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  The ‘ECHO’S WAY’ Adventures



The Echo’s Way stories relate the adventures of Echo Bourke, a remarkable young woman who finds herself embroiled against her will in the harsh reality of a war between the Federation of Humanity and a powerful alien neighbor, the Tolleani.

Each Book is a separate adventure, rather than part of a continuing, single story. There are no ’to be continued’s and no cliff-hanger endings. Each book can be read as a stand-alone story in our heroine's life.

Dark World is the second adventure in Echo Bourke’s journey, and tells of how she survives a pirate attack when on her way to join the military academy, then helps the locals on a lost planet rise against the pirate family who have oppressed them.

This book utilizes US English spelling.








  
  Chapter One


Ben let his mind wander as images of Echo drifted through his consciousness. A vague smile flickered across his lips as he pictured her angelic face. Why she stayed with him was beyond comprehension, but she did, and Ben counted his blessings. 
He remembered how she ran her fingers across the ever-present stubble on his chin and along the line of strange characters tattooed down his right flank. He knew those characters fascinated her, but in all the time he had known her, their meaning had remained a secret. She believed they held a great secret, perhaps a love or tragedy from a past time, and he did not want to disillusion her with the knowledge that they were meaningless.
He remembered also the place where they first laid eyes on each other. Corros! The prospector’s cabin, that’s where. High in the forested mountains of Echo’s home world, the old cabin was warm and welcoming. We destroyed that place. The forest, the mine, the town … gone … forever!
An urgent, buzzing sounded sounded at the edge of his consciousness. The alarm wormed its way into his brain, the irritation growing louder and more persistent with each passing second. Eyes half open, he continued to stare up at the dull, gray ceiling in the master’s cabin of his new ship.
After escaping from the now Tolleani-controlled planet, he and Echo were at first never apart. With his resumption of duty and reassignment, it had been over a month since they had last been together.
Their escape was a year ago. Prior to that, Echo spent four years alone, the sole survivor of an invasion that killed every other colonist in the planet’s three mining settlements.
Sent to investigate the chance of re-taking the colony, Ben’s spacecraft crash-landed when attacked by an unknown prototype weapon at an alien research base occupying one of the mine sites. Not long after capture, he escaped from the Tolleani and stumbled upon Echo’s refuge in the forested canyons of the surrounding mountains. Only with her help did he survive. Twice, she saved his life.
Now they were together. The knowledge that she would wait for him until this mission ended did little to ease the pain of separation by light years of space.
Irritated by the interruption, he dragged himself to the edge of the bunk, yawned, and scratched at the stubble on his chin. A slap on the intercom screen stopped the annoying buzz.
″Yes, Jerry?”
″Sorry to disturb you, Cap,” a voice replied. “A distress call just came in on the common band. Thought you ought to know.”
Ben pushed up from the berth and tumbled into the opposite bulkhead. The mission was several weeks old now, but after months either in hibernation or planet-bound, returning to the routine of life in a zero-gravity tin-can required a certain re-adjustment. Every lapse of attention resulted in a new bruise.

      [image: image-placeholder]Jerry Bayer, the first officer, was the only other person on the control deck. With a quick nod of acknowledgement Ben turned to the command console.
 ”Status?”
″The gateway to the Arpeche System’s ahead, Captain. We’re twenty hours from the jump point, and the ship sending the signal is sitting in front of the gate.”
Ben floated into the captain’s chair and studied the screens. “Hmm … fine. Keep monitoring it, and keep your wits about you. We’ve had a few unexplained disappearances in this sector recently, so keep your eyes open.”
This ship was his first command, granted soon after promotion to captain. Most of the credit belonged to Echo; without her, he would have died long ago, somewhere in the wasteland now covering the site of her childhood home.
Six months after their return to Cymbel 3 he received his bars and orders—with the war in full swing and humanity losing, the commission was inevitable—and with them came the command of a brand new destroyer.
Even now, a modified version of the Tollean device used to bring his last vessel down was being installed on Fleet’s front line ships. No reports were in yet on the weapon’s effectiveness. With the first fitted little more than a month ago, that did not surprise Ben: word was slow to travel in space. This destroyer carried one of the units, still untested in action.
Give it time, he thought. The research Echo and I stole will bring an end to this war … or at least a compromise.
Jerry interrupted his thoughts. “Captain, the signal isn’t from a Fleet vessel, but it’s certainly a distress call. Someone’s in trouble.”
″What do we know?”
″There’s a Terran vessel, a ′CS34′ class, sitting in front of the gateway. Human, not Tollean. The request is on the general band, but no security codes.”
″Civilian? Okay, send an acknowledgement. Get me a visual as soon as you can.”
The image on the monitor was a short-haul freighter, old and worn but with no visible damage. It drifted in the middle of a region of empty space otherwise referred to as a gateway, containing the entrance to the Arpeche 497 wormhole. On the side of the hull, faded and flaked paint spelled out the number ′10739’.
″The computer has no record of that registration, Captain,” Jerry said. “Must be from an unaligned planet.” Dozens of worlds throughout the occupied galaxy had either left the Federation of Humanity or never joined. Many of them had fallen to the Tolleani, unnoticed beneath the radar.
Ben donned his headset. “Freighter 10739, this is Terran fleet destroyer G4973, Ben Teague commanding. Please advise your situation.”
Several minutes later, a soft, feminine voice responded. “Captain Teague, Julia Ellis here. You cannot imagine how happy I am you’re here. Thank you for responding.”
″My pleasure, Captain Ellis. Again, what is your status?”
″My engines are down. An explosion in the engineering module occurred as we exited the gate from Arpeche. The damage is repairable, but my engineer is injured. I would appreciate your help and medical attention for my crewman.”
Ben acknowledged without a moment’s hesitation. Not responding to a distress call in space was contrary to regulation and had severe consequences. “My engineering officer will cross with our paramedic as soon as we rendezvous.”
″Would linking our ships be possible?” Ellis asked. “My casualty is in a critical condition, and we have no facilities. His leg is broken, so we can’t get him into a suit. I have a transfer pod, but I need your inter-lock tube to bring him across to you.”
″Sorry, no. You’re not broadcasting an approved security code. Fleet regulations do not permit a link with any vessel unless it correctly identifies itself.”
″My apologies, Captain. This ship is an unaligned freelance surveyor and not part of the Federation. We’ve not been home for three months and don’t have your codes, so we can’t verify ourselves. Perhaps your people can check us over, and then you might agree to a connection?”
For a moment, Ben pondered the situation. To give help in a medical emergency was obligatory under Fleet regulations, but he would not put his command at risk. “I’ll let you know when we come alongside. Stand by.”
Hours later, the old freighter drifted beside them in space, less than a hull’s length separating the two ships.
″Looks harmless enough,” Jerry said. “Doesn’t appear to be any visible damage. I have six heat signatures inside, one prone.”
″Send Raj and Miko across, and we’ll wait for their report.”


Thirty minutes later, the voice of Ben’s medical officer, Miko, came over the speaker. “Captain, everything appears in order here. The patient’s femur is broken; he has serious blood loss and is unconscious. We need to set up the tunnel to bring him over so I can stabilize him and repair the leg. This ship has no facilities.”
Ben noticed more than usual stress in Miko’s voice. “You are aware, Fleet regulations do not allow me to approve a direct connection until I am satisfied there is no threat?” he said.
″Yes sir. The regulations also require us to help wherever possible when lives are at risk. This man will die unless he gets attention.” Miko’s voice was forced and showed obvious concern.
″Can you do it there?”
″No. I can fix the fracture, but he needs transfusions. I need my medical bay. Benjamin, please. Regulation 973 requires me to help this man.” 
Once again, Ben could hear the tension in her voice. “Have you checked the ship?”
″Yes, everything is ten-ten. Raj is heading back to the engine module now. Benjamin, it’s just what you would expect of a surveyor.”
Ben looked across to his second in command. “Miko’s upset about something, wouldn’t you say?”
″Distraught, I guess. Doesn’t surprise me. The worst she gets on this boat is a vitamin deficiency and headaches; now she has a potentially critical condition. She called you Benjamin.”
″She’s never addressed me by my name before, much less ‘Benjamin’—always Captain. And ten-ten? Have you ever heard of regulation 973?”
Jerry shook his head. “Can’t find it on the computer. She’s trying to tell us something.”
A direct connection with an unknown ship was contrary to orders and an enormous risk, and Miko’s words indicated there was a problem she could not talk about. If anything happened, the result would be a loss of command for Ben. There was, according to his medical officer, a life in danger, and other regulations dictated that help must be provided. The vessel was Terran—that at least, was clear. Ben considered the options. Dammed if I do…
″Alright,” he said, “we’ll set up now, Miko.” The risk, he decided, was unavoidable. “Captain Ellis will cross with you, plus the patient and Raj. Nobody else. As soon as you’re aboard, I’ll meet with her. You will all remain in the bay, and I’ll come to you.”
″Yes, Sir.”
Ben switched to the internal intercom. “Bayliss, you and Mahib get down to the airlock. Set up the link tunnel as quickly as possible, carry your side arms, and be wary. The visitors are not permitted to leave the bay under any circumstances. You will keep them under guard until I get there.”
Flicking the intercom off, he turned to Jerry. “We need to get our people out of there. I have serious concerns about this.”
Something troubled him about the whole situation. The prospector showed no obvious sign of external damage, but Ellis had explained there was an isolated explosion inside the engine room. The scanners confirmed the engines were cold.
Uncomfortable with the docking tube, he was even more so with leaving a civilian spacecraft helpless and an unconscious, injured man without hope. Miko’s speech also concerned him; clearly, she had attempted to tell him something under duress. 
She’s never addressed me by my name before.
″On their way now,” Jerry said. “Four persons crossing: Miko with the patient in a stretcher, Raj assisting, and Captain Ellis.”
Ben watched on the intercom as the arrivals approached the airlock and moved into the bay. He rose and glided back towards his cabin, thinking it a coincidence the disabled ship should malfunction right on the entrance to the wormhole, the one place in the vastness of space with a guarantee of early rescue. Again, Ellis had an explanation that they had just exited the gateway. 
He retrieved his sidearm; armed, with the crew in the docking bay, he was at least prepared if anything went wrong. Returning to the bridge, he was about to head back to the bay when the hatch to the control deck burst open. 
A middle-aged male wearing Raj’s pressure suit floated through, a laser pistol in his hand. Behind him, a woman, also armed and threatening, and wearing Miko’s pressure suit, pulled herself through the opening.
The man holding the gun was tall and rangy with blonde, thinning hair and a stubbled chin. Green eyes glittered in the cockpit lights as he glanced around, an almost euphoric look on his face. Focusing his attention on Ben, he licked his lips as if savoring a tasty dish or a fine wine. “Please stay in your seat, Captain,” he said, “and keep your hands away from the console.”
″Who in the Hells are you? Where is my crew?”
″Your engineer and paramedic are safe on board my ship. My worthy associates are attending to your men in the bay. Oh, and your vessel is now my property.”
The woman, most likely the same who identified herself as Captain Ellis, smiled as her companion spoke. The man peered around the cabin again, a broad Cheshire-cat grin spread across his face.
″A Fleet destroyer,” he crowed. “I am going to find this so useful.”






  
  Chapter Two


Field General Bradford Molliner dropped the application on the desk and peered through aged, watery, brown eyes at the young woman seated opposite. “So you hope to enter the academy, my dear?” 
″Yes, Sir.” 
Cinta ‘Echo’ Bourke sat bolt upright, looking increasingly unsure with each passing moment. Next to Ben, the general had been her strongest supporter; he would do anything to help her, but this request was a long stretch.
She had made her application despite a single good reason for Fleet accepting her. At twenty-three years of age she was too old for normal traineeship admission and had no educational qualifications working in her favor. Molliner thought her decision had most likely been spontaneous, born from sheer frustration, boredom, and the need for a new purpose.
The battered, old stalwart peered over his spectacles. The girl was young, vibrant, and attractive, with long, brown hair. Her deep-green, almond-shaped eyes could bore into a man, leaving him lost and wondering what he was missing.
Molliner felt he could rise above the emotion. At seventy-one, he understood well the feelings he held for Echo. There was love there, he knew, but love as a father for a daughter. That was how he felt about this amazing young woman. 
But one is never too old to appreciate beauty, he thought.
This woman differed from most he had met before. Cinta Bourke commanded his deepest respect from what she had been through in her life so far, and her activities in the recent past.
A little more than a year ago, she had escaped a Tolleani-occupied planet, and in the process rescued a Fleet naval officer and destroyed a Tollean weapons research base. She and Ben Teague secured priceless alien data and handed it over to the naval authorities on their arrival here.
Over time, Molliner came to consider her a daughter. She had nobody else, having lost her entire family in the attack on her home world. Teague became her life partner after their escape, but had been listed as missing in action several months ago.
″Do you think they will accept my application?” Echo asked, clearly expecting a negative response.
″Well… yes, I think so. Fleet owes you quite a debt. The data you brought from Corros could make all the difference in this war.”
Echo’s attention lifted a notch; a positive answer was unexpected. “Nothing has been said to me about that since I arrived here.”
″No, I expect not. The whole thing is classified, and you’re a civilian, so you've never heard what I’m about to tell you. Understand?”
Echo nodded as Molliner leaned forward, rested both elbows on his desk, and peered over the rim of his spectacles the way he did whenever he wished to talk of matters serious.
″Young lady, I’m an old man. The brass can’t do much to me now and I’m close to retirement—would be now if not for this damned war. I’ll tell you this because I think you should know, but you keep it to yourself. Agreed?” 
Again, Echo nodded, sensing the General was about to tell her something she did not want to hear, but aware also that nothing she said would stop him.
“The device that disabled Ben’s vessel is a remarkable achievement,” he said. “It sends out an electronic signal that locks onto a target’s computer systems, allows the attacking ship’s computers to identify the various circuits on the enemy vessel, then singles out specific circuitry and shuts it down. The experts believe a targeted beam can be effective across hundreds of kilometers of space.”
Molliner eased back from the desk. “The Tollean scientists may not have reported their results back to their superiors before you took them out, since there are no reports of their using it against us other than on Corros. That was a test run, I expect, and they intended further development before handing it over. We, however, are installing the first units in our front-line ships at this moment. This will change the war for us, thanks to you.”
″Thanks to Ben!”
″Yes, Captain Teague, of course.”
″What about the other thing? The super-bomb?”
″Ah, well, don’t know if I should talk about that.” For a moment, Molliner studied his visitor before continuing.
″All hush-hush at present, so you did not hear this from me either. Should anyone ever question you, say you saw it on your home world and overheard gossip somewhere. Dream something up, yes?”
Echo nodded, but remained silent. 
″We think the theory was to create a trigger for a sustained atmospheric chain reaction, destroying every air-breathing organism on a planet. Lucky for you and Ben, the prototype was incomplete, and you didn’t activate it in a proper manner—you would not be here otherwise. It seems unlikely, but our people tell us they might be able to complete the research. If successful, we will possess the deadliest weapon ever invented: a planet-buster that doesn’t bust the planet.”
Echo felt a heavy weight drop in her stomach. “That’s monstrous. You’re not suggesting we would use such a thing, even against the Tolleani?”
″Ah, but they intended to use it against us. Who knows if they are still working on the device, but we can’t afford to ignore the possibility. If they complete it before we do, the human race will be extinct in a year. Don’t forget who started this war.”
For a moment, he sat back in his chair and peered at Echo. “Are you familiar with the atomic bomb attacks of Terran World War Two?”
″No. Should I be?”
″No, not at all, my dear, but let me enlighten you. Centuries ago, a great conflict occurred on the origin planet, Old Earth. Three nations, Germany, Italy, and Japan, joined forces to conquer the world, mainly for resources. The remaining nations allied to stop them.
“Towards the end of hostilities, both sides devoted massive resources to build the first working atom bomb, the forerunner of thermonuclear weapons. The Germans came close but were defeated before they could finish. Soon after, the United States, one of the defenders, succeeded, but by this time, only Japan was still fighting. The allied forces dropped an atomic device on the Japanese city of Hiroshima and a second on its near neighbor, Nagasaki. Japan surrendered within days. The death toll was appalling, but many experts believe the number of lives saved by the rapid ending of the conflict to be greater. To be fair, I should add the conclusion is debatable.”
″So you’re saying we should destroy a Tollean planet to end the war?”
″To bring the Tolleani to the negotiation table. It need not be an occupied world. We only want peace, not to conquer or kill. There is a great deal we could learn from them, and vice versa.”
Echo sat staring at the floor, horrified that she had brought back such a weapon. Handing the stolen data block to the authorities had been a source of pride for her, but now she felt ashamed. Would history remember her as a hero or a monster?
What will books say of me? “You should not be telling me this.”
″Of course not. It could be worth this old man’s job, but I trust you to stay silent until the official announcements. With the bomb, that will be never, so keep it to yourself, please.”
It was an order and not a request, Echo realized. She sighed, nodded agreement, and redirected her gaze back to her mentor. Why tell me any of this? “What does this have to do with joining Fleet?”
The General smiled at his visitor. “The service owes you a huge debt. Its gratitude will become official in three weeks, when you receive the Civil Cross.”
Echo’s mind snapped to attention at the mention of the well-known award. The Cross was the highest honor presented to non-military personnel for services in wartime, and was not often granted.
″You’re joking, aren’t you?”
″Not at all.” A document containing a list of presentations for the annual awards ceremony slid across the desk towards Echo. Under the heading for civilian honors was a single name, Cinta Bourke. The news left her breathless  and a little stunned.
Molliner placed yet another sheet of paper on the desk. “This is a directive regarding nominees to the academy. As a rule, Fleet only accepts candidates straight from school and with the best of results. The usual age for a candidate is seventeen or eighteen years.”
″…and I am twenty-three, and all the records of my schooling were destroyed. The attack on Corros came the week before my final exams, so I never got to graduate.”
″Quite. However, in the last twelve months, our losses have numbered over nine hundred ships and fourteen thousand personnel; a bad year for us. Fleet has directed all divisions to consider anybody who wants to volunteer, and facilities are in place to deal with applicants outside the norm. I intend to recommend your application based on your receiving the Civil Cross, your service to the war effort so far, and your experience with the Tolleani.”
Echo sat in silence, lost for a response. This was beyond anything she expected, and she could only nod her head again. Since her arrival here, the old general had been a father in so many ways, and she owed him more than she could ever repay. 
″The question is which career path you should pursue,” he said. “Any ideas?”
″No, I’ve been too busy to think about it. I only want to do my part. I’ll be happy as a ranker, anything.”
Molliner stood and turned to gaze out over the space field that stretched for kilometers into the distance. At various points between the administration building and the horizon, spacecraft of different types and sizes landed or lifted off, going about the business of keeping the base supplied and safe. With the general shortage of personnel, it was child’s play for anyone to get a berth these days, and Echo could easily walk into a ‘grunt’ position on any one of those ships.
″Not if I have any say in it,” he muttered, turning back to the young woman. “You’ve done more for the empire than most, and you will not be a common grunt.” Yet again, he pushed a file towards Echo.
″This is a complete report of the Corros affair by Lieutenant, now the late, Captain Benjamin Teague. Everything that happened is in here, including your contribution. Ben reports you showed courage, resourcefulness, and intelligence sufficient to make some of our front-line officers cringe with envy. A copy will accompany my report to Fleet recommending your admission to officer training. Coming from me, they will accept you!”
Echo shook her head to dispel the growing numbness. Never did she imagine she might be acceptable to the academy, much less for a commission. Words failed her as she stared blankly at Molliner.
″So,” the General continued, “with the personal recommendation of the sector administrator, who happens to be a four-star field-general—that would be me—plus this report and your Civil Cross award, I suspect they will grab the chance to recruit you.”
″But ... as an officer?”
″Why not? Things happen fast during wartime. Quite a number of our newer officers have bought their way in with position or wealth, and their abilities leave much to be desired. You have all the qualities we need. With your talent for mathematics, you will make an excellent navigator. From there, you can step up to second and first officer, and given time, a command of your own.”
Molliner held up a hand in anticipation of Echo’s objections. “Before you say anything, you’re more than capable with the right training. You’re an intelligent girl—not your fault your education was interrupted.” 
Again, lost for an adequate response, Echo nodded.
″Don’t prove me wrong, my dear.” The General reached into a drawer, removed a small cube, and placed it on the desk in front of her. “In normal times, we only take trainees fresh from school, so you won’t be at much of a disadvantage other than from your provincial schooling, which was most likely lacking in certain areas.
″This data block contains training programs on mathematics, physics, astronomy, computer science, and so on. Your instructors will expect basic knowledge in these fields when you begin, so you should start now. You leave for the academy in four weeks, and you’ll commence studies as soon as you arrive. For several weeks of the voyage, you’ll be asleep, so don’t waste time.”
″No, Sir, of course not.” Echo took the cube and slipped it into the pocket of her coat. “I don’t know what to say. This is more than I expected.”
″Much less than you deserve, my dear,” Molliner said. “Now, you have three appointments to keep. A week from now, you’ll receive the ‘Cross’ at the annual beat-up. The official notification will arrive in a few days. Wear a white dress-suit and put your hair up.”
″Yes, sir.”
″Second, you will present yourself for your higher education certificate examination.” Molliner pushed another data block forward. “It’s in two weeks, and it’s five years since you did your
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