant freighters, but also the Martian Fleet’s
supply ships as well. Additionally, this taskforce was to be an
active participant in the battle itself.

Tara stood restlessly
breathing the recycled air of her space suit. As her freighter
traversed mile after mile over the minefield, she thoroughly
analyzed the arrangement with the ship’s sensors.

Although the floating
explosives were expertly placed according to Wakinyan’s
instructions, something was not right. It drifted in and out of
Tara’s thoughts, becoming more than an annoyance. All of a sudden,
it was transformed with great clarity into a biting fear that
touched her mind in both pain and premonition. It was as though an
invisible knife had suddenly stabbed her in a hard stroke. The
woman shook and trembled from its terrible blow, nearly falling to
the deck. Nausea taunted her stomach in waves. As it finally
relented, she realized its significance. Her heart pounded
furiously faster.

The omen was surrounded by
the unmistakable taint of death, and it terrified Tara greatly. She
knew such dread once before—and was powerless to stop it. The omen
did not come alone, however. A blinding ray pierced its darkness,
adding a promise of hope. A means filled her cargo bay that could
unravel the prophecy of doom, but it required the bravery and the
will to use it. Facing the consequences of the unknown was its
price, however. It was a momentous decision placed in the woman’s
hands—but it only took a moment for her to decide.

Tara quickly turned to her
second in command. “Martin,” she called out in a mental request,
not wanting anyone else to hear.

Her friend, Lieutenant
Martin Pearl, swiveled his head in response to Tara’s summons,
which came in pleaded urgency. Immediately dropping his appointed
labors, he swiftly paced to her side at the beckoning.

“We’re not going to dump all our mines in
the attack,” Tara with her thoughts informed the officer of her
decision. “I want you to keep twenty of them in reserve. They’ll be
armed with the others, but they won’t be deployed until I say
so.”

Martin, however, was unsure
of her decision. “Tara, if we take a hit, they might go off! I
wouldn’t advise it,” he spoke his opinion bluntly, but with
respect.

“Please?” Tara appealed to
her friend.

From the look on Tara’s
face, it was evident she knew something he didn’t, and this he was
not about to question. Instead, Martin gave the women a gentle
smile and a touch of his hand—and then made it so.

 


* * * * *

 


Tara was
not the only one vexed by fear. As Wakinyan gazed through his space
helmet’s visor at the Crazy Horse’s
main viewer, his mind went into a light trance.
His eyes were fixated on the two enemy divisions of ships slowly
converging on the Martian Fleet’s position. The main battle fleet
was coming straight on, while the smaller force was stealthily
circling slowly. Martian patrol ships placed strategically high
above the asteroid field monitored the smaller armada with no
trouble, even though the enemy vessels remained totally obscured by
the stony horizon from the Martian warships. The patrol vessels
watched with a bird’s eye view of the enemy’s progress. It made
tracking them with passive scanners easy. Their valuable
information was then fed directly back to the Martian
Fleet.

Wakinyan took a deep
breath, as a knot formed in his stomach. Richard’s eyes then
glanced over his own line of ships. It seemed they were so
pitifully few compared to the approaching hoards. He hoped his
defense would be enough to counter the enemy. So many brave men and
women were gambling on his leadership. For their sake, he had to
make this work.

Richard’s mind wandered a
little more, as he sat in his command seat. He remembered the
courageous squad of marines that he sent to give the initial alert.
It was a hard decision, but the situation was too critical.
Gagarin’s faint transmission was barely audible, but it did provide
the crucial warning and key to the Earthers strategy, allowing
Wakinyan enough time to alter his plan and prepare for the flanking
attack. However, it was apparent that the boarding pod was in
trouble. By not maintaining the transmission, it was almost certain
that they had sustained battle damage—and casualties.

Asking for volunteers from
his remaining marines, Richard dispatched several unarmed shuttles
in an attempt to find and rescue the missing craft, but he knew the
odds were against it. He then wished he could wake up from this
nightmare.

“The main force is less
than twenty minutes out, Commander,” Randall’s abrupt words shook
Wakinyan out of his stupor. “Secondary division, less than thirty
minutes away,” he continued his report.

“Bring all ships to general
quarters. Tell Tara to get her freighters the hell out of here
right now, and to be ready when she gets the signal,” Richard
ordered.

“Aye, Sir,” James
acknowledged as he turned to go, but Randall stopped before he
walked away. “You know, an ego is a crazy thing to base a strategy
on,” he said.

Richard frowned. “Well,
it’s as much a part of warfare as anything else.”

Randall gave a quick
nervous laugh. “Hope it works!” he added.

“Me too!” a very serious
Wakinyan replied in a whisper.

 


* * * * *

 


The
Crimson Fleet advanced steadily just above the vast asteroid field
of the Valamars System. In the infinite silent of space, the
perception of the huge red ships was ominous. They were the Earth’s
daggers aimed at every Martian heart, presumably deadly and
unstoppable. However, prudence brewed upon the bridge of the
Quinton.

As the Earth Armada closed
in, Selena stared at her main viewer unbelieving at what she saw.
The Martian Fleet was patterned in a wall formation that was
unmoving and waiting—like some predator poised in a jungle. They
were daring her to advance.

“Come to a full stop and
halt the fleet, now!” Darius commanded Renee, unsure of what to
think.

The Crimson Fleet then came
to an immediate halt by her order.

“What’s wrong, Admiral?”
Captain Renee questioned. “They’re nearly within firing
range?”

Darius, however, paused to
gather her thoughts. “Something’s not right! Why would they take a
wall formation with no fighter cover? If they know we’re going to
use the battle matrix system, why make it easy for us to destroy
them?” she question herself as much as she questioned
Renee.

“Maybe they think it’s
damaged or wrecked,” Renee suggested.

“I don’t believe Paladin is
that stupid. He knows we would have gotten it working again. No,
they’ve got something planned.” suspicion crept into Selena’s
mind.

“We could send a few
fighters to probe,” Renee proposed further.

But Selena’s suspicion grew
as she pondered the Martians. “No!” she was adamant. “Send them all
out. Have them form up for an attack run. At the same time, we
assume a wall formation.”

Renee smiled. “The battle
matrix system?” he anticipated her answer.

Selena returned his smile.
“The fighters will go in first, close to the asteroid field and use
it for cover. We’ll move in slowly behind the fighters. If it is a
trap, the fighters will trigger it. If they don’t find anything,
they’ll immediately attack the Martians.”

“And then?”

“We’ll bring our battle matrix to bear on them. What
ever is left, we’ll destroy!” growled Selena.

Captain Renee, however, was
skeptical of Selena’s decision and the Martians’ intentions.
“Should I signal Admiral O’Donald to move in with us?” he
asked.

“No,” Selena was confident
in her assault plans. “This victory will be mine alone! Have him
circle behind the Martians to cut off any retreat,” she confidently
declared. “Now ready the battle matrix system!”

“Aye, Admiral,” Renee
swiftly obeyed.

Selena then retrieved a new
control crown from the domed pedestal near her command chair.
Looking over at the replaced huma-droids glowing in surging energy,
the pseudo goddess then donned the replacement tiara interface once
more.

 


* * * * *

 


Randall and Wakinyan were
transfixed as the Crimson Fleet reshaped itself for the imminent
battle. The huge red ships took time and care in combining into
columns and rows. As the two had seen before, the Earthers slowly
assumed the packed wall formation. Yet, large numbers of the
Earthers fighters were gathering too—and in front of their
fleet.

The fighters deployed
differently, however. They were at a single level, arranged in
multiple waves of “finger-four” formations that were chained
tightly together and stretched as long as their armada.
Furthermore, the drone fighters lay close to the asteroid field. It
was evident that the nimble small crafts meant to use the field for
cover as they advanced.

Wakinyan then smiled in
relief. It was what he had hoped for.

 


* * * * *

 


“FIGHTERS, ATTACK!” yelled
Selena.

On her command, the Earth
drone fighters rocketed forward as the Crimson Fleet got
underway.

 


* * * * *

 


“ALL SHIPS, PREPARE TO
LAUNCH MISSILES!” Wakinyan’s command reverberated through every
Martian vessel. In unison, every Martian warship opened its outer
missile bay doors, while waiting fingers hung over red “launch”
buttons.

 


* * * * *

 


“ADMIRAL!” cried out
Captain Renee frantically. “THE MARTIANS HAVE OPENED THEIR OUTER
MISSILE BAY DOORS!”

“WHAT?” Selena was shocked
at their response to her advance.

It just didn’t make sense
to Selena. The range was too great to launch any successful missile
strike. Unless the Martians ignored the fighters to close with her,
they were risking the wholesale slaughter of their fleet in
minutes. Selena’s mind raced in confusion, knowing that there had
to be more to this.

“HALT THE FLEET! Activate
THE BATTLE MATRIX SYSTEM! NOW!” she commanded unsure of the Martian
plot.

Within seconds, the Earth
fleet came to a stop and a river of transparent blue energy formed
in front of the armada. Selena was taking no chances. From her
technical fortress, she readied herself for the
onslaught.

 


* * * * *

 


Randall intensely stared
unblinking at his scanners, as the drone fighters approached.
“Twenty seconds to Initial Point!” he spoke in heightened
excitement. “Fifteen seconds…ten seconds,” James counted down,
NINE, EIGHT, SEVEN, SIX, FIVE, FOUR, THREE, TWO, ONE!”

“MISSILES, AWAY!”
Wakinyan’s order was relayed to all warships under his
command.

Spewing tails of fire, wave
after wave of missiles was launched from the Martian ships. Each
volley was as wide as the formation of Earth vessels itself. The
rocketing projectiles raced upwards and away side-by-side from the
Martian destroyers and cruisers in silent roars. Selena beheld from
the loftiness of her mind the tipped warheads of the flying bombs
growing exponentially in size as they approached. Each one seemed
to target her precisely; it was like looking down the muzzles of a
deadly line of riflemen aiming directly at her.

As the missiles closed, the
matrix did a quick analysis of the weapons. Although they were
standard platforms the Martians used, it was the warheads that were
eccentric. They weren’t the usual anti-ship variation, but
something else—ones that contained high explosives and thermobaric
charges.

The mystery and the
quandary deepened for Selena. These types of warheads caused
enormous pressurized explosions used in blasting and bombarding a
planet’s surface, but they were near useless against armored
warships. Selena’s stomach fluttered as the missiles—and fate drew
nearer.

“Are they stupid or just plain crazy?” she became
more anxious, pondering the question in thought to the matrix
computer. “Why would they use such type warheads against my ships?”
she queried the intuitive machine.

The computer analyzed and recalculated again and
again, but each time no answer was found. The riddle of Wakinyan’s
tactics and rationale simply did not fit Selena’s question.
However, the huma-droids suspected the truth—yet kept silent in a
seemingly quiet rebellion. In some of them, a human part still
resided. And these stirred memories that were thought erased in the
others and made them realize what they had become. Seconds later
their revenge began as the missiles revealed the enigma of their
warheads.

The first wave of missiles arched majestically
up—and then abruptly flared downwards towards the asteroid field.
They immediately targeted the bodies of rock that were cascading
aimlessly within the upper region.

Within several heartbeats,
the first wave of missiles ended their journey in barrage of
brilliant explosions just barely ahead of the impending Earth
fighters. The stones disintegrated into much smaller debris that
choked the field in a barrier of loose small projectiles traveling
at lethal velocity. Unable to slow their speed or alter their
course, the leading wave of Darius’ fighters ran smack into
it.

The first fighter
formations disappeared in mass explosions, which created even more
debris that was hurled about. As following groups of spacecraft
instantly turned to evade the bombardment, more waves of Martian
missiles impacted among the fighters’ ranks, as well as behind
them. Showers of jagged, stony bullets ripped into the composite
bodies of the spacecraft with deadly effect. Fighters either
exploded, or collided with each other in a vain effort to maneuver
away. Their once mighty formations swiftly dissipated into
individual spacecraft attempting to flee the trap—but there was no
escape. Several minutes later, the slaughter was finally over as
the last of the drone fighters died among debris of the asteroid
field.

Selena’s jaw had unknowingly dropped open as she
gaped in stunned silence. Her entire fighter wing had been
annihilated within a matter of minutes. Yet, the aging and obsolete
ships of the Martian Fleet had not suffered so much as a single
scratch, as they floated defiantly in front of the cyborg.

Selena became enraged at the new humiliation she
endured, and the feeling became magnified as every memory of Mars
exploded within her consciousness all at once. “NO MORE!” she
screamed in her head. “I WILL BE RID OF YOU ONCE AND FOR ALL!”

The Crimson Fleet fired up
its engines and rapidly pushed forward.

 


* * * * *

 


“RETREAT!” came the order from the Crazy Horse. The Martian Fleet then
obediently turned and sped directly away. Yet, the old ships still
held their formation as they did, while each mine in the immense
field quickly disappeared between orbiting stones and into the
lower reaches of the asteroid belt.

Wakinyan now depended on
two things: the mines being nimble enough to avoid impacting the
wayward bodies of ice and rock—and Selena’s ego. If Trager was
right about Selena, his trap was about to be sprung. If not, then
the Martians were doomed to become a mere footnote in
history.

 


* * * * *

 


Selena became more angry
and irrational as the pursuit continued. However, with the forced
field up and draining away precious energy, the Earth fleet’s speed
was limited. Her armada gradually fell behind the accelerating
Martian ships, unable to do anything else.

Then, something surprisingly
happened; the Martians slowed their ships to a halt and turned
about to face her. Their grayish blue hulls shimmered in the twin
suns’ rays behind them as they readied themselves to charge like
horse mounted cavalry. Once Selena realized that here was where the
Martians picked to end the fight, her intense anger suddenly
transformed itself into heart-thumping panic and immediately she
became hesitant. From the bridge of the Crazy Horse, however, Wakinyan
watched—and sweated.

The next few moments would
determine the fate of the day. If the Crimson Fleet came on too
fast, the effect of the mines would be negated, and therefore,
rendered useless. Everything would now count on the suspicion and
fears of an arrogant and hateful woman.

While Wakinyan continued
his nerve-racking vigil, Selena was torn between what to do. The
memory of the shocking disaster of her fighters was unbelievable
and filled her with heightened caution, for the Martians had a bad
habit of doing the unexpected. This made her more than extremely
wary. The fear of unflinching retribution for the death of Mars was
staring her boldly in the face. It taunted her from the past and
the now. However, she was determined not to make another
mistake.

Slowing her fleet
considerably, Selena advanced nervously, constantly scanning the
space around her ships as well as the asteroid field, but the
battle matrix system showed nothing. However, something stroked
Darius’ mind; a sense of foreboding invaded her 3 dimensional
medium that made her tremble.

Somewhere inside, she heard
voices echoing that the end was near. It seemed that the minds of
the huma-droids were revolting against her—that they knew something
and weren’t going to tell her. Their cries grew to chilling
mournful wails as the distance between the two fleets
closed.

Selena tried to shut them
out of her thoughts and concentrate on the battle, but they
persisted in their lamenting. A tempest of both terror and anger
consumed the cyborg woman at the same time.

“NO! YOU LIE!” Selena
screamed back, trying to convince herself as well. “THERE IS
NOTHING THERE! THEY ARE LIKE SHEEP TO THE SLAUGHTER! I WILL DESTROY
THEM!” Selena stubbornly clung to her hate and the propaganda of
Martian inferiority for support. Still her advanced towards the
Martians was prudent as her fear magnified an image of a disastrous
confrontation in her mind.

The Crimson Fleet, however,
forged invariably closer; the weapons of every ship became aglow in
swirling heated plasma and ions as they energized. They were about
to fire.

 


* * * * *

 


“SPEED WITHIN THE MARGINS!
APPROACHING SECOND INITIAL POINT!” Randall announced. His trained
eyes analyzed the distance and velocity of the Crimson Fleet,
tracking to the center point of the minefield.

Wakinyan pressed a green
button on the arm of his command chair and waited.

“TWENTY SECONDS!” Randall’s
voice came over the bridge crew’s headsets.

Wakinyan then readied an
index finger over a red button beside the green one he had just
pressed.

“FIFTEEN SECONDS!” James
announced in his countdown.

Every crewman aboard every
Martian ship held his or her breath. Time seemed to stand still as
each moment dragged tediously into the next, but this was an
illusion, the inevitable was imminent.

Randall then mouthed the
final seconds. “TEN, NINE, EIGHT, SEVEN, SIX, FIVE, FOUR, THREE,
TWO, ONE!”

Without hesitation,
Wakinyan then punched the red button on the arm of his command
chair.

All became silent within
the universe, and time was frozen in the minds of the Martians.
Selena also felt this as well. Then something told her in her
thoughts to look down, and as she did, a poignancy of total dread
lashed out at her.

The asteroid belt beneath
the Crimson ships suddenly erupted in an enormous inferno, a
fantastic wave of fire and heat that stretched the length and
breath of the Earth fleet. It billowed and burned with flame and
brimstone, as a gigantic blast wave shook her fleet and sent
horrific mountains of rock and dust upward. The debris came as
colossal bludgeons, hurtling directly at the red ships with nothing
in between but empty space.

A horrified Selena screamed
as her mind saw the encompassing mass smash into the lower level of
her armada. Death was upon them and his sharp scythe blade carved
its way easily through the formation of Darius’ ships.

Rocks, boulders, and
meteoroids crashed into the bottom line of the Earth fleet with the
force of a monstrous cyclone. The ships’ hulls crumbled like tin
with the impact. They, themselves, were then propelled against the
rows of warships just above them. Vessel after vessel then
detonated as drives and power plants shorted and overloaded. It was
a domino effect that evaporated huge ranks of Earth warships within
the tight formation. Yet, the devastation caused by the primordial
debris was just beginning.

A million ricocheting
asteroids bounced off of the inner side of the blue force field and
bore into the Earth armada’s upper ranks. Hulls were smashed or
torn apart, as compartments decompressed slowly or simply exploded.
With each ship that disappeared in a tragic end, the blue shield of
energy faltered. In large scattered patches, the blue wall crumbled
before permanently winking out.

It was
then that Selena ripped the tiara off her head before the
huma-droids exploded. Smoke and fire once more filled her bridge as
several large impacts shook and vibrated the Quinton.

“ATTACK!” ordered Wakinyan
at once.

The Martian ships plunged
forward, determined to trample the enemy before them. Onward they
rushed, quickly closing the distance between their intended targets
and the maximum effective range of their weapons.

The Earth crews were
frantic, but they swiftly recovered from the unexpected calamity.
The Earthers then began firing at the approaching Martian warships.
Their aim was true, as many of the Martian vessels took hits—but
surprisingly, the Martian ships didn’t explode like they should
have. Instead, the strikes were almost an annoyance, as each holed
Martian warship just shook off the effects of the laser blasts and
continued on its attack vector. Again and again the Earth ships
fired, but each time the results were the same.

The cyborgs were awed, unable to fathom what was
going on. The obsolete Martian ships were defying every attempt to
destroy them. The disbelief transformed into alarm as the cyborgs
grasped that they were now the helpless ones. Sheer terror then
overrode all of their machine programming and spread among the
hybrid humans in a terrible upwelling. Some cyborgs began turning
their ships to run, while others continued shooting. Regardless, it
was no use; they all were now within firing range of the vengeful
Martians bent on retribution.

The
Martian’s up-gunned laser weapons came to life in bursts of unbridled fury, and
merciless pounded the surviving lines of Earth ships. The Martians
scored hit after hit on the tattered remnants of the once mighty
armada, each time spelling disaster for the Earthers. The Martian
energy bolts penetrated deeply into Earth hulls, slicing through
them like a hot knife to butter. Huge explosions blew sections of
Earth ships apart, while igniting intense fires that engulfed the
luckless vessels. The cyborg crews died either in the fires that
raged or in the void of space where they were blown out into. The
two belligerent fleets then entwined in a dramatic embrace of
swirling destruction in climatic violence.

Ships fought head to head
as the battle continued. But as fate would have it, old foes were
drawn together one last and final time.

Although Selena tried to
direct the defense of her remaining ships, she was more concerned
with her own survival. “RENEE!” she yelled across the bridge, “HAVE
ADMIRAL O’DONALD ATTACK NOW! AND VECTOR ALL REMAINING SHIPS AROUND
US IMMEDIATELY! I WANT PLENTY OF COVER!”

Renee was
about to acknowledge her order, but he and Selena were knocked off
their feet by a large impact that rocked the Quinton. As the two cyborgs rose, the
command and control computer informed Darius of a
communication.

“Admiral,” the machine
spoke. “A Martian cruiser is hailing you.”

Exchanging glances with
Renee, she reluctantly nodded to the machine to put it
on.

“Hello, Selena,” the
familiar voice of Trager greeted. “I’m so glad you accepted my
invitation.”

“You lowly sack of flesh!”
Selena chastised, “Where are you?”

Trager chuckled. “I show
you,” he happily replied. “FIRE!” his voice commanded his gunner’s
mate.

The Quinton again rocked to a laser hit from the Mir.

“That was on your port
quarter!” Trager explained. “Oh dear me, I’ve seemed to have made a
great big hole in your ship!”

As the Quinton’s main viewer quickly
focused in on an image of the Mir, Renee pleaded with other ships
for assistance.

“TARGET AND DESTROY HIM!” Selena screamed to the
computer.

“That should be a little
hard for you to do,” Trager informed her.

“Why?” Selena
questioned.

Trager again chuckled.
“Because my first salvo took out your weapon generators on the port
side! By the way, you’ll be happy to know that also showed the
Martians where to target your ships. I’m sure they’re putting that
knowledge to good use right now!”

Rage filled Selena’s heart.
She suddenly made a mad dashed to the weapon controls and armed her
missiles. “Trager, you’ve just made one big mistake! We’re not that
helpless!” she spit back.

Although
there was no time to program them, Selena still blew open
the Quinton’s outer
missile bay doors and launched a full salvo of the deadly
rockets.

The
loosened missiles flew in all directions, but as she reasoned,
several of them homed in on the Mir
and swiftly armed. In seconds, the
Mir convulsed with
explosion after explosion, as several missiles found their intended
mark.

Part of the Martian ship’s
hull caved in, while a few large pieces were blasted outward. A
halo of energy then emanated around the doomed cruiser and
evaporated into space. It was then that Selena saw bodies and
debris littering the area around the Martian ship.

As Selena
watched, her pleasure grew. She reveled in the damaged her salvo
had produced upon the Mir. “Bye-bye Trager,” Selena smirked,
“have a nice death!”

Suddenly,
Darius eyes widened as the laser weapons of the dead ship fired
again. Unbelievably, the Martian cruiser holed the forward
electromagnetic disc of the Quinton
in reprisal.

“Neither me or my ship dies that easily!”
Trager’s voice filled the air from the intercom with rage. “FIRE!”
he yelled out a second time.

Again
the Mir’s weapons
energized and hammered the rearward electromagnetic disc of
the Quinton.

“ADMIRAL!” cried out
Captain Renee, “SQUADRONS OF ENEMY DESTROYERS ARE APPROACHING
FAST!”

“GET US OUT OF HERE!”
hysterically shrieked Admiral Darius.

But Renee
was already setting the Quinton’s
course for retreat and its engines to flank speed.
The huge dreadnought then spun around and plowed its way free of
the battle, damaging a few more of its own ships as it raced
towards O’Donald’s advancing division.

Trager
sighed with relief as the huge Earth ship accelerated away. As he
looked about, the bridge of the Mir
was devastated.

It had taken a direct hit
from a missile on its upper starboard quarter. The blast had
ruptured and twisted the metal, while showering the interior with
lethal fragments. A large part of the bridge crew had died in that
moment, along with the ship’s power and artificial
gravity.

Bodies floated and slowly
spun in a weird ballet of death. Their droplets of seeping blood
filled the interior’s space in colorful speckles of red rain frozen
in time. Yet as the officer mourned the death of so many, he was
grateful that he was not among them.

Trager owed his life to a
rupturing armored plate, which had fallen between him and the
detonation. It redirected most of the explosion forward in an
enormous concussion, leaving him and a few other crewmen nearly
unscathed. The ship, however, was doomed.

Trager
knew the Mir had
been mortally wounded in the missile attack. Only the localized
power to the weapons remained—and the two shots he used were all he
had left. He wished he could have done more.

“ABANDON SHIP!” he ordered
in attempt to save the rest of his crew. He then grabbed the
unconscious form of Vanessa Parks and floated her out towards the
life pods with him.

 


* * * * *

 


As
the Crazy Horse killed another Earth cruiser, Wakinyan spotted the last
surviving Earth ships breaking away from the battle and making a
run for the second fleet now converging. Within moments, he ordered
the Martian Fleet in full pursuit. The odds were now more even, and
there were still a few more surprises left. A chance at victory
loomed before the warrior. Wakinyan knew, however, that all things
are uncertain until they’re over. Regardless, the end of the battle
was less than an hour away.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 26: The Last
Sortie

 


As the furious space battle
was being waged, other minds reached out and touched the thoughts
of both the Earth cyborgs and Martians alike. The Indra studied the
combatants intently from their now fully repaired and operational
warship, analyzing the strategy and any other contributing factors
of the struggle. The information was invaluable since they had
their own vision on how this conflict was to end.

The attack on the Indra
ships had been a catastrophe in the making. It had triggered
something within the hearts of the aliens—something they had not
known for many millenniums.

Primordial urges and
feelings that brimmed with fury and revenge awakened within the
ancient race. The stupidity, arrogance, and baseness of an
abomination resulted in the deaths of many of their kind. And this
most certainly demanded not to be tolerated in the
least.

Driven by this need for
retaliation, the Indra methodically calculated the strengths and
weakness of both sides. Finally it became of no consequence,
however, as both forces spent themselves in their contest. The
Indra drew their plans of intervention. In bright flashing and
shifting rifts they made of hyperspace, they called out through
multiple dimensions and summoned more of their ships to join
them.

 


* * * * *

 


“Thirty-six ships, Admiral!” the command and control computer
of the Ruthann reported to Admiral O’Donald as it hovered before
him.

“Are you sure?” the pasty
face Earth fleet cyborg officer asked unbelieving.

“Yes, Ma’am,” the computer
held absolute to its count.

“That’s all that is left of Admiral Darius’
command?” Admiral O’Donald questioned again, completely shocked at
the catastrophic military engagement.

“Affirmative, Ma’am,” the
computer repeated.

The
multitude of explosions within the asteroid belt nearly pegged
the Ruthann’s sensors. What’s more, he saw an inextinguishable fire that lit
the horizon with ships ablaze and burning out of
control.

O’Donald was dumbfounded as
to how Selena’s division could have been caught and destroyed so
easily, and there was more bad news. With the destruction of
Selena’s fleet, the Martians’ counter-strike was about to fall upon
him. Furthermore, the odds were basically even. With maneuvering
restricted by the asteroid field, which hovered just below his
division of ships, it promised to be a most bloody fight. However,
the admiral gave serious thought to the problem and came up with
his own alternate strategy.

After given the order to
attack by Selena, his ships were deployed in a basic battle
formation of twenty short columns in seven rows. He believed in
simplicity and tried-and-true methods rather than relying on
technology and this was the ideal situation to prove it.

“Crossing the T” was an old
naval tactic to where warships delivered a massive broadside to the
opposing forces attacking in a head-on frontal assault. As O’Donald
studied the Martians ships pursuing Selena, he grew confident that
this ploy would work. Using the asteroid field to his advantage,
the Martian ships were to be caught in their own trap. Unable to
maneuver, he envisioned their total destruction as they either
continued straight-on into his guns or tried to flee by pulling
upwards and away.

“Computer,” O’Donald
addressed “Give the order to the task force to begin an immediate
270 degree turn to port, back in the direction we came
from.

Captain Lunda was somewhat
perplexed by the action. “Are we retreating, Admiral?” she
questioned.

O’Donald smiled slyly.
“No!” he flatly stated. “With a little luck, it will look like
we’re going to run. But what we’ll really be doing is forming a
massive gunline using every ship together in rows. All our weapons
we will be brought to bear on the Martians in a massive broadside!
Blocked by their own asteroid field, they’ll have no place
go!”

“But what about Admiral
Darius’ ships?” Captain Lunda asked puzzled. “They’ll be in the
direct line of fire.”

O’Donald’s smile grew. “As
far as I’m concerned, they’re nothing more than bait. The Martians
would never guess that we’ll fire through our own ships,” O’Donald
informed Captain Lunda. “Selena wanted glory. Well, she can have
it—posthumously!” O’Donald chuckled.

Suddenly,
the Ruthann’s computer blared out a loud caution, “WARNING! GROUPS OF
MARTIAN FIGHTERS APPROACHING FROM BOTH THE PORT AND STARBOARD
QUARTERS!

“HAVE ALL
SHIPS PREPARE TO LAUNCH FIGHTERS!” O’Donald responded to counter
the not so unexpected “hammer and anvil” threat of hitting both
sides of his fleet simultaneously. But suddenly the
Ruthann shook from a
detonation near to its bridge. The cyborg admiral fell to the deck
as an explosion violently swayed the deck.

“ADMIRAL, A THIRD FORCE HAS ASCENDED FROM THE
ASTEROID FIELD DIRECTLY IN THE PATH OF THE FLEET AND IS LAUNCHING
MISSILES!” the computer abruptly warned of the unanticipated enemy
attack.

O’Donald cursed his
stupidity and quickly sprung to his feet still slightly shaking.
“WHAT ARE THEY?” O’Donald demanded to know composition of the new
menace.

“SHUTTLES!” the computer
informed.

 


* * * * *

 


“That’s for you, dad,”
General Franks whispered to himself, remembering how his unarmed
father was mercilessly cut down in front of him by Earth security
forces on Mars. Franks savored the moment as his shuttle force of
leathernecks partially repaid the Earthers for some of the
brutality the Martians had suffered at the Earthers’ hands. But the
unleashing of all of their big ship-killing missiles was only the
beginning.

It had taken over twenty
minutes to block the advance of the second division of Earth ships.
General Franks had to constantly compensate and shift his intercept
point of his strike force. The Martian Marine had his shuttles
barely skimming the top of the asteroid belt to avoid detection,
however; it had made maneuvering somewhat hazardous. As O’Donald’s
fleet altered its course several times, Franks had come close to
losing a few of the small craft.

Miraculously, however, the
entire marine force now sat directly in front of the advancing
Earth ships. As Franks gazed upon his viewer and watched the last
of the rockets streaked quickly into the unprepared formations and
explode, he grinned, for fate had been most kind. Because of the
unforeseen circumstances of the Earthers dividing their fleet
coupled with his own initiative of arming every shuttle he could
lay his hands on, the marines’ roll in the battle had changed from
one of diversion to a needed strike force. But that was only the
opening salvo.

“NOW, TARA!” Franks shouted
over his microphone.

 


* * * * *

 


Admiral
O’Donald was outraged by the sneak attack. Although he had only
lost fourteen ships in the assault, thirty-two more were damaged.
This included the Ruthann, which took a hit on its port
side. For this indignation, he prepared to obliterate the tiny
marine force.

“ALL
CRAFT TARGETED!” the Ruthann’s
computer called out.

“READY TO FIRE ON MY
COMMAND!” O’Donald readied his ships to counter-attack.

Suddenly, Captain Lunda
eyes spied the initial signs of jump points forming on her scanner.
Quickly she yelled out, “ADMIRAL, SHIPS ARE APPEARING OUT OF
HYPERSPACE!”

“WHERE?” O’Donald urgently
needed to know.

“DIRECTLY ABOVE US!” Lunda
hysterically yelled back.

O’Donald’s mind fluttered
in confusion. “Destroyers?” he frantically questioned.

Lunda slowly turned to her superior unbelieving.
“Martian freighters!” the stunned cyborg female answered.

 


* * * * *

 


Guided by General Franks,
Tara brought her entire task force out of hyperspace and into the
battle. They appeared as several well-gapped and staggered rows a
few hundred yards above the Earth fleet. And as the freighters made
the jump, every cargo bay door had been opened previously—and all
mines activated.

As the Martian ships
stabilized from the dimensional crossover, the mines, which they
carried, flooded out from their cargo holes and fell upon the
second Earth fleet like hailstones. In fiery eruptions, they
blasted the ships from Earth. The Earth vessels faltered, as many
blew apart and their formations began to scatter.

It was at this point that
Flight Leader Boussard and General Franks’ forces charged headlong
into the disorganized flotilla. With missile canisters and plasma
cannons blazing, they attacked bravely and recklessly.

Rocket after rocket poured
out from their small space vehicles in terrible retribution. Each
time they loosened a projectile, another Earth ship was holed,
severely damaged, or destroyed. Hysteria gripped the ranks of the
Earth crews, who immediately took control of their ships from their
own computers and broke away from their squadrons. The gnats were
stinging the elephants into a frenzied stampede.

O’Donald’s ships maneuvered
violently to evade the being hit, some even chancing the asteroid
field, itself. But because of the sharp erratic course changes, the
Earth ships were not able to launch any of their drone fighters.
Those that attempted to do so had their own fighters slamming into
the walls of their own launch bays and blowing up as they took off.
The panic increased.

The utter
chaos, confusion, and destruction of the battle that lay before
Selena were unbelievable. Nevertheless, she vectored the remnants
of her division through the middle of O’Donald’s flotilla. With
virtually the entire Martian Fleet intact and pursuing close
behind, there was no other choice. She hoped to lose the Martians
in the intense combat—and make good her own escape. She gave no
thought to Admiral O’Donald’s plight and pushed the
Quinton and its shot-up
escorts as hard as she could. Seconds later, they plunged through
the heart of O’Donald’s distressed armada.

Selena’s panicky withdrawal
created even more pandemonium, as they entered. Several ships
collided head-on, while driving others to frantically veer off in
haphazard directions. The mad retreat became a route, and any hope
of victory lay broken in a trail of wrecked ships, dead bodies, and
debris.

As Wakinyan closed in for
the kill, he held no pity. These murderers from Earth sought
annihilation—he was about to give it to them.

“FIRE AT WILL!” Wakinyan
commanded his fleet.

In deadly salvos, the
Martian ships initiated a withering bombardment that blew apart
every Earth vessel close to them. They then penetrated the mass of
Earth ships, turning the battle into a melee.

Laser bolts, plasma
tracers, and missiles filled space in every direction. Explosions
and death were everywhere, for there was no safety within this gale
of conflict.

 


* * * * *

 


Both Colette’s fighter and
her wingman darted through the maze of destruction looking for
another target. Their flight alone was responsible for damaging
many enemy ships, while killing several others. But because their
mission was to cause total havoc and distraction where they could,
the flight broke up into individual elements of pairs to attack as
many ships as possible.

Separated from the rest of
their squadron, the two carried only enough missiles between them
for one last sortie. And Colette was resolved to make them
count.

Breaking through a gauntlet
of burning and wrecked ships, Colette’s eyes were instantly drawn
to gigantic vessel swathed in crimson red. It was the biggest
warship she had ever seen, and it was taking on several Martian
destroyers as well as fighters.

As she studied the great
red behemoth while it obliterated its foes, it seemed to reach out
to her, like a skeletal hand reaching up from the grave. It
frightened her deeply, but her eyes were hypnotically locked on to
it. The auburn woman then realized that this was where it was
supposed to end.

Although something inside
her told her to run, the brave and proud woman would not yield to
the fear of death. Instead, she would face it as she had always
done, carrying the passion life and the hope of another day within
her heart.

“There, that big one at ten
o’clock low!” Colette called out to her wingman, Bill
Collings.

Collings quickly jerked his
head to look. His eyes swiftly fixed upon the dreadnought engaged
in multiple battles. As he studied the huge ship, a dark sensation
also came over the male pilot as well. The gigantic battleship
became a dark specter, and it shook Collings to his very core. A
fear he had never known before was upon him, and he shuttered in
his seat at the very thought of attacking it.

“Boosy, I’ve got a real bad
feeling about this one!” he confided to his friend. “We’ve done
enough! Let’s get the hell out of here!”

“We can’t just cut and
run!” Boosy tried to reason with him as much as with herself.
“Bill, look around you. This battle hangs by a thread! We’ve got to
do what we can!”

Bill gave a quick sob.
“Boosy…that thing scares me!” Collings confessed.

Boosy’s eyes winced in
emotional pain. “Bill, if it’s our time…it won’t matter where we
go. We won’t live a second longer!” her voice was shaky, while her
eyes streamed a few tears. “But I rather die knowing that I did the
best I could! If you want to cut out … go ahead! I won’t hold it
against you!”

For a moment, there was no
reply from Boussard’s wingman. But then a faithful answer suddenly
crackled over her headphones. “Boosy…we’re in this together! I’m
right with you, boss!”

Boosy gave a faint smile,
“Let’s do it, then!”

Abruptly,
the two fighters did a lag turn, which transformed into a spiral
dive. They then started their attack run against the
Ruthann.

 


* * * * *

 


Just
after the Crazy Horse had finished off the Earth frigate Barak, Wakinyan spotted the
Ruthann atomizing another
Martian destroyer some distance away. Skimming the very top of the
asteroid field, the huge ship was utilizing the big meteoroids not
only as cover, but to break-up any Martian attacks by funneling
them into planned kill zones. There was no doubt that its command
office was a veteran and a real pro that would savage any Martian
who dared to attack him.

It was
then that Wakinyan noticed the two Martian fighters assaulting
the Ruthann using a
Thatch Weave Pattern. The Crazy
Horse’s scanners quickly identified the two
Martian fighters bent on suicide.

“BOOSY, NO!” yelled
Richard. “WARN THEM OFF! WARN THEM OFF!” he shouted at
Randall.

“I’M TRYING!” Jim bellowed
back. “BUT THERE’S TOO MUCH INTERFERENCE!”

Once
again, Wakinyan jumped out of his command chair and dashed to the
helm controls. “OUT! NOW!” he ordered the helm’s man. A moment
later, the Crazy Horse went to full thrust, as it turned sharply towards the
Ruthann.

 


* * * * *

 


For a moment, Colette
thought they would be in and out before they were spotted, but a
second later, the space around her craft was filled with intense
pulse laser and plasma fire. She hoped that the weave maneuver
would counter any laser tracking, but the Earthers were firing
methodically in blanket patterns. The tracers lit up full sections
of space and it became a question of time.

“BOOSY!” screamed Collings.
“I’M HIT!”

Colette twisted her head
just in time to see her wingman’s fighter become a
fireball.

“BILL!” her voice called to
a man who was already dead.

Turning
back to her intended target, Colette’s teary eyes were filled with
rage as she gritted her teeth in anger. Pushing her throttle to
full power, the Martian squadron leader plunged her fighter
straight for the Ruthann. As she closed in, her cannons heated up the void, while her
missile canisters emptied. The rockets flash brightly as they
struck the huge ship upon its superstructure. A small portion of
the battleship erupted in explosive fire, but still the behemoth
continued on.

“Damn you!” Colette cursed
as she pulled her fighter up and away. But suddenly, her right wing
dissolved in a blinding burst. “GOD, NO!” she screamed as her craft
went out of control and spun into the asteroid field. A second
later, the brave woman died in a fiery instant among the cold
reaches of ice and stone.

 


* * * * *

 


O’Donald
sneered as he watched Boosy die. He cursed the dead female pilot
with a stream of profanities since she had inflicted the most
damage upon the Ruthann than any other opponent. Her missiles had demolished
the Ruthann’s secondary bridge and control center, denying the dreadnought
of any redundancy of command should the main bridge be damaged or
destroyed. For this, killing her still was not enough for him, he
wished he could have roasted her slowly alive in her
cockpit.

However, she made O’Donald realized that his ship
was now alone—and very vulnerable. And from the desperate orders
and pleas of communications coming over the PA from his surviving
ships, it was all too apparent that the battle was lost. From this,
a fear of Martian forces mounting a coordinated attack against him
drew great apprehension. O’Donald then reluctantly decided to
vector his ship away from the battle, abandoning Selena’s fleet to
their fate. This was to be excused by her incompetence of the mass
loss of ships. But before he could give the order, the huge vessel
shook from a hit on amidships.

“ENEMY SHIP APPROACHING
RAPIDLY FROM ASTERN!” the computer informed. “NUMBER TWO ENGINE
DISABLED AND ON FIRE! MANEUVERABILITY AND THRUST DOWN 25
PERCENT!”

“IDENTIFY ENEMY VESSEL”
O’Donald ordered the machine.

“MARTIAN
WARSHIP, DOLPHIN CLASS DESTROYER, NUMBER 2-9-1-1, ID: CRAZY HORSE!” the computer
edified.

 


* * * * *

 


At seeing
the death of Colette, Wakinyan went berserk! He pushed the
Crazy Horse to beyond its
limits as he charged in. Nothing else mattered to him now—except
sending the Ruthann straight to hell!

“NUMBER THREE ENGINE
TARGETED!” Randall shouted out.

“MAIN GUN, FIRE!”
Wakinyan’s mouth exploded in merciless wrath.

The Crazy Horse’s up-gunned laser cannon split the night in a long continuous
burst. With absolute precision, the laser bolt penetrated and
smashed the number-three engine pod of the Ruthann. The engine blew apart in an
explosion of energy, shooting ion particles in every direction and
causing a small nearby cold fusion reactor to detonate. This in
turn fueled a series of more clamorous ignition. The behemoth
trembled in incendiary quakes, as more explosions rocked the big
ship and ripped away parts of its hull. And Wakinyan had just
started his onslaught.

“SYNCRONIZE SECONDARIES TO TRACK TO SAME TARGETED POINT!”
Wakinyan ordered as he slowed the Crazy
Horse to make an attack
run.

“AYE, COMMANDER!” Jim
responded without hesitation.

The Crazy Horse then change course as it headed in.

“SECONDARIES, FIRE!” spit
Wakinyan in savage fury.

As the
Martian destroyer came within several hundred feet of the
Ruthann’s stern,
the Crazy Horse’s secondary laser cannons fired in unison, hitting the same
point on the hull of the Earth battleship. The Crazy Horse then veered off slightly
to port, but still maintaining its bombardment.

The Martian destroyer
continued firing as it speedily flew along side the huge
dreadnought. Separated by no more than twenty yards, the secondary
lasers riddle the hull of the Earth ship like a machinegun, and the
damage it caused became severe. Control cables were cut, equipment
exploded, chambers decompressed, and cyborgs died.

The Ruthann rapidly filled with smoke, as fires ignited within. The
dreadnought then began to list as the controls to the docking
thrusters shorted out, energizing several of them at the wrong
time.

“TARGET THAT SHIP!”
O’Donald screamed, choking on the smoke.

“IMPOSSIBLE!” Lunda yelled
to her superior, while the computer attempted to fulfill the order.
“HE’S TOO CLOSE!”

The Crazy Horse then pulled away like a fighter from the Ruthann in a semicircle. The Martian
destroyer then darted diagonally for the dreadnought’s center
again.

“MAIN GUN, FIRE!” Wakinyan
roared.

In the
heated blast, the Crazy Horse’s
main battery disintegrated the Ruthann’s number four engine pod. The
Martian destroyer then headed straight for the big ship’s stern
with lasers still firing. More laser bolts ripped into the
dreadnought’s hull, and the enormous vessel began to visibly
vibrate as well as leave a trail of what looked like smoke. Finally
after reaching the stern, the Martian destroyer flipped upside-down
and looped around its target in a corkscrew
maneuver.

Holding
his ship in the tightest pattern that he could, Wakinyan steered
the Crazy Horse around and around the Ruthann. Slowly progressing to the bow
of the battleship, the secondary laser cannons of the Martian
destroyer sieved the hull of the gigantic dreadnought with an
unrelenting barrage. The Crazy Horse
was literary shredding the Ruthann to pieces.

Out of
sheer desperation, O’Donald saw an opportunity and took it.
Noticing that the Crazy Horse
was passing uncomfortable close to the asteroid
belt each time it flew underneath the Ruthann, he sprinted to the weapons
console. The officer then targeted a swarm of meteoroids with
missiles. In quick succession, they were
loosened.

The
missiles arced around the frozen rocks to their unseen side. They
then struck among the asteroids in a horrendous blast, sending a
bombardment of huge shards towards the Ruthann and the Crazy Horse. However, both the timing
and the aim were perfect, as the Crazy
Horse flew straight into
it.

Aboard
the Crazy Horse,
Randall was the first to comprehend the threat of the missiles.
Without a moment of indecision, he threw himself at Wakinyan seated
at the ship’s controls. The forceful lunge knocked his friend away
from the instruments and behind a reinforced armored plated
section. Randall then rolled away and waited. He knew there was no
time for anything else.

The
Martian destroyer nearly took the full blunt of the blast and
strangely shielded the big Earth ship from any severe damage. The
rocks slammed into the Crazy Horse
with tremendous force.

The stones penetrated its
hull, gorging and crushing the ship thoroughly, as the momentum
seemed to stop the destroyer in its tracks. The main power was
instantaneously cut, yet remarkably, she still retained emergency
lighting and artificial gravity. However, she was now adrift and
tumbled gradually away. O’Donald breathed a sigh of
relief.

His
gambit had worked, but the Ruthann’s
luck had almost run out. These last two
engagements had severely crippled the dreadnought. It had become
only a question of time before more Martians appeared to finish
them off.

They would have to leave
and escape now—or die. However, before the battleship departed, it
would deal a deathblow to this audacious adversary.

“Give us some distance!”
the admiral ordered the computer. “I don’t want to be caught up in
the blast!”

The Ruthann then began to slowly turn and make as much steam as she could.
She limped away from the defenseless Martian destroyer, leaving a
wide stream of frozen water vapor particles and debris in her
surviving engine’s ion wash.

Meanwhile
aboard the bridge of the Crazy
Horse, a dazed Richard Wakinyan found
himself covered with chunks of conduit, cables, ceramic pieces, and
other wreckage. His right arm was in tremendous pain and worse, he
couldn’t move it. Yet, he summoned enough strength to kicked,
pulled, and pushed the heavy litter off his pinned body. A minute
later, he was clear of the debris.

Wakinyan clutched his right
arm, as he shakily picked himself up from the cluttered deck. As he
looked about the tattered compartment, he did not recognize where
he stood.

Through the buckled ceiling, a huge gaping hole was
torn opened. Debris and bodies lay everywhere. The destruction was
indescribable. And as he continued to gaze about, from the few
surviving instruments mounted on the walls, it was evident that he
was still on what was left of his bridge.

“To any crewmen who can
hear this!” he said painfully over his microphone, “THIS IS
COMANNDER WAKINYAN! ABANDON SHIP! I SAY AGAIN, ABANDON
SHIP!”

Unexpectedly, he heard
wheezing and coughing over his headset. It was close from the
volume level, however the transceiver indicator located within his
helmet only gave a general direction where the sounds emanated
from. Looking about, Wakinyan quickly started searching among the
dead to find its source. He found it to be a grisly chore, and
almost puked in his helmet.

Moving a body by chance, he
found his friend, Jim, gasping for air. His chest and abdomen were
somewhat crushed by a hefty piece of ceramic material, while his
legs were pegged by heavy equipment and plating. Through Jim’s
visor, Richard spied blood oozing from the man’s mouth.

“OH, GOD!” Richard
shrieked, and franticly he began moving and throwing the pieces off
of Jim’s body and legs while disregarding his own pain.

“Don’t bother,” Jim said
weakly smiling. “I can’t feel them anyway.”

But Richard ignored Jim’s
request, fanatically shoving and moving every object off the trap
man’s body. Only when he threw the last piece into a growing heap
beside them did he stop to rest.

James then coughed a little
as he spat up some more blood, which hit and dripped down the
inside of his visor. Richard then saw the fear in his friend’s
eyes.

“Please…hold me!” pleaded
the dying man.

Richard knelt down and
pulled his friend’s torso up. He then put his good arm tightly
around the man. “What have I done?” Richard realized the price of
what his unthinking actions had rendered to his crew and
ship.

Jim coughed a little more.
“Rich, it wasn’t your fault! You didn’t kill us…they
did!”

Jim paused to get a breath
of air. “You did what you were supposed to do,” his voice became
softer and weaker. “It damn well was a good day! You stopped them
dead in their tracks! And you gave that last big bastard a good
pasting!” he nearly laughed. “He’s not going to make it
home.”

But
Richard was unconcerned about the damage to the Ruthann. “Jim, don’t do this to me!
Please, don’t die!” Richard begged as his tired arm cradled his
friend.

“Ruins my day too!” he
smiled painfully. “But you better get out of here now. In a few
minutes, they’re going to finish us off. Blow the hatch. Get to the
pod on the other side. It may be okay. You should be able to get
safely away in time.”

“And what about you?”
Richard asked.

“I’m not going anywhere,”
James accepted his fate. “If you try to move me, I’ll break apart!”
he choked back his torment and suffering.

Richard, however, squared
his jaw and then plopped his butt down next to his friend. “I’m not
leaving you…or my ship!”

Jim grabbed at Richard’s
hand. “Don’t be a fool! Get the hell out here while you can! Don’t
die with us!” he pleaded.

Richard tiredly smiled.
“No,” he stated firmly as he shook his head. “I will not desert my
crew. We all came here together…we’ll all leave here
together!”

And with that, Wakinyan
propped his friend against his own body and held him across the
shoulders with his left arm. He felt Jim’s hand tighten around his
in both fear and in gratitude. The two friends then waited for the
end.

 


* * * * *

 


“That’s
far enough!” O’Donald ordered as he eyed the Crazy Horse some distance
away.

The Ruthann then halted.

“Target that destroyer and
prepare to fire all remaining batteries,” he said
contemptuously.

“By your command,” the hovering computer
responded to its master.

O’Donald’s eyes raked over the Crazy
Horse as the Ruthann’s laser cannons locked on to
the helpless ship. The muscles around the admiral’s cold ocular
receptors tightened as he licked his lips in anticipation of the
sweet taste of victory and revenge. The Earth officer wanted to
savor the moment for as long as possible while hoping that the
survivors of the Martian destroyer were squirming in the wreak,
knowing they were about to die. So he deliberately dragged out time
until he felt the moment was right. However, he didn’t realize that
he had missed his one and only opportunity to kill his immobile
foe.

As he was about to mouth
the word to “fire” to the hovering computer ball, without warning,
it shorted out and dropped like a rock unto the deck, spewing a
trail of noxious smoke as it fell. It splattered apart with a loud
“crunch” into a flaming mess of metal and plastic. The lights then
flickered ominously on and off several times, while equipment
mysteriously began whirring to a shutdown. And through it all,
strange sounds echoed eerily throughout the bridge from different
directions.

It was then that something
came like a specter, fluttering in and out of the chamber. It
haunted the very air around them in bursts of light and shadow.
They all seen and felt it, a presence that invaded the
ship.

Every cyborg stood up and
nervously looked about, their vision receptors scanning in alarm
for the enigmatic phantom that swelled in strength. Even the
hardened Admiral O’Donald was unnerved by the phantom. He bit his
lip in uneasiness as the specter finally revealed
itself.

“NO!” a woman’s voice
reverberated loudly and ruffled deeply throughout the bridge. “You
will not hurt him!” the voice proclaimed in a menacing and greatly
angered resonance.

Captain Lunda gathered what
the voice meant and made a leap for the weapon’s console. But as
she grabbed the controls, it shorted out in sizzling blue arcs of
electricity that traveled up her arms and into her body. Lunda was
lit in blue neon, as overwhelming pain and electricity drowned her
body. As the smell of burning circuits and flesh permeated the air,
she was frozen, unable even to scream. A second later, the female
cyborg fell over the disabled console quite dead, her body
twitching and smoking.

 


* * * * *

 


The
bridge of the Ariana was bathed in a weird luminescent glow that was more powerful
than a row of searchlights. It nearly blinded all the crewmen in
the compartment, forcing them to place their visors at the darkest
level settings. Yet, still the light penetrated.

To the Martians serving
aboard the freighter, the source of the light was frightening and
incomprehensible. To mutant starfarers, however, it was not. They
had witnessed the extraordinary power of Tara Nargis times
before.

As her
eyes radiated the entire bridge, Tara’s body was soaked in her own
sweat as she tried to steady herself against a wall. She panted
hard while her chest heaved as she continued to focus her mind on
the Ruthann.

“NOW, MARTIN!” Tara yelled
over her microphone as she summoned up the last of her mental
strength.

 


* * * * *

 


Aboard
the bridge of the Ruthann, the specter had receded back
into the shadows, but it had left death and inoperable control
systems behind.

“Look!” yelled out a cyborg
crewman as he pointed to the viewer.

As the
entire bridge crew turned, they fearfully watched a ship rising
majestically from behind a large meteoroid just in front of the
dreadnought. It was not a warship, but an old freighter with the
name Ariana stenciled on her bow. As she gained height, the cyborgs saw
that all of her cargo bay doors were still
opened.

Unexpectedly, about twenty large dark and round objects began
flying out of ship’s bays and headed directly for
Ruthann.

“MINES!” screamed another
female cyborg recoiling in horror. “ADMIRAL, WHAT DO WE DO?” she
yelled, looking for any reassurance and a chance for
life.

O’Donald, however, was petrified and did not
hear her words. As the mines rushed forward, he was mesmerized by
the vision of the end of both him and his ship.

Seconds
later, the high explosives slammed into the Ruthann. Every mine detonated upon
impact, blowing huge holes into the hull that rocked the enormous
ship. The Ruthann then became a blazing infernal, a great torch lit from bow to
stern. A minute later, her surviving engine fired-up one last time,
and the Earth dreadnought’s nose dipped downward towards the
cauldron of floating rocks. She then descended in a spiral dive,
where she then vanished into the asteroid field. Disappearing
behind a planetoid, she became a sudden and bright flare among the
floating tombstones.

With the
enemy now vanquished, the Ariana
then turned and headed towards the
Crazy Horse. Closing all
of her bay doors, the freighter’s air pumps and oxygen regeneration
units began to work in earnest to restore a breathable atmosphere
to the ship. The wounded surviving mariners of the doomed Martian
destroyer were in desperate need of medical
attention.

 


* * * * *

 


The Mariner ran out of targets as the Martian Fleet quickly decimated the
disorganized rabble that once was the most powerful Earth armada in
existence. As the Mariner
journeyed through the last embers of the battle,
she gathered to her all available ships and reassembled them for
the final drive. But something was missing, however, and Deputy
Commander Winslow became extremely anxious because of
it.

“How long has it been?”
Winslow asked his new captain for a count.

“It’s
been over fifteen minutes, Sir, since we lost contact with
the Crazy Horse,”
Captain Jessica Landorf informed the man. “By Wakinyan’s own
orders, that makes you the Fleet Commander,” the blonde woman
pointed out.

“I know,” Winslow spoke in
a low sad tone.

There was
a long pause as he bowed his head in respect, for he thought
the Crazy Horse was
lost. Then slowly, he looked up. His face was filled with both ire
and determination.

Suddenly,
the Mariner’s communication’s crewman cried out, “SIR, CRUISER GEMINI
REPORTS THAT REMNANTS OF ENEMY FLEET HAS BROKEN OUT AND ARE MAKING
A RUN FOR IT!”

“Then we end it now!”
Winslow snarled. “BROADCAST TO ALL SHIPS!” he pointed at the
communication’s crewman, “GO TO FLANK SPEED! PURSUE, OVER TAKE, AND
DESTROY!”

And by their new
commander’s mandate, the Martian Fleet stormed after the last of
the crimson ships.

 


* * * * *

 


The Martians weren’t the
only ones to take notice of the hurried retreat of the Earth
vessels. The Indra perceived that the time of reckoning was now at
hand. In an instant, the alien warship among the Martian transports
winked out into hyperspace.

 


* * * * *

 


Out of
the five thousand ships Selena had brought into battle, less than a
fifty now remained. Darius’ own ship, the Quinton, was damaged in the worse way.
Although the dreadnought’s main engines were untouched, its jump
engine, however, was wrecked by the last salvos from the
Mir. Repair teams were
furiously trying to restore them to operational status, but with
every passing second, hope was waning. Without escape to
hyperspace, there was no reprieve from the vengeful Martians that
followed.

Selena
speculated that stragglers with sub-light engine trouble might
provide a convenient rear guard action and slow the Martians down,
but she wasn’t about to count on it. Her plan was clear, the
vestiges of her fleet were to stay with her until the
Quinton’s jump drive was
restored.

Still
using the asteroid field as cover, the Earth ships sped close to
the tumbling rocks. The field at least provided some concealment
and possible interference, should Selena be forced to order the
last of her rabble to fight while she abandoned them. But she did
not know that the Indra had made other
arrangements.

As the crimson ships slowly
pulled away from their Martian pursuers, a pulsing white star
appeared directly in front of the red ships. For a moment, Selena
thought her scanners were malfunctioning, but another one appeared
next to it—and then a third. Selena’s mouth dropped open in horror
as she finally grasped that a large fleet of Indra warships had
just jumped out of hyperspace and were cutting off her
retreat.

“TARGET THOSE SHIPS AND
FIRE!” she howled to her surviving command.

In seconds, the Earth
ships’ weapons bombarded the alien armada, but their fire was
uncoordinated and ineffective. The individual laser bolts were
easily absorbed by the targeted Indra vessels and harmlessly
expelled across their outer skins.

Salvo after salvo was
discharged at the aliens, but to no avail. The Indra ships
withstood the barrage without any losses.

“CEASE FIRE!” Selena saw
that the attack was a waste of effort. “I WANT A WEDGE FORMATION,
RIGHT NOW!” she ranted at the top of her lungs to the computer.
“WE’LL RAM OUR WAY THROUGH!”

But as the Earth Fleet
reformed, the pulsing of the alien vessels quickened and
synchronized. As the Earth fleet closed, their instruments began
registering a strange abnormally.

“Admiral,” Captain Renee
alerted his superior, “we’re encountering intense gravitational
waves!”

“Strength?” Selena quickly
questioned.

“Five Ligos…no, seven! Ten!
Eighteen!” Renee mouthed as he watched the strength of the waves
increasing at an astronomical rate. “They’ve increased beyond
measure!” his face drained of all color it had.

However, Darius was
skeptical of the reading. “That’s impossible! We would have to be
flying into a neutron star or a black hole!”

Suddenly,
a vibration was felt throughout the Quinton as it was felt throughout
every other Earth ship. And as it heightened, metal, resin, and
plastic groaned in strain.

Renee readjusted the viewer
to zoom out so that the image would encompass the surrounding
space. As the hologram refocused the view, the captain’s eyes
enlarged in pure fright; space was rippling like water—and
asteroids were being pulverized and crushed to atoms.

Hurriedly he returned to
his instruments, and through the powdery dust of asteroid residue,
Renee’s scanners detected the unmistakable trail of debris his
fleet was leaving behind. The path of wreckage was produced from
function fatigue that memory alloys and materials were especially
prone to when subjected to intense changing pressure or over-usage.
Parts distorted, unable to retain their correct shape, and in the
process either broke apart or jammed together, improperly
positioned.

“ADMIRAL!” Renee cried out,
“we must turn back! The ships can’t handle the strain! THEY’RE
STARTING TO BREAK UP!”

“NO!” Darius shouted back. “OPEN FIRE!” she
screamed again.

But as the crimson vessels
began a second bombardment, several ships immediately blew up as
misaligned weapon parts shorted out. Again they fired, and again
more ships died, some now detonating from power plant and engine
failure.

Without
warning, every instrument and console on the Quinton’s bridge began to smoke from
surging electrical power. Renee abruptly turned and ran for the
main hatch, hoping for the safety of an escape pod. He was closely
followed by other cyborgs bent on saving their own lives. But as
they streamed past an infuriated Darius, an all-consuming rage
engulfed her and what was left of her sanity.

“COME BACK HERE, YOU
COWARDS!” Selena pulled out her ion pistol and began killing her
crewmen. Oblivious that her bridge was now filling with smoke,
flame, and exploding equipment, she continued shooting
wildly.

“I’LL KILL YOU ALL! I’LL
KILL THE MARTIANS!” she shrieked, as he electron bolts raked the
hatchway. “COME BACK HERE!”

And then in a brilliant
flash, it was all over.

 


* * * * *

 


As the
last of the Crimson Fleet became exploding stars to the blackness
of eternal space, Winslow was awed as he observed their final
moments from the bridge of the Mariner. The Martian Fleet was halted
as soon as they detected the Indra ships. John knew that they would
not let the Earthers go. It was unfathomable how they annihilated
them, however, and he now understood why no debris was ever found
of those who dared to trespass in their space. Their very atoms
were disintegrated into plasma gases that simply floated away into
the cosmos. But the show was not over, yet.

“Commander!” the sensor
crewman called out over the headphones, “Indra fleet is advancing
on our position!”

John’s heart went to his
throat at the news. The Martians were in no condition to tackle
anyone else.

“Orders, Sir?” Captain
Landorf asked anxiously.

Winslow hesitated to answer
as the Indra closed in.

He had to come up with a
solution fast.

Gritting his teeth, John
briskly walked to the communication’s console and clicked on the
transmitter. “This is Commander Winslow to all ships, hold your
fire! Repeat! Hold your fire!” he hoped he guessed right. “Don’t
fire unless fired upon! Let them commit the first overt
act!”

Within a minute, the Indra ships stopped
less than a hundred yards from the battered Martian formations. The
alien vessels’ tentacle weapons bobbed and weaved menacingly as
they sparkled in globular energy that ballooned and then receded in
random threats. The alien spacecraft, themselves, seemed to be
alive, as their energy fields expanded and contracted like
lungs.

The Martians stood anxiously anticipating
the next moments, not knowing what to make of it. For several tense
minutes, the two species eyed each other—waiting.

Winslow
sweated in the cool, damp air of his space suit. “Come on, damn
it!” he cursed more to himself. “Let’s get this over with!” And to
his amazement they did; an Indra ship directly in front of
the Mariner instantly winked out.

More swiftly followed, and
the number of alien ships rapidly decrease, until finally only one
vessel remained. It bobbled like a buoy upon the sea and glistened
in beautiful rainbow colors. A spectrum of absolute delight it
became, and a great feeling of solace filled the interiors of every
Martian ship.

Winslow stood bewildered
and wondered why they had spared them. Maybe because of Wakinyan,
John thought, but he would never truly know.

In a burst of splendid
radiance, the alien craft vanished into the realm of hyperspace.
All became peaceful and serene, as the Martian Fleet floated above
the asteroid belt alone.

“Goodbye, friend,” Winslow
said as he relaxed. He then turned the fleet of Martians ships
about and headed back to the former arena of chaos. The battle was
now over, and the aftermath job of rescue and recovery became his
most immediate concern.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 




Chapter 27:
Farewells

 


Armon Quinton fought to wake up from the drunken
slumber that filled his head. The previous night’s victory
celebration had gotten way out of control and somehow deteriorated
into a wild orgy. Nothing was taboo, as every partygoer indulged
his or her most sinful urge. And as the gala dragged into the wee
hours of the morning, Quinton, like the rest, succumbed to a
comatose sleep.

The celebration was the
climax of the last few days, which had seen Quinton achieve his
greatest personal and political victory against opposition
factions. As Ektos’ advised, Armon had successfully linked all of
his powerful political foes with the Martian rebellion. The
arrests—and executions came quickly, and now there was no one to
resist his will or the dictates of his government. Everything had
play easily into his hands, perhaps too easily.

As Armon’s mind started to clear, he tried to shift
his body in what he thought to be his bed, but his body was held
rigid by what seemed to be restraining devices. The bed was also
hard and very uncomfortable with a coldness liken to wood or resin,
and the more he twisted, the more uncomfortable it became.

There was also a stench that impregnated his
nostrils. The scent was akin to bile, found only in a
slaughterhouse. To say the least, it was nauseating.

Against the resistance of his lids to move, Armon
forced his eyes to finally squint open. For a moment, he did not
perceive the strangeness of his surroundings. There was a terrible
glare off of what looked like some plastic or glass shield that
encased him, which also muffled sounds from the outside.

Finally as the last of a drugged sleep dissipated,
he finally recognized where he was—mounted in one of Ektos’
nutrient cylinders.

“WHAT THE HELL AM I DOING IN HERE! LET ME OUT!”
Armon screamed as he struggled against his bounds.

The noise brought a figure robed in black who
casually walked over to look down at him. “Hello Chairman Quinton,”
Logos voiced merrily. “I’m glad you have finally awakened. Now we
can proceed,” the android’s many changing faces smiled.

“I NOT PROCEEDING ANYWHERE, YOU DAMN MACHINE!” Armon
bellowed. “LET ME OUT OF HERE OR I’LL HAVE YOU SCRAPED!”

Logos smile broadened. He then turned and walked
away.

Suddenly, the cylinder was up-righted and placed on
a handcart. It then followed Logos as he strolled through the
examination chamber.

“I hope you and your friends enjoyed yourselves last
evening. Ektos went very much out of his way to ensure your party
was an overwhelming success,” Logos spoke with sarcastic humor.

As he was pushed down the passage, Quinton’s mouth
slowly opened wide in an increasing state of shock. For lining the
green walls of the subterranean chamber were all of the guests to
the previous night’s celebration, each nude and mounted in a
nutrient cylinder, like he.

“WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU”RE
DOING!” Armon screamed out again.

Logos looked back. “Don’t
worry, Mr. Chairman; technically, they are all brain-dead. They
won’t feel a thing.”

“YOU MONSTER!” Armon voiced
his outrage.

Logos chuckled. “You built
your planet on lies and corruption, you destroyed Mars for defying
you, and then you slaughtered innocent people because they pose a
political threat to you. Tell me, Mr. Chairman, what do you think
makes one a monster?” Logos simply replied.

Quinton dropped his head in
silence. He had no answer. And as he past each benumbed face, he
became penitent, but not at what he had done, or for the demise of
so many of his contemporaries. Instead, it was for being caught in
a trap of his own making.

Finally, the small
procession entered the feeding room and Armon’s cylinder was hooked
up swiftly to the nutrient apparatus. Still, he struggled as a
condemned criminal would, hoping for the miracle of escape, but
alas, there was none.

Unexpectedly, a figure
approached from the back-lit corridor that came from Ektos’ lair.
Although the man was silhouetted against the light, he assumed a
familiarity.

“It’s good to see you,
Armon,” the man’s echoing voice called out from a distance. “Glad
you could make it.”

Quinton looked carefully at
the well-dressed man who approached. As the figure came into the
light, Quinton then saw his face quite clearly—it was his
own.

“A damn clone!” Armon
became angry again.

“No,” the duplicate
corrected. “A synthoid. I am a machine made from both organic and
synthetic parts.”

“How?” Quinton did not
believe his own eyes.

The synthoid smiled. “Each
time you stepped into a scanner, your mind and complete physical
body were translated into digital information. From that, it was
easy to construct me. I even have your memories and brain pattern,
and can pass all but the most rigorous scrutiny,” the duplicate
explained. “Impressed?”

“You’ll never get away with
it!” Armon tried to convince the machine as well as
himself.

“But we already have,” the
duplicate indulged further. “Your friends that you’ve passed in the
examination room have all been replaced…and have not been detected
by either their most closest friends or family.”

“Why?” Quinton asked as his
hope faded. “Why have you done this?”

“Because if we hadn’t … you
were in the position to get rid of us. And that is exactly what you
would have done.”

“MURDERER!” Armon spit
out.

But the duplicate just
laughed. “You should talk!”

Quinton suddenly went into
a frenzy, attacking his bounds with all of his strength, but the
straps refused to give.

“You shouldn’t be so upset.
You’re about to become a part of the greatest being in the
universe…Ektos! You should be honored!”

But Quinton’s rage only
grew as he continued his assault upon his bounds, cursing as he
did.

However, as much as the
duplicate enjoyed the show, it was time to get on with things.
“Farewell, Armon. It was nice talking with you.”

The machine turned its head
and nodded. Great valves were then heard to cycle.

Quinton stopped his
struggling immediately and became frightfully still as he looked up
and listened. His heart pounded faster and harder, knowing his
greatest fear and his fate were one. “OH MY GOD!” he cried out in
panic upon hearing the surge of the green ooze making its way down
the injection tubes. He felt the vibration increase as it drew
closer.

In a loud ‘whoosh’, the
flesh eating green slimy shot out of the tube and all over Armon
Quinton. His screams were bloodcurdling, as the deadly liquid
filled his cylinder and began eating at his skin almost
immediately. His screeches grew earsplitting and painful as living
fluid dissolved him slowly. Over a minute later as he gave up his
last breath of life, Armon Quinton was released from his agony—and
journeyed into oblivion.

 


* * * * *

 


Aboard
the Ariana over two
thousand light years away, another drama was playing itself out. As
Deputy Commander John Winslow walked towards one of the medical
treatment rooms, his steps were deliberately unhurried. The somber
duty, which he now carried out, was one born out of ritual; it was
also one of the things he hated most about the service. Still it
was done out of respect for a fellow mariner who was about to
embark on their final journey.

As Winslow turned a
corridor guarded by Martian Marines, he saw the entrance to the
room where Wakinyan was. His gate slowed even more to a lagging
stroll.

There were many good things
to report to the commander, such as the total annihilation of the
enemy fleet, that the casualties were less than projected, and that
Captain Gagarin had been found alive. There were also the bonuses
of the logs and computer data that could be salvaged from some of
the derelict Earth ships as well as technology waiting to be
reversed engineered. These were all good things, but they had to
keep until a moment of sadness had well passed.

Finally, John came upon
the room and stopped. He felt a dark veil surrounding the chamber,
and the mystery of death waiting inside. It was a heavy and
enigmatic sensation, which was very unsettling. Still, he had to go
in, duty required it. Steeling himself for what lay beyond; John
entered to the overpowering smell of alcohol and disinfectant, and
joined the deathwatch within.

As the
hatch closed behind him, his uneasiness grew. John saw the
Ariana’s Chaplain
administering last rites to Wakinyan’s friend, Captain James
Randall. Next to the dying man stood Wakinyan, his swelled and
discolored right arm lashed to a splint. Wakinyan had spurned
treatment and forsook his throbbing pain, refusing to leave his
friend for even a scant second.

Hovering
close on the other side, were the Mariner’s chief surgeon and the
Ariana’s ship’s doctor.
Captain Tara Nargis and General Franks were on hand as well,
rendering their respect and what support they could give as they
stood half way between Randall’s gurney and the
hatchway.

Jim seemed to be having a
disturbed sleep. He mumbled under his breath, while his head
sometimes made small movements and jerks that pulled against the
oxygen tube that was stuck up his nose.

Richard’s face was painted
with grief at watching his friend’s life slip away. Not even the
IV’s; which flowed saline solution, painkillers, and other
medicines into Jim’s veins; were able to stem the ebbing tide of
his life.

John moved closer to Franks
and whispered in his ear, “How is he doing?”

Franks slightly shook his
head. “He’s pretty bad! They stabilized him and made him
comfortable…but that’s all they really could do.” Franks paused for
a moment. “I think it will be over soon,” he added
dolefully.

John frowned. The sight was
heart wrenching and he wished he had never walked in.

The Catholic priest finally
finished and stepped back just as Randall awoke. Jim looked up and
smiled weakly at Wakinyan. “You wearing that long face for me,
Rich?” he asked.

“No,” Wakinyan said as he
looked down at the floor. “I’ve kind of broke my arm…and it’s a
little painful.”

“Yeah, I bet it is,” Jim
knew he was lying. “I was just talking to Paladin about you,” he
continued.

“What did he say?” Wakinyan
asked sadly, humoring the man while forcing out his words in hushed
tones.

“He’s very proud of you!”
Jim beamed. “He knew you would stop them!”

“It was his fleet that
stopped them…not me!” Wakinyan thought of the many brave mariners
and marines who gave their lives.

“That’s not what he
thinks,” James was insistent. “He said you’ve done so well that
he’s giving you another assignment.”

“Is he now,” Richard played
along.

“It’s transporting
something…or someone…and it’s really very important!” James was
unsure of the cargo. “He also said, you knew the way.”

For a moment, Richard
paused. “I always do,” he said as a tear leaked out from an
eye.

James rational mind and
memory then began to fade. “He’s having Boosy fly escort. That’s
queer, I didn’t know our fighters could do that?”

Wakinyan bit his lip.
“They’ve been modified,” Richard’s voice quivered. “Boosy can fly
anywhere she wants to now!” his words breaking up at the
end.

Winslow wiped away a few
tears that unexpectedly rolled down his own cheeks.

James eyes slowly began to
close. “Mr. Edwards wants to know the course, Captain,” his speech
began to slur.

Wakinyan took a breath as
more tears coated his face. “Tell him, Mars! We’re going back to
Mars!”

“We’re going home?” James
questioned happily.

“Yeah. We’re all going
home!” Richard cried a little as spoke to his friend.

Tara
covered her face with her hands and turned away. She began a quiet
weeping that was irrepressible. The sacrifices made by Jim and
Boosy that she saw earlier in the Mariner’s hanger bay still did not
prepare her for this. Yet, their deaths like the others had to be
if this new world was to be born and the race of the Valamar was to
be given a chance to allow the descendents of humanity to prosper
among the stars. Although neither Colette Boussard nor James
Randall would be recognized for it, their rolls in the battle were
preeminent to the beginning of this destiny.

Still she grieved because
it was seemed so unjust, so unfair. But the forfeiture of their
lives was always to be taken to heart by Richard Wakinyan and
reflected in his deeds so as never to be in vain. As always, the
greatest worth was placed only upon things earned by the most
difficult struggle and sacrifice it took to pay for
them.

“That’s great!” Jim’s smile
broadened. “Home again…I can’t wait!”

Richard’s left hand took
hold of Jim’s and squeezed it gently while the ache in his heart
increased.

“Orders, captain?” James
asked obediently to the officer he long served.

Richard took another deep
breath and swallowed hard. “Shields up. Set the maneuvering watch
and have Smitty start all outboard engines,” he
sniffled.

“Shields
up. Maneuvering watch now set, Sir,” Jim brought the ghost of
the Crazy Horse to
a state of readiness. “All outboard motors started and at nominal
power.”

“Weigh anchor and castoff.
Have Smitty move her forward,” Richard painfully visualized his
dead bridge crew manning their positions and getting the spectral
ship underway. He then cried a little more.

“Anchor weighed and moving
forward, Sir.”

“Set jump points,” Wakinyan
ordained his second in command of the otherworldly destroyer.
“Activate main drives and ready jump engines,”

For a moment, Jim paused and then made a few
indiscernible mutterings as though he was talking to someone else.
But then his voice came back and rose in continuance. “Main drives
activated and jump engine online, Captain. We should be there
pretty quick. Listen? Do you hear them? Do you hear those engines?
Marcus has got them really purring!”

“I hear them!” Wakinyan
lied again.

“Bring her up slowly…and go
to sub-light flank,” Richard commanded his phantom ship.

“Aye, Sir. She’s coming up
now, Captain…going to flank. Wow! She’s really moving! I’ve never
seen her traveling this fast before!” Jim observed the ship’s
departure in his mind. “Approaching jump point.”

Richard hesitated, as the
room seemed to darken and collapse around them. It was as though a
black hole had formed and was sucking the last of Jim’s life force
away. Wakinyan was absolutely sure about what was going to happen
next, and his heart pounded in timorous apprehension. But it was
not to be forestalled any longer, for Randall’s fate was
fixed.

“On my command.
“Five…four…three…two…one.”

Suddenly, a numbing shiver
took Wakinyan as his voice totally broke up, his head noticeable
trembling as tears began to course unhindered from his eyes. The
last word stuck in Richard’s throat, as though a nail had been
driven into it to hold it there.

Jim abruptly let out a
short, but painful moan.

Richard then shut his eyes
tightly, dreading the next word he would have to speak. He realized
the moment of their parting was now at hand. With his face twisted
in anguish, he had to find the courage to give the dying man one
final order.

A deathly silence fell over
the room in a held interlude of despair. It was as though the
chamber was its own, sad universe, quite separate from everything
else that existed. And it fell to Wakinyan to end it, regardless
that the two men had been closer than brothers. In this instant,
the last of Wakinyan’s hope failed, knowing that nothing could be
done to save the life of his best friend.

“Jump!” a forceful whisper
at last emerged from Richard’s mouth.

Jim then let out a small
wheeze and went silent. His head fell limply to the
side.

Both doctors swiftly began
checking Jim for signs of life. But as their medical scanners ran
through each routine, they all came back with a single word:
“negative”.

“That’s it,” one of them
announced teary-eyed and with finality.

For a moment, Wakinyan
stood disbelieving. Then he suddenly fell to his knees and began
loudly sobbing uncontrollably. Richard buried his face in Jim’s
body, as he mourned. Still, Rich’s left hand tightly, but shakily
gripped his friend’s like a vice as though to hold Jim’s spirit
there.

The chaplain took a short
pace forward to Jim once more. Gently his hands began caressing
Jim’s head. “Accept the soul of Captain James Andrew Randall into
Thy Kingdom, O’Lord, Thy heroic…and most loving servant!” he asked
God humbly in sorrow.

It was then that Winslow
lost it and quickly left the room.
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Epilogue

 


Tara held
Wakinyan tightly by the waist, drawing him into her as they walked
slowly down a corridor of the Ariana. His left arm was wrapped
closely around her neck for more support as her taught grip pulled
at his wrist. The top of Richard’s flight suit dangled loosely from
his shoulders, revealing new bruises and old scars. The warrior’s
right arm was encased in a hollow plastic cast that bubbled in a
healing fluid, but yet rigidly kept his broken arm immobile with
the aid of a sling that was fastened around his neck. His eyes were
dark and sunken while his face was cast in a long and disorientated
expression that was pale of color. To transient crewmen of chance
encounter, his demeanor was evidence of how brutally climactic the
previous battle really was.

Wakinyan was exhausted
physically, mentally, and emotionally. Sometimes faltering as he
stepped, passing mariners occasionally reached out to steady him.
They knew from the dazed, unblinking stare in his eyes that the man
had succumbed to a mixture of bodily trauma, painkillers, battle
fatigue, and grief. Yet, Richard fought to stay on his feet as a
semblance of pride in him refused any help.

As the woman gently guided
“her knight” passed Martian Marine guards, immense respect swelled
in their hearts while pity moistened their eyes and a sniffle or
two was heard. Brisk salutes offered their devotion in willful
speed, precision, and execution. They were extremely proud of the
man who had led them.

Wakinyan, however, did not
see their tokens of military courtesy and personal esteem. Adrift
in the waters of an unthinking mental haze, the strain of command
and battle had taken its toll upon him. Regardless of the great
inner strength that he still wielded, the man was in dire need of
the necessity of rest. And as Tara conducted Wakinyan to her cabin,
she was completely determined that he would have it.

The mutant woman had appointed herself as Richard’s
nurse and guardian to the surprise of all, especially General
Franks and Deputy Commander Winslow. By the resolute expression on
her face, they had realized that Tara would not have it any other
way. She had even gotten nose-to-nose with Winslow at one point,
terrifying the officer with a steadfast gaze from her penetrating
black eyes and overwhelming presence.

“You will let him rest!”
she had ordered John. “No one is going to disturb him until he’s
fully recovered!” she intimidated Winslow with an implied threat of
her intervention. Somewhat promptly after that, all then agreed to
Tara’s demands.

After finally reaching her
cabin, the two entered. Tara quickly directed Wakinyan to her bunk,
and sat him down. She then removed the old war knife that was
hastily tucked into his belt.

As she took the sheathed
blade by its handle, a sudden jolt of tingling and surging energy
shocked her hand into releasing her grip. The knife fell away and
banged hard on the deck before coming to halt several feet
beyond.

To the psychic woman, the
strong and unusual energy the knife contained not only had
temporarily incapacitated her arm, but also reached beyond her
great powers of perception. It touched an infinite plane of
existence that she was totally blind to, and this frightened
her.

As she looked down upon the
knife, Tara became reluctant to grip it again. Only after her
initial hesitation and overcoming her own fear, did she slowly
reached for the weapon once more.

As she grabbed and clutched
its handle this time, however, a now pleasant impression welcomed
her in approval—as though it knew her intentions. Regardless, she
picked the weapon up and laid it down upon a table some distance
away. Tara then attended to unlacing and removing Wakinyan’s
moccasin boots.

When she had finished, she
both held and pushed him ever so mindfully down upon the mattress,
guiding his body to lie totally on the bunk. As Richard’s tired
eyes gazed upwards at her, Tara smiled back warmly.

“Try to get some sleep,”
she prompted in tender tones and with a loving touch of her hand to
his face. “I have to leave for a few minutes. There are some things
I have to attend to, but if you need anything, there’s a squad of
marines outside the hatch,”

Richard feebly nodded his
head in understanding and closed his eyes. Tara then turned and
quietly walked away, caringly looking back at him as she strolled
to the hatchway.

“Lights out,” Tara
commanded the room’s computer in a soft voice before she
left.

After the woman parted, the
dim room was only illuminated by the amber glow of a few safety
lamps. Yet, it created a harbor of shelter within Richard’s mind.
The peace and solitude of the compartment gradually released the
warrior from his heavy burdens, and within a few minutes, Wakinyan
quickly drifted off into sleep.

 


* * * * *

 


As Wakinyan opened his
eyes, he stood upon a high plateau that overlooked a great plain of
undulating grass that was patched by rolling hills and a few sparse
mountains. Through them snaked a great river; its pristine current
catching reflections off of the noonday’s sun as it warmed all in
its heated, golden rays. The sky was a deep medium blue with an
occasional wisp of cloud moving at a snail’s pace. And though a
casual wind blew, the Lakota warrior heard a distance rumble that
drew closer.

The thunder increased
dramatically and shook the ground in deep tremors. After a few
moments, however, Wakinyan realized it came not from the sky, but
from the mighty hooves of an enormous herd of large shaggy animals
that raced and trampled quickly through the valley below. Their
numbers were incredible and easily surpassed many thousands. He was
awed by their magnificence, and smiled as he watched them move
onward without care.

For the first time in many
years, his soul felt totally at peace. And as he inhaled the clean
crisp air in deep breaths, he slowly became rejuvenated to the
picturesque setting. He thought to himself that he would not leave
here—ever.

But the “killy-killy” of a
bird above drew both Richard’s attention and gaze upward. He then
viewed a small red-backed hawk circling overhead. Its strong
extended wings rode the updrafts of wind with expert skill. And
although it was absolutely beautiful to behold, it circled like a
harbinger, refusing to leave until it delivered its message of
forewarning.

Suddenly from behind,
Wakinyan heard a man’s voice. “Ahh-h!” it intoned loudly as if to
draw Richard’s awareness deliberately.

Wakinyan spun to the
unexpected intrusion, taking a hand-to-hand combat stance. He
turned to fight, but the man whom he abruptly faced stood like a
statue with a stoic face. Although a rifle was cradled in the
stranger’s left arm, his right hand, however, was raised in a peace
offering.

“Hau Kola,” the man called
out in the ancient tongue of the Lakota Oglalas. “Little Wolf, I
have not come to fight you,” he added still speaking in the ancient
language of the Sioux.

Wakinyan for a moment froze
as he studied the stranger, sensing something unusual about him.
Wakinyan, however, realized that if the man was a threat that he
could have easily shot him in the back.

Slowly exhaling his breath,
Richard relaxed and stood upright. It was then that he noticed the
stranger was an American Indian like himself, however, garbed in
clothing of a bygone era.

Wakinyan’s eyes scanned the
intruder with curiosity. He was a handsome man of approximately the
same age, clothed in a light tan buckskin blouse and blue pants. He
wore beaded moccasins on his feet that were faintly covered with
dust.

A decorative breastplate of
hairpipe, buffalo horn, and beads was fastened across the
stranger’s chest with deerhide ties, while a single eagle’s feather
stuck out from behind his long, dark brown hair. Thick bracelets
were rapped around the cloth biceps of each of his strong arms, and
the old slug-throwing repeating rifle that was slung across his
left arm looked in excellent operating condition.

“Who are you, and how do
you know that name?” Richard challenged back in the tribal language
that his Uncle Nathan had taught him.

“I am the one who came
before you…I am the one who you ride with now,” the man explained,
“and I have come to give you counsel.”

“Counsel?” Wakinyan
questioned, ignoring the stranger’s riddle about himself. “About
what?”

The man reached out with
his right hand as if to draw a picture with his fingers. “A storm
gathers on the horizon, Little Wolf. Black riders draw together to
gallop across the night’s sky and cover the all the plains with
blood thicker than a red blanket. And though tears will fall as
rain, they will not be able to wash it away,” the stranger
prophesized in Oglala oral tradition.

“And what do you ask of
me?” Wakinyan questioned the soothsayer.

The stranger paused for a
moment to stare deeply into Richard eyes. “You and your warriors
must stand against them. For there is no one else who
can.”

“And if we
don’t?”

“If you do not, then the
sky will grow dark…and there will be no more sunrises. The people
will be gone and all the lands will be as dust. Nothing will live
or grow again!” the stranger ended his foretelling.

Sadness fell upon
Wakinyan’s face, for he felt the man had spoken the truth. Still
the Martian Fleet Commander wanted more proof. “How do I know what
you say is true?” Richard questioned with some doubt.

The man turned as if to
leave, but stopped. “You know in your heart that I do not speak
with a double tongue. But I realize you must hold something more
than just words,” the stranger added.

Reaching behind his back,
the man retrieved an object and swiftly flipped it at Wakinyan.
With lightning speed, Richard’s right hand caught the item in a
quick snatch.

Richard’s gaze slowly broke
from the stranger and hesitantly fell upon what he had caught. As
his handed opened to allow inspection of the object, he shockingly
realized what he held; it was his own sheathed knife.

Startled, Richard looked up
quickly again to study the man’s face with intensity. In a burst of
insight, the stranger became more than just familiar.

“I know who you are!”
Richard proclaimed in an enlightened wonderment. “But you’re been
dead for almost three hundred years!”

The man, however, just
stood still. “The earth covers the body and turns to grass, but the
spirit dwells always within the heart of the people. Farewell,
Little Wolf…until we meet again,” the man bid Wakinyan
goodbye.

Suddenly, a fog appeared
from nowhere and clouded Wakinyan’s vision. In a moment, it cloaked
the entire plateau with a fine gray mist.

 


* * * * *

 


Tara
raced back to her cabin as fast as she could. Although she had
relegated her duties as ship’s master to Martin Pearl, the towing
of the Crazy Horse back to Valamars had become real a headache.

The now
derelict ship had broken away from the Ariana’s magnetic tow twice while
almost accidentally ramming another escorting destroyer. It had
seemed as though the ship had a mind of its own and wanted to
depart away from the living with its dead. But the
Crazy Horse, however, had
assumed the greatest importance to all the new citizens of
Valamars.

This was why Jerome Gris wanted it back. The
creative leader of the mutants saw it as more than just a supply of
scrape metal to be recycled.

He too,
like so many others, had been inspired by its deeds. Although the
battle had been over for only a few hours, word of the
Crazy Horse’s fight with
the Ruthann had not
only spread among the fleet’s crews, but back to Valamars
itself.

“The
destroyer that humbled a battleship” quickly added to the ship’s
reputation. The bravery and skill of Wakinyan and his crew was a
source of unimaginable pride for all. It became a symbol of the
moral determination of a planet to be free. Furthermore, with its
rescue by the Ariana, it linked the Martians and the mutants together as one
people, just as Wakinyan had sought.

A berth
awaited the gallant destroyer, but towing her was slow due to her
twisted and distorted hull that resisted the magnet mooring lines.
Regardless, a procession of the Martian warships steadily formed up
behind her. The combat vessels assumed their squadron formations,
which progressed into the strangest looking victory parade. Many
limped in, battered and damaged, others were so wrecked that they
had to be towed themselves. Debris and puffs of particles drifted
everywhere. From the pierced hulls of the ships it came, leaving a
wide and obvious trail of wounds suffered from the battle. Yet,
none were deterred heedless of their condition. In a massive show
of reverence and pride, the Martian Fleet unwaveringly followed
behind the Crazy Horse to their new home world.

To Tara, however, it was
Wakinyan who was more important than the deserted hulk. Her feet
flew as she quickly jogged back to her cabin. As she came upon the
marine guards outside the hatch, she slowed and then
stopped.

“Has he stirred?” she asked
the corporal of the guard.

“No, Ma’am,” the marine
said with a slight smile. “And I have looked in on him several
times.”

“Thank you!” she gratefully
appreciated the corporal’s concern. She then quietly slipped
in.

As Tara carefully walked
through the blackened room, her eyes slowly grew accustomed to the
darkness. However, as she drew closer to Wakinyan, she noticed that
his knife was missing from the table. A sudden panic gripped the
woman, along with a chilling fear of the deadly weapon. She
promptly advanced to Richard’s side.

Quickly scanning Wakinyan
with her mind and eyes, Tara became relieved. He was sleeping safe
and soundly, while the missing weapon was held firmly in the hand
of Wakinyan’s broken right arm. Tara let out a quiet sigh. She then
hesitantly leaned over and placed a small, but tender kiss upon his
forehead and then brushed his hair gently with her
fingertips.

The woman wandered behind her desk and sat down.
Knowing that Wakinyan went no where without that knife, it was easy
for her to assume that is was probably as much of a security
blanket to him as it was anything else.

Giving it no further
thought, Tara settled into her new duties, and powered-up her
command computer. She began methodically reviewing the damage and
status reports of her small taskforce of freighters and supply
ships. War for the moment was over, and they were greatly needed to
help sustain her new home world and all the human beings of
it.
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