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Prologue



The new Terran Space Navy sloop had
entered the space-time fold without preparation. No human had ever
taken a ship into a fold, nor had any Terran Space craft ever
navigated a fold. It had no computer program for dealing with the
bizarre event they were about to face.

General Wayne Hurst was recovering
from his nausea as were most of his bridge crew. He first checked
his sensors via the comm and found nothing. Then he looked down at
the sensor screens installed for just this sort of mishap and saw
they were still blank.

He placed a hand on his operator’s
shoulder and asked, “Novak, are you OK? Can you tell if the other
vessels are still with us?”

Stan Novak shook his head, trying to
clear the ill effects of entering a fold. He glanced at the sensor
screens and told his commander, “I have no idea, sir. The sensors
are down, and the computer has shut down, too.”

Wayne closed his eyes and
prayed, as he commed, This is General
Hurst. Is there anyone else on the comm?

Yes, sir. Buck Dodson
here. I guess we got comm, but we don’t have anything else. My
sensors are down and so is my computer.

Novak told Wayne, “Sir, I’ve rebooted
the computer manually and it seems to be starting up. I think we’ll
have sensors back up in a few minutes. I’m comming this to anyone
out there. So, let’s hope we’re all here.”

Buck Dodson was his second in command.
He had the fighters and Bill Parelli had the shuttles.

Bill, are you with
us?

Yeah, Wayne, I’m here, but
my stomach is still a mess.

“Novak, as soon as
possible, I want to know if we can see the others and how many we
still have in the group.”

“Yes, sir.”

Buck, Bill, I want you to
use the comm to find out the status of your commands. I need a head
count ASAP.

He received a
Roger, from both
men.

Two minutes later, Novak told him,
“General, the sensors are coming back online.”

There was a long pause, as the sensor
tech checked his results, and then said, “I show all shuttles in
formation with us, but three of our fighters are missing. Also, I’m
getting extreme gravity readings all around us.”

When he checked with Buck and Bill,
they verified what Novak had told him, three fighters
missing.

Wayne had to open a file in his brain,
he never thought he’d need. Bambi, the alien supercomputer, had put
it there and he hoped it showed him how to survive and traverse a
fold. What he saw was frightening. If they didn’t maintain an even
distance from the walls of the fold, the extraordinary gravity
would tear them to shreds.

He stood behind Novak and quietly told
him what to watch for. “We need to stay in the center of the fold
and that’s going to require us to constantly correct our position.
The gravity walls are not smooth. As they tug us to one side, we’ll
need to shift just enough to stay in the center.”

Sensor Tech operator Novak knew not to
cause panic in the crew. So he whispered, “Sir, how in the hell do
I do that? I can’t see the damned gravity walls.”

Wayne calmly told him, “You do have
gravity strength detectors. As they grow stronger in one area, tell
us where it is coming from and I’ll adjust our position away from
it. But we need to be careful not to overcorrect. That’s were those
precise readings will make a difference.”

“General, what happens if
I’m wrong?”

Wayne put a hand on his shoulder and
said, “Relax, Novak. This fold held a Sauran corvette, which is
much bigger than our little ship. I imagine we have more leeway for
error than they did. We’ve got the Super-B navigation computer
tracking what we’re up against. As it learns the idiosyncrasies of
the fold, we can begin to trust it to make the adjustments for us.
Of course, you and your counter parts will need to keep a close
watch on it. But, for now, it’s on our shoulders and we’re going to
be just fine.”

Novak gave his commanding officer a
glance and whispered, “I’ll do my best, sir. You know that. But it
isn’t necessary to blow smoke up my ass. It’s obvious we’re in deep
shit.”

In a loud confident voice, Wayne spoke
to him knowing the others on the bridge would hear it. “That’s the
ticket, Novak. Good man.”

Novak surreptitiously tapped Wayne’s
leg to get his attention. Then he whispered, “Is this thing going
to hold together, sir?”

His commanding officer grinned
confidently and told him, “Of course, Novak. This sloop was given
extra heavy frames, thanks to the design team’s experience in
creating the smaller Nova class scout ship. They realized a ship
this size would need to be built to take some serious punishment.
And no, I’m not blowing smoke up your derriere.”

The sensor tech smiled and said,
“Thank God for that.”

In fact, Wayne had no idea how the
damn thing was built. If it fell apart, they would all die. So, why
upset the crew with trivial information like that. It served no
useful purpose.


***


Pellus, the commander of the Januki
scout ship, looked on as the sloop disappeared into the fold. The
two humans, who had been rescued, were watching with him and one
cried out, “Oh shit. What just happened to them?”

The young Januki, Ensign Selot,
explained, “They have entered the fold that the Sauran used to get
here. I didn’t know humans had any space craft that were fold
capable.”

Lieutenant Jon Doubleday hung his head
and told them, “We don’t. Is it possible the ship could
survive?”

War Leader Grimish quietly said,
“Doubtful; very doubtful.”

The other human, Lieutenant Bill
Highsmith used his comm curser to point at the human fighters and
shuttles that were engaged. “We seem to be gaining the upper hand.
We’ve landed forces on the hull and breached it. Our guys are
taking out the Sauran shield generators and soon that corvette
won’t have any defenses left.”

That’s when the side portals opened
and Sauran fighters came flowing out of its interior.



Chapter 1



General Mike Hurst didn’t have time to
mourn his son’s lost task force. Right here in their own solar
system, the tiny TSN armada was in an ugly fight with the alien
Saurans and he needed to keep his mind clear, as he followed the
action of his assault force. It was difficult to stay off the comm
and he continued to fight the urge to jump in and make suggestions.
He had to rely on the competence of his commanders. So far, he saw
no area where his suggestions would be needed. Yet, he still felt
he should be there, in the forefront of the action.

When the Terran Space Navy captured a
damaged Sauran transport, and later captured a relay station, they
had suffered relatively light losses. This battle was only a few
minutes old and they had already incurred three times the loss of
men compared to the first two engagements combined.

In the two previous engagements, they
had the advantage of surprise, by gaining entrance before the enemy
knew they were a threat. In this conflict, the Saurans had a little
time to adjust to the TSN’s assault and it was obvious the enemy
had standard, well thought out, preparations to deal with this type
of attack.

When the Saurans flushed their
fighters, the TSN had been expecting twenty of them, based on the
reports from Admiral Ed Denniston. The Admiral had observed a
distant Sauran convoy, as it practiced flight maneuvers. Those
corvettes never showed more than twenty fighters flying out of each
corvette.

So, it was an unpleasant surprise,
when the enemy sent out forty fighters to meet them. Still, the TSN
forces had more than enough fire power to prevail and did so rather
quickly. The enhanced fighters of the Terran Space Navy had better
plasma guns and were faster. Also, they had learned a great deal
about Sauran fighter tactics from their allies, the
Januki.

Mike was thankful to see that the
expected advantages of TSN fighters were as good as they had hoped.
He made note of the additional numbers the Saurans threw at them.
It was just one of many realities they would need to know, when the
next group of corvettes came to visit.

The TSN brought far greater numbers of
fighters than they needed, because they weren’t sure how effective
their improvements to Sauran technology would prove to be. Thus,
the enemy found itself entangled with more than 200 TSN fighters
along with forty shuttles; and each of those carried the far more
powerful FG-2 plasma gun.

The Sauran fighter force didn’t even
have time to shape up into a decent formation, before Admiral
Doolin’s men jumped them and began tearing them apart. Their
numbers were quickly reduced and when the Sauran shuttles began to
emerge from their hangar, TSN shuttles were already in place to
meet them. With the more powerful TSN plasma guns, the Sauran
shuttles were slagged, as soon as they appeared.

As the battle in space saw the Terran
Space Navy enjoying success, things weren’t going so well inside
the corvette.

Mike focused on the TSN troops
assaulting the bridge.

The heavily armored TSN troops had led
the way into the corvette. These men could withstand the standard
enemy plasma bolts, leaving the lighter armed seal teams behind
them to react quickly to changing situations.

Thanks to the TSN’s experience in
assaulting the Sauran transport, they knew the Saurans would let
them pass by, and then blow a hole in the side walls, from which
they would launch a surprise counterattack, in their rear. To deal
with that possibility, the heavily armored troops placed noise
sensors on the walls, as they passed by. Any movement on the other
side of the bulkhead, should register, telling the seals where the
attack would be staged.

Apok’s team followed their armored
troops thirty meters behind. If an outbreak occurred, they wouldn’t
be caught up in the explosion. They should be in the perfect
location to blast the Saurans, as they poured out into the
passageway.

Because of the comm jamming, all the
assault forces were physically connected by fiber optic cable, to
enable them to communicate. When one of the sensors triggered an
alarm, Apok made sure that a message was sent to every man, showing
where the attack would be sprung. They had one of the heavy assault
guns brought forward and aimed at the anticipated spot.

When the wall blew out, none of the TSN
troops were in the blast radius. The heavy troops had turned around
and faced the attack location, while hugging the bulkhead to avoid
being hit by the powerful assault gun, which only fired down the
center of the passageway. When the Saurans came running out, firing
wildly, Apok’s men easily tore them to pieces. The seals fired
everywhere, because their rifle shots wouldn’t be a threat to their
own heavily armored troops.

When Apok cried out cease fire, the
heavies continued to fire for a few moments, because their
connection with Apok had been severed. This had been anticipated.
Quickly, a seal took a new comm wire to the heavies and
communication was restored.

This happened at two more locations,
before the Saurans adjusted their tactics. They, too, could use
sound sensors to gauge their enemy’s location. When the third
attack came, it caught the seals by surprise. The Saurans had
waited quietly until Apok’s men were beside the explosive charge,
and then set it off. Two of his men were killed and three others
had been wounded. The light armor they wore was enough to protect
most of the men who were a little farther away.

The remainder of the seals engaged the
Saurans, who had added significant numbers to their counter
assault. Apok ordered the assault gun forward and it quickly began
firing. The Captain leading the heavies, sent half of his men back
into the melee, cutting down the Saurans without mercy. The
fighting didn’t last long, yet it was a source of concern, due to
the changing tactics of their enemy.

As they progressed deeper into the
corvette, the gravity suddenly increased to twice that of Sauran
standard. Because the men regularly practiced for that possibility,
they weren’t caught off as badly as the Saurans had
hoped.

As soon as the heavy gravity hit, fifty
Saurans came running down the passageway, firing as they charged.
The heavies returned fire, taking out the initial ranks of enemy
warriors. Yet, the Saurans continued to charge, getting close in
with the heavies. The seals came charging forward, just in time, as
the Saurans moved within hand to hand range.

That’s when the seals introduced the
enemy to another new weapon they carried; a powerful handheld
pistol. It only had fifteen shots; but it was easy to aim and fire
in very close quarters. Every time it did, a Sauran lost an eye, or
a hand and sometimes, their entire head.

That engagement lasted more than five
minutes. Total casualties were now at eight percent, which was
higher than they had anticipated this early in the battle. At ten
percent, Apok was supposed to call for additional troops to come
in, but he wasn’t going to wait that long. His call went out, but
he heard no response.

He turned to two of his men and told
them, “It looks as though the Saurans have cut our comm line. I
want you men to go back the way we came and see if you can repair
it. Take another line with you, in case you have to bypass the
severed section. Watch out for traps. They have to know we’ll send
someone to check on it.”

Two minutes after those men left, the
Saurans charged them, using heavy shields, powered by portable
generators for protection. Only the assault gun had any effect
against them. The heavies began tossing the powerful hand grenades,
designed for this type of action. The enemy took severe losses, but
they continued to draw closer and they showed no loss of will or
numbers to slow them down. Apok knew they couldn’t withstand this
sort of all out attack for long. They desperately needed the
reserves to come forward.

He and his group were in a bad way.
The Saurans had taken note of the assault team’s tactics and
quickly adjusted their defense to deal with the TSN squads
attempting to capture the Central Control Center, or bridge, as
humans called it.

Now Apok and the TSN survivors were
stuck, holding in place, until a relief force could help them
out.

When the feed from Apok’s team was
severed, Mike knew there was a plan for that. After a thirty-minute
wait, the follow-on forces would automatically enter and act as the
team’s reserve. It had only been twelve minutes, but the action was
happening so much faster than they thought it would. Mike was very
concerned that the plan needed to be accelerated
immediately.

The last info he saw was the rapidly
changing tactics of the enemy. As Apok and his men got closer to
the bridge, the shit had hit the fan in unexpected ways. When comm
was lost, Mike’s instinct told him the TSN needed to take a
different approach. His gut feeling indicated the solution they had
anticipated wasn’t moving along fast enough. He waited anxiously
for Max or John to make the necessary adjustment.

He used the tight beam to
comm Max. We need to send in the reserves
for the bridge team now. It’s all happening so fast; that team
could be overrun if we wait any longer.

Without rancor, Max
responded, I think you’re right. I’ll give
the order.

Lieutenant David Dobbs, formerly
Sergeant Dobbs, had been the commander of the follow-on forces for
the shuttle that had been destroyed. That left him without a target
for his men to go after. When General Maxwell Kolbe called him and
told him to back up the follow-on forces for the bridge and
engineering, Dobbs was nervous, but happy to have a new assignment.
Like any good trooper, he replied, “Yes, sir.”

During the most recent battle at Fort
Defiance, he had been a sergeant on the TSN home asteroid, when the
Russians managed to land troops on the surface. His lieutenant had
been put out of action and that left him in command of a small
group that was being whittled away by the enemy. He had been
wounded, yet still took control of the situation, directing fire
and repositioning his men, as their numbers were
reduced.

Because of the leadership he
displayed, he was promoted to Lieutenant and given a company sized
force that wasn’t expected to see much action. The idea being to
give him a chance to get use to command at the initial level for a
newly made officer.

He directed the pilot to head for the
primary landing zone near the engineering breach point. He divided
his men into two platoons and handed off command of half of his
company to the senior sergeant, who was one of his best friends,
Hal Frazier.

“Hal I’m going to drop you
and your men off at the nearest secondary engineering LZ and I’ll
take my platoons onto the surface by the bridge. I’ll pass on the
orders of General Kolbe to their senior officer, so he can take his
men to relieve Captain Apostolakas and my men will cover the
entrance.”

Hal offered his hand, saying, “Good
luck, Dave.”

“You too, Hal.”

After dropping off Hal’s men, Dobbs
called the commander of the bridge landing party. A Sergeant Willis
responded, “Sir, we’re in a bad way here. The Saurans sent warriors
out to stop us and they killed both of our officers in the initial
barrage of fire. We’re holding on, but we’ve suffered some heavy
losses.”

Without hesitation, Dave told him,
“Just hang on and I’ll have my shuttle do a sweep of the area.
We’ll blast the enemy, and then I’ll bring down my men. There’ll be
fifty of us. How many effective do you have?”

“Forty two, at the moment.
We will be adding to that, as the lightly wounded recover, thanks
to their nanites. Even then, we’ll only have about
fifty.”

“That’ll be enough,
Sergeant. See you soon.”

As the shuttle made its first pass,
Dave saw that the enemy was adding to their strength. They were
exiting the hull via relatively small hatches and immediately going
on the offensive. He directed the shuttle to fire on the arriving
enemy forces, reducing them substantially. On the second pass, he
had the shuttle fire into the hatches, where the Saurans had
appeared. The entire area around each hatch was slagged and the
interior hatch was melted shut. No more Saurans would be coming out
through those portals anytime soon.

Passes three and four all but wiped
out the remaining enemy combatants.

As the shuttle hovered above the
corvette, Lieutenant Dobbs was the first to run down the ramp and
out onto the corvettes hull, staying low to avoid being struck by
enemy fire, although there didn’t seem to be any at the
moment.

A sergeant came up to him, “Sergeant
Willis, sir. I think your shuttle pretty much did them
in.”

He looked at the man and saw he was
frightened, even though he remained on top of his emotions. Still,
Dobbs felt these men were in no shape to provide follow on support
for Captain Apostolakas.

“Sergeant Willis, send out
a death party and shoot every one of those bastards in the head.
Let’s be sure that one or two of them isn’t playing possum. You’re
more familiar with this section of the hull than I am, so I want
your men to stay here and fortify this area as best you can. Stack
up the dead Saurans, using their bodies to form a defensive
perimeter. We’ll get more men down here shortly, but until then,
you have to keep this area open for us.”

The sergeant looked relieved by the
confident manner of this Lieutenant. Dobbs saw the man’s expression
become more relaxed, now that he had clear orders and the hope of
additional support.

“Lieutenant, what are you
going to do?”

“I’ll take my men in to
back up the bridge assault team. As more support arrives, use some
of them to bolster your position and send the rest in to cover my
handsome young ass.”

“Willis laughed at the
swaggering tone of this Lieutenant. He was still grinning, when he
replied, “Roger that, sir.”

Willis had no idea that Lieutenant
Dobbs was experiencing his first command as an officer. All he knew
was that this man had the leadership gene and the Sergeant was
damned glad to have him here.

Dobbs had his men form up into two
large squads, one following the other by thirty to forty meters.
Apparently, this was working for the other teams regarding avoiding
a Sauran trap, and he hoped it would for him as well. He led the
first team in through the breach and began charging down the
passageway.

One of his Sergeants said, “Sir,
shouldn’t we take it easy. The scaleheads could catch us running
right into a trap.”

“Sergeant, those men up
ahead are out of contact and in a bad way. They need us there right
now. If we poke along, they could be dead by the time we get there.
If we get hit, we’ll have to push through the shit as quickly as we
can.”

“Understood,
sir.”

They had been laying cable, as they
went deeper into the ship, maintaining contact with Sergeant
Willis. So far, there wasn’t any more attempts by the enemy to
sweep them off the hull. The Sergeant called to announce, “Sir,
we’ve got Sauran bodies stacked up three deep. We tested them using
our more powerful rifles and they can’t penetrate three bodies of
Sauran armored warriors. I think we’ll be fine for now.

Then he nervously asked, “Lieutenant,
is there any word on relief from higher up?”

“Willis, you’re in command
up there. Make the call yourself. I’m kinda busy down
here.”

“Yes, sir.”

They were making good progress, but
Dobbs feared they might be too late to help the advance group. On
the way, they discovered a few areas where the enemy had severed
the cable. Each time they repaired it, he hoped to gain contact
with Apok; but the line was still blank. It wasn’t looking too good
for the home team.



Chapter 2




With the relief force on the way to
help Apok, Mike turned his attention to the engineering
team.

Outside the main entrance to the
engineering control center, TSN troopers had filled the passageway
and were about to make the final push into the large compartment.
The armored bulkhead, around that area, was blasted several times
by the heavy portable guns they carried, to no avail. The armor was
slowly being worn away, but at this rate, it would take nearly an
hour to burn through. This team needed to gain access as quickly as
possible to avoid the Saurans setting the self-destruct
mechanism.

Mike waited to see what actions Max or
John would suggest. When he heard no such ideas, he decided to
offer one of his own.

He used the comm, sending
his suggestion to all the teams. Gentlemen, we’re thinking linearly. I suggest you go through
the deck and overheads to access different paths to engineering.
You have extra breaching charges, so open holes, go up and down,
then through the walls, until you’re above or below the area. Then
coordinate your assault, by setting off breaching charges from all
directions.

Someone responded,
Great idea, General. Thank you.

As the team prepared the best places
to breach the thick bulkhead around the engineering section, men
kept filling up the passageways. That’s when the Saurans set off a
new trap against them. Gas was sprayed into the long, wide isle and
suddenly exploded into flame. It burned at an extremely high
temperature and the TSN light armor was unable to deal with the
extraordinary heat for more than twenty or thirty
seconds.

Even a normal space suit was designed
to withstand temperatures ranging from near zero to six hundred
degrees. But, the gas the Saurans were using burned at more than
one thousand degrees. Men were screaming and dying. Only the ones
near hatches, could escape, by diving into side compartments. With
the passageway so full of men, nearly eighty percent of them
perished.

The few men who were located ahead of
the gas, were not affected, although the heat rose around them, as
well. They were the front elements and wore the heavier armor,
which was more resistant to the high heat. It was just within
maximum tolerable limits for their suits to handle. One of those
men, Corporal Palm, began looking up at the open overhead, to see
where the gas was coming from. He noticed a thin pipe and followed
it with his eyes, until he saw the flames coming from tiny
pinholes, spaying his brothers.

He shot the pipe with his plasma rifle
and nothing happened. So, he reset the strength of his next blast
and the pipe ruptured. The burning gas stopped spraying further
down the passageway, but now it threatened the men who were near
the front of the advance. That’s when a hoard of Sauran warriors
came rumbling toward them, from side passageways near the entrance
to engineering.

The Corporal surveyed the assaulting
Saurans and saw that his men had temporarily staunched the
onslaught. He told two men, “Give me a ladder.”

The term was a common TSN phrase, used
to indicate they should each grab the other’s rifle barrel, forming
a high step, and use it to elevate a third man upward. Palm jumped
up on it and grabbed the pipe spewing flames to his
rear.

His gloves weren’t protective enough
and he burned the hell out of his hands. He jumped back down, as
his nanites went to work stopping the pain and healing the burns.
He turned to another trooper and said, “I need something to protect
my hands, so I can get a solid grip on that pipe. Also, I want
every man to get on this side of the passageway, because I’m going
to try and redirect the flames back at the Saurans, by bending it
the other way.”

One of them laughed and told him, “I
think I’ve got just what you need.”

He dragged a dead Sauran over to him,
and then used his rifle on low power to cut off the Sauran’s arm
and hand. Then he dumped out the thick arm of the beast, leaving
the armored portion empty. He held it up and said, “Use
this.”

Palm grinned. “Thanks. Good
thinking.”

He used his own rifle to slice down
the length of the armor and split it open. Then he had two men give
him another lift, so he could wrap the armored sleeve around the
hot pipe. It worked like a charm. Once he had a good grasp, he
pulled his legs up to the overhead and braced his feet
there.

As he hung upside down, he shouted
“Everyone down, NOW!”

Using all his considerable strength,
he bent the pipe around, until the shooting flames were being
blasted at the Saurans.

Some of the men cheered, as the
Saurans retreated, leaving behind several badly burned, or dead
scaleheads. Corporal Palm knew the Saurans had the same benefit of
nanites as the TSN. Those few remaining warriors would heal quickly
and reenter the fight, in a few minutes.

The Corporal wasn’t about to let that
happen. He sent men forward to end the life of any Sauran who
hadn’t been killed by the flames. It didn’t make sense to have to
face the same warriors twice, when they could be eliminated
now.

Then he sent two men forward to sever
the gas pipe and cap it off, preventing the Saurans from using it
again.

After getting a quick update on just
how many effectives he still had, Corporal Palm had his men pull
back into side rooms, where he told them to punch holes above and
below, as well as in the bulkheads facing forward, in an effort to
get closer to engineering.

As men went back into the horrible
scene, they began moving the remains of their comrades into side
compartments. The gas attack had melted the fiberoptic cable,
cutting Mike off from the men involved with the engineering
attack.

In the absence of
additional information, Mike was about to order more troops to be
sent to that area, when John Phillips commed, I want reserve shuttles four and five to drop off their men
near the entrance for engineering. Bring as many breaching charges
as you can carry. They are to charge to the aid of the initial
advance team and finish the assault. If we’re going to keep them
from blowing the ship, we need to get in there ASAP. Be sure to run
additional cable, so we can monitor the progress from
here.

Mike said a brief prayer, thanking God
for sending him General John Phillips.

When the TSN assaulted the corvette,
the Secondary Control Center had been under repair. Because it
wasn’t operable, there were only three Sauran technicians in there,
working on the main terminal. Those Sauran techs had no warriors to
protect them. Thus, there was practically no resistance to the
advance led by Lieutenant Ellis. His team quickly eliminated the
few Saurans present and gained access to the undamaged, although
inoperable back up bridge.

Each team had been assigned two
robots, with the ability to insert a brain probe into the base of a
Sauran’s skull, giving his operators access to the mind of the
creature. This provided a little information, as the mind began to
lose some knowledge, due to dying brain cells. Lieutenant Ellis
caught a big break, when they probed the mind of a wounded, stunned
Sauran. He had been the one attempting to repair the control
terminal for ship. When Ellis saw what he had found, he commed Max
immediately.

General Kolbe, we’ve found
some info that should be helpful to all of us. Using the mind
probe, I have found the complete lay out of the ship and its
defenses. I also have a count of the total number of Saurans awake
and those who are in stasis.

That’s great news, son.
Send it to me and I’ll reroute it to everyone. Anything else I
should know?

Yes, sir. They have thrown
everything they have at us, without regard to losses. I believe
they are counting on the reserve force, which was being brought out
of stasis. But our guys put a stop to that. They’ve sent a group of
warriors to remove our men from the entrance to the stasis
chambers. If they can retake that compartment, in a few hours,
they’ll be able to send hundreds of warriors at us.

Max gave the situation some
thought, and then said, That’s all right,
Lieutenant. I’ll divert additional forces to protect that area. Is
there any chance you can shut down their defenses from that
terminal?

I doubt it, sir. This
thing wasn’t working properly to begin with. That’s why they had it
shut down and their technicians were here working on it, instead of
the regular crew. I’ll do the best I can, sir. If anything else
shows up, I’ll send it to you.

Good man.

Mike’s new wife, Bet, had
been listening from her pilot’s seat in a brand new Nova class
scout ship. She tight beamed John Phillips, General, I’ve got a programming and code team aboard. I
suggest that you allow me to drop them off and send them to the
Secondary Control Center. They can help Lieutenant Ellis’ men in
trying to gain some control of the ship’s operations. It couldn’t
hurt and it just might make a difference.

In a short, blunt response,
he told her. Do it. I’ll have men waiting
at the breach point to escort your people to the appropriate
area.

Mike heard her request and was tempted
to tell her to remain on the scout ship. As pilot, she would
probably do that anyway. But she was so determined to get into the
action, he feared she would just ignore his order, which might push
her to do the opposite. No good officer gives an order he knows
will not be obeyed. So, he held his tongue.

However, it did please him to see
that, in the excitement of the conflict, she still had the presence
of mind to use the chain of command. Of course, she might have just
called Phillips to avoid dealing with Mike. But the way she went
about it was the proper procedure. For a scientist, she was shaping
up to be an excellent Officer.


***


War Leader Grimish complained, “This
is madness. With the comm jammed, we can’t follow what’s going on
inside that Sauran ship. It can’t be going well, because the humans
keep sending in additional forces.”

Commander Pellus suggested, “If they
are not able to prevent the Saurans from using the stasis
regenerating equipment, the enemy will simply overwhelm them with
numbers.”

He turned to the two rescued humans
and said, “You’re seeing what we’re seeing. Is there any insight
you can provide?”

Lieutenant Doubleday told him, “I
suppose we’re a good bit more optimistic than you are. This mission
was in the planning stages for a few months and I’m sure that
possibility has been considered.”

Lieutenant Highsmith added, “Yeah, I
agree. Also, I have great faith in General Hurst’s ability to make
the quick decisions necessary to achieve success.”

Grimish huffed, “Humans! Always so
confident that everything will work out to their advantage.
Unfortunately, the galaxy doesn’t work that way.”

Ensign Selot softly observed, “I
admire their positive approach to adversity, although I fear you
are correct, War Leader.”

With rancor, Doubleday responded,
“Maybe you guys have been accepting defeat for so long, you’ve lost
your edge. You go about your business assuming it will be a lost
cause; so why have hope of success?”

War Leader Grimish exploded. “How dare
you, human. We’ve been fighting these creatures for a few hundred
of your years. Yes, we’ve tasted defeat many times; and we’ve had a
few small victories, as well. But we’ve never given up and we never
will. Courage is not the private trait of humans. You’ll find it
all over the galaxy.”

Highsmith placed a hand on Doubleday’s
arm and said, “I apologize, War Leader. We know so little of your
history and so much of our own. We can’t avoid having a distorted
view of what we’ve seen of you and your people. With your help, we
can become better, wiser fighters. We have the same enemy and we
want to see you succeed. So, help us to help you.”

Pellus bluntly told them, “If humans
lose this battle, it’s unlikely that they’ll survive to join
us.”

He looked Lieutenant Doubleday in the
eyes and said, “Humans are remarkable creatures and they would make
wonderful allies, if they weren’t so far behind in solving their
own problems. And then there’s the enormous gulf in technology that
needs to be crossed. It is possible that we Januki can help salvage
several thousand human lives. But I’m afraid your planet is doomed.
Regardless of your progress, the Saurans will eventually arrive
with overwhelming numbers and the ships they’ll bring are more
powerful than anything you can imagine. It’s only a matter of
time.”

Doubleday, undaunted, replied, “We
humans can do amazing things, in a short period of time. Just look
at what we’ve accomplished here. We know there’s more Sauran ships
coming and we’re preparing for them. If they don’t all show up at
once, we may be able to advance enough to take them on a little at
a time.”

Grimish, showing a rare soft side,
told him, “And that’s exactly what the Saurans are good at
preventing. That’s why they use overwhelming force. They intend to
squash an enemy, before he has a chance to build his military to a
point that could challenge them.”

He placed his much smaller hand on
Jon’s shoulder. “We pray for human success. Yet, we must be
practical in our assessment of the possible outcome. I know it may
seem cold hearted to you. We just don’t want to give you false
hope. Even with our help, it would take humans at least a hundred
years to get close to the technological expertise of the Saurans.
Your people are simply too far behind. We don’t want it to be that
way. But we must face the truth of it and so must you.”

Selot spoke up. “Look, the humans are
sending in additional forces near the Central Control Center and
engineering. They’re also landing one of those tiny scout ships by
the entrance to the Secondary Control Center. They must be making
progress, or they wouldn’t be reinforcing it.”

War Leader Grimish shook his head, as
he pointed out, “Or, things are going so badly they are making a
desperate attempt to save the assault.”


***


Bet told her computer programmers,
“There are troopers waiting to lead you to the backup bridge. When
you get there, start with the ruse we’ve discussed. We know from
Bambi that if you get into a few files, the ship’s computer is
programmed to fight you. Before you attempt to force anything on
her, try to convince her that we’re here to help. I doubt she’ll
buy it; but give it a shot. Good luck and keep your heads down if
someone starts shooting at you.”

The computer science team, composed of
two men and two women, ran down the ramp and disappeared into the
ship. Bet badly wanted to go with them, but she knew her job was
out here, even if Mike didn’t think she’d be needed. She hated to
be treated as a fifth wheel, on this operation.

As she lifted off from the
hull, she got a comm from her friend and colleague, Dr. Charu
Nara. Bet, we’re picking up some sort of
gravitic anomaly that shouldn’t be there. I fear it could be some
sort of beacon watching us. It’s rather far away from us, but it
moves and that’s unusual. Also, we can’t always detect it. We know
roughly where it is and when we apply our sensors, along with those
of the other Novas, we can track it quite well.

Bet told her,
Send me the info and location. I want all the
Novas to go into a web formation and I’ll join you ASAP. Let’s see
if we can’t get a better picture of it by combining all our ships’
sensors. And speaking of picture, have you tried to find it using
your on board telescope?

Yes. We can tell there’s
something there, but it’s stealthed really good…even better than
ours, I’m afraid. It just makes the stars behind it look a little
blurry.

She was concerned and wondered if she
should notify the higher ups. Bet decided to wait until there was
more to report. No sense in worrying the command staff, when they
were in the middle of a battle.

She asked,
Have you seen anything that looks
hostile?

Charu told her,
I’m not sure what that would be. My gut instinct
is that it’s just observing us. Do you think it could be a Sauran
scout ship of some sort?

Dr. Frankenberger joined
the conversation. There are a few other
possibilities here, ladies. It could be an observation beacon or a
scout ship, possibly from an altogether different race. After all,
the Saurans have enemies and they would like to know what was going
on here. Or, it could be a pirate ship just hoping to sweep in and
grab something of value.

She made her
decision. OK. Let’s keep an eye on it, but
don’t move in that direction or do anything that might tip them off
that we know they’re there.

She had a change of mind,
regarding the possible threat. I’ll notify
command.

She had to wait until she
was on the other side of the corvette to send a tight beam signal
to her husband. Mike, I hate to interrupt, but you need
to know this. She explained what was up
and assured him that it seemed safe for the moment and suggested
that no one act against the anomaly, until it made a move
first.

He responded,
Good thinking honey. You’ve taken the best course
of non-action for now. If something changes, let me know. Also,
keep paying attention to what’s going on here. I don’t think we’re
going to need your Novas, but that could change.

Got it,
General.


***


The new, yet missing, TSN
sloop and her escorts were doing better at avoiding gravity bulges
on the sides of the fold. Regardless, Sensor Tech Novak was
terrified that he would get them all killed. One of the other
technicians, who had been monitoring the situation, commed
him. Stan, if we weren’t traveling in this
cone formation, we would be a lot safer. Is there any way we could
go through this thing in single file?

He was embarrassed that he hadn’t
thought of that. But then, he had been concentrating on watching
the gravity fluctuations and making adjustments. The tech who made
the suggestion was his best back up, Jewel Styles, and she was
sharp as a tack, in addition to being drop dead
gorgeous.

Great idea, Jewels. I’ll
ask General Hurst.

Once he had explained her idea to
Wayne, Dr. Koluzski was consulted. His response was, “If we can
carefully move our fighters and shuttles into position behind us, I
think we should do it. It would enhance our chances
greatly.”

Wayne commed his subordinate
commanders and explained what needed to be done. Buck Dodson’s
fighters were on the outside of the cone formation and they would
be the first to attempt sliding back to take up positions behind
the sloop. They slowly eased back on their speed, allowing Wayne’s
ship to move ahead, and then, one by one, they pulled in behind, at
a significant distance, giving the shuttles room to take station
directly behind the sloop.

The fighters had established the
method and proved that it could be done. The shuttles had a better
time of it, because they were already closer to the center of the
fold and had seen how to perform the maneuver. Once all ships were
in single file, Novak had his computer sending course changes to
the ship behind them and right on to the back of the
line.

It worked fine and Stan breathed a
sigh of relief. “Sir, the computer is having an easier time of
calculating the minute course alterations. It seems to me that we
just might survive.”

Wayne grinned, as though he didn’t
have a care in the world. “Of course, we are, Novak. Good job and
tell Jewels job well done.”

“Aye, aye,
Admiral.

Wayne gave him a false angry glare for
using a Navy rank, and then smiled.

The Super-B computer had shifted the
viewing angle of the two forward sensors, providing a better look
ahead of them and making the corrections easier and faster. The
alterations were minor, and they didn’t have the overcompensating
effects, as when Technician Novak was first handling it, and then
passing the changes on to Wayne.

He wasn’t disappointed to have the
computer making the necessary adjustments. He was, in fact,
relieved that he wouldn’t risk sending another fighter to its doom.
As the computer took over, he relaxed, although he kept an eye on
it for the first hour. Then he focused his attention on the details
of what the sensors were showing them.

He could override any one of them and
have it focus on a close in anomaly, or something far out ahead of
them. In the process of satisfying his curiosity, he saw something
frightening.

“General, General, come
quickly and take a look at what’s headed our way.”

Wayne used the comm connection to grab
a quick look at what had Novak so stirred up. When he saw the
bulging gravity ahead of them, he looked at the physical terminal
screen to be sure he was seeing it properly. There was something
big in front of them and, according to the computer, it was
moving.

He leaned down and quietly asked,
“Stan, any idea what that might be.”

“Your guess is as good as
mine, sir.”

In a low voice, Wayne warned, “Damn
it, Novak. We’re in deep shit already. We can’t afford to have
anyone hold back an idea, just because it sounds stupid. Now give
me your best guess. I promise not to shoot you.”

“Well, sir, it is
definitely moving toward us and it’s actually several different
bogies, not just one. They are occupying the center part of the
fold and, if the computer and I are reading this correctly, they’re
coming three abreast, in three echelons, with an odd ball bringing
up the rear…ten altogether. Whatever it is, it’s holding a perfect
formation, as they fly this way.”

Wayne mumbled softly, “Ships…they’re
ships and they’re probably Sauran. If we can see them, they can
certainly see us. Shit! If we fire at them, they may not be Saurans
at all. We may be hitting a potential ally. If they fire at us
first, we are toast.”

Dr. Koluzski was on the bridge and had
been following the situation. When he overheard the exchange. He
told them, “We can’t fire, and I doubt they can either. Novak, look
at the fire control, it’s gone into automatic lockdown.”

Wayne immediately ordered, “Well,
unlock it.”

“Sorry, Wayne. It goes into
lockdown mode, when the hull is surrounded by a heavy plasma field.
If you look at the ionic readings for those other craft, you’ll see
they, too, are covered by a thick plasma field. However, we do risk
the possibility of running into them.”

“Can you make a suggestion,
Doctor?”

“I have no idea what would
happen if two plasma fields struck each other. I suppose we trust
to their ability to avoid us.”

Novak spoke up. “They are dead center
of the fold and their presence seems to be pushing the walls
further apart, although not by much. If we move our line of vessels
as close to a side wall as possible, they’ll go right past us.
Their formation is smoothing out the way for us. I imagine we would
need to be ready to jump back to the center, as soon as they are
past.”

Dr. Koluzski shook his head. “By
deliberately getting closer to that wall, you’re going to get us
killed. We should trust to the navigation of the
aliens.”

Wayne thought for a moment,
and then commed everyone, Until further
notice, I want all comm traffic shut down. No one is to so much as
fart, until this event has passed.

As he pondered their next move, he
thought out loud. “When ships at sea approach one another, they
stay to the right. It’s standard international navigation rules,
established to avoid collisions. I’d bet the galactic rules dictate
that space craft, who meet in a fold, have a procedure for
that.”

He tapped his sensor Tech on the
shoulder and said, “Stan, we’re going to have to trust in your best
judgement on this one. Watch those vessels closely. When they go to
one side, we’ll need to go to the opposite side. We’ll have to do
it quickly, so we seem to be obeying standard protocol. Keep in
mind that we’re not floating on the ocean. Think of us as an
airplane at twenty thousand feet. We must be ready to go in any
direction. There is no up or down here. They probably have some way
of determining that, but we don’t. So, when they move one way,
we’ll move to the exact opposite.”

“I’ll try, sir.”

Wayne gripped Novak’s neck. “Try my
ass. If you mess this up, I will shoot you.”

“Got it, sir.”

Dr. Koluzski complained, “General
Hurst, such a threat wasn’t necessary.”

“Oh, he knows I won’t shoot
him.”

“And how does he know
that?”

“Because, if he fouls it
up, we’ll all be dead, so I won’t be able shoot him.”

The other members of the bridge team
couldn’t hide their laughter.

Two minutes later, Novak announced,
“Got it. General, they’re moving up thirty degrees relative and to
our port. I’ve instructed the Super-B to compensate in the opposite
direction.”

“Good man,
Novak.”

“That’s not all, sir. I’ve
been doing a comparative analysis, between our ship, and theirs.
They are basically the same, although their ships are a little
bigger than this sloop. If I had to guess, I’d say they are escort
vessels of some sort. I suppose they’re equivalent to us, but I
can’t get any more info than that. I’ve tried to see them with our
cameras, but the plasma field is just too dense.”

The two formations passed each other
without incident, and everyone breathed a sigh of relief. Novak had
the TSN formation return to the center of the fold tunnel and
announced, “Everyone is still with us, sir.”

Wayne was worried and he sort of gave
it away. Unknowingly, with furrowed brow, he looked up at the
overhead, in concerned thought.

Dr. Koluzski noticed and asked,
“What’s wrong now?”

He glared at the Science officer and
explained, “Those vessels are headed for Sol system. They are going
to pop out, right into the middle of the battle for the corvette.
The Terran Space Navy has no idea they’re coming. I wish to God we
had some way to let them know.”

Koluzski told him, “General, even if
we could send a message, it wouldn’t get there until those ships
had already arrived. All can we do is pray.”

Stan Novak quietly mumbled to himself,
“Yeah, we’ve been doing an awful lot of that lately.”


***


Lieutenant Dobbs and his small relief
force had been repairing broken fiber optic cable as they grew
closer to the bridge. They caught the Saurans from behind and hoped
to end the fight quickly; but that never seemed to happen when
going up against the aliens. The Saurans reacted quickly, half of
them turning to face the new threat, as the others continued their
attempt to eliminate Apok’s drastically reduced team.

With the repairs to the cable in
place, Apok and Dobbs could now coordinate their split-up forces.
Also, Mike was able to watch the action, as it unfolded.

Dobbs sent a squad above and below the
area, with breaching charges. These men went beyond the center of
the battle and placed the explosives behind the Saurans who stood
between Apok and the bridge. They ran comm cables, as they
advanced, to remain in contact with their Lieutenant.

Not only did the aliens not know what
he intended to do, but they were also unaware of the three large
guns the TSN troopers had been holding back. When everyone was in
place, Lt. Dobbs gave the order and the charges ripped holes above
and below the enemy. Humans jumped into the fray and began taking
on the Saurans who had been completely surprised.

When Apok heard the conflict picking
up in the passageway, he knew it was a relief force. Not realizing
he had regained the use of the comm, he used the radio system to
tell his men what they needed to do. “I want everyone to come out
blazing and be careful not to hit our own guys. Let’s
roll.”

The two elements of the Sauran
counterattack were now facing humans on all sides. Their cohesion
broke down and they reverted to fighting as individuals, instead of
working together. In short order, the entire group of Saurans had
been dispatched. Dobbs told his men to find a few Saurans who still
lived, stun them and bring them to him for
interrogation.

Just as he finished giving that
command, Apok tapped him on the shoulder and said, “Aren’t you guys
a little early?”

Dobbs grinned and responded, “Sorry
about that, sir. Higher up was getting nervous so they sent us down
to get some experience. We didn’t mean to interrupt your play
time.”

“That’s not a problem,
Lieutenant. However, I’d like to know why my follow-on forces
aren’t the ones to give us a hand here?”

Without hesitation, Dobbs explained,
“They were attacked on the hull by Saurans who came out of nowhere.
Unfortunately, both of your officers were KIA and a lot of your men
were taken out of the action. When I came on the scene, the
Sergeant looked shaken, although determined to do his duty. As the
only officer present, I made the decision to leave those forces in
place for two reasons. They had a good defensive scheme already in
place and they had been through hell. My men are used to my command
and they were fresh. So, I came down to see what was
what.”

Apok admitted, “Well, I’m damn glad to
see you. They began changing tactics on us and we took some heavy
losses. In the future, we’re going to need to alter what we do on
the run. Otherwise these clowns will know what to expect and
they’ll ruin the party.”

A trooper came up and began
reconnecting Apok’s men to the replacement fiber for the comm. As
soon as everyone was back online, Max beat Mike to the punch by
comming him.

Glad to have you back with
us, Captain. We can talk pleasantries later. Right now, I want to
know if we’re going to be able to get on that bridge?

Yes, sir, we can. But
we’re going to need heavier breaching charges to break through the
armored bulkheads. We’ve come across a few areas where they have
reinforced compartments and our lighter charges weren’t having any
effect on them. I have no idea what those areas hold, but they must
be important, or they wouldn’t be so heavily protected.

Max asked,
Can’t you just double up the charges you
have?

We’ve already tried that,
General. They simply don’t have enough power to blow through that
damn armor. If you’ll send in a team of combat engineers, with the
larger hull breaching charges, we’ll be able to get in there. In
the meantime, we still have a few hundred more feet of passageway
to cover, before we’re at the bridge hatch. You’d better get them
here quickly, because I fear the enemy has more surprises for us,
as we get closer.

Already on the way,
Captain. Also, I’m sending in more heavily armored troops. Take a
look at what they did to our men down in engineering and you’ll see
what you’re probably facing. Don’t do anything stupid, just wait
for the rest of the men to show up, and then you’ll have what you
need to finish your part of this.

Got it. And thank you for
sending in that relief force early. If you’d waited, we might have
been wiped out.

Well, you can thank
General Hurst for that. He has an instinct for these things, and he
sensed the Saurans were reacting too quickly to what we were doing.
He pressed for immediate reserve forces to be sent.

Well thank you Mike Hurst,
wherever you are.

Mike heard him, but remained silent,
because it would only divert Apok’s attention and the man had
enough to worry about.



Chapter 3



Down near engineering, the TSN troops
still hadn’t been able to access that compartment.

Due to the high temperature gas
attack, by the Saurans, Corporal Palm had no contact with anyone
outside of his immediate area. He had one of the large portable
guns brought forward and told his men to fire point blank at the
heavy hatch. After several shots, it was obvious these weapons
weren’t going to be enough for the task.

He sent out two-man teams to survey
the circumference of the large engineering compartment. They were
tasked with determining if there was any area where their large
guns could blast through. Every team reported the same sad news.
Apparently, the entirety of engineering was housed in the same
heavy armor.

Also, a team was sent to find the
broken cable and repair it. A few minutes later, he had comm with
Generals Kolbe and Phillips.

“General, this is Corporal
Palm, outside of engineering, and I’m currently in command. We were
hit with high heat flames and we’ve lost over three quarters of our
men, including all of our officers.”

Max asked, “Are you still being hit
with the fire and why can’t our armor deal with it?”

“Our heavily armored men
can take it, but not the rest of them. The temperature was well
above one thousand degrees. We’ve managed to stop it and I don’t
think they can do it again. But you should let the other teams know
what to watch for.”

John Phillips wanted to know what Palm
had done to improve their situation. He gave them a brief, yet
concise, detail of his orders to locate a possible entrance point
and that they hadn’t found a weakness. Then he suggested the type
of breaching charges they used on the hull.

General Phillips told him, “Corporal,
you’re not the first to suggest that and I like the way you’re
thinking. Substantial reserve forces are headed your way. They will
have several of the larger charges, but you’d best be damn sure
your men are way back, when they go off. These things are very
powerful. I’m also sending you a full company of heavily armored
troops. The group we’re sending you is commanded by a major and he
has two Lieutenants with him.

“As of this minute, you are
a Lieutenant and I expect you to coordinate with Major McCoy,
regarding the best placement for the charges. You’ve done the
survey, so you make the call.”

Nervously, Palm confessed, “Sir, even
way back when I was in the US Army, I was never any higher than a
Sergeant. I’m not sure I should be promoted.”

Max jumped in and angrily told him,
“Listen, sonny boy, you are an upgraded human being. You have more
knowledge floating around in your head than you can imagine. If you
have a question, check your mental files, before you do anything
stupid. From what we’ve seen of you, you’ve done an outstanding job
so far. Suck it up and soldier on, Lieutenant. That’s an
order.”

“Yes, sir.”

Mike had to grin at the exchange,
because he, too, had had the same concern when he was chosen by
Jonelle to be the savior of all humanity. That got him thinking of
his alien friend and what was going on in his mind.

He knew Bambi must be
getting close, so he sent a tight beamed comm, through a stationary
relay beacon. Hey Jo, have you been
watching what’s happening out here?

After a few seconds delay,
he heard the comm of his comrade. Yes, my
friend, I have. We are all watching. I’m sorry about your son’s
disappearance. We’ve been doing some calculations and we think it’s
possible for him to have survived. I’ll let Bambi explain it to you
later.

NO! Bambi, tell me now. I
need some good news.

Using a soft soothing
voice, she said, I don’t wish to deceive
you, Mike. What I’m about to tell you is pure speculation; yet it
is possible that Wayne and his task force can make it through the
fold.

Admiral Denniston thinks
that because your son has so much piloting experience, if anyone
can maneuver through the fold, he can. But there’s more to it than
just his professional acumen. A fold has enormous gravitational
distortions, running throughout the length of it. A human mind
would become complacent and begin to react too slowly to these
fluctuations.

There are several Super-B
computers on board the sloop and, if he sets them to learn how to
make the adjustments his ship and the others will need, then
eventually the computers will be able to navigate the fold for the
entire formation. However, I don’t know if he’ll figure that out.
If he doesn’t resort to using the computers, I believe they will
succumb to the walls of the fold.

If they make it through,
there is a very distinct possibility that there will be Sauran
warships near the opening. An unexpected ship would be fired on
immediately, unless it broadcast the appropriate codes, which he
will not have.

If they exit the fold and
nothing attacks them, they will be in unfamiliar territory. They’ll
have no way to return, no way to obtain supplies and no friendly
forces to come to their aid. Then there’s the problem of
navigation. I loaded the Super-Bs with some limited star charts.
But, not knowing where those charts might come in handy, I only
included nearby sectors. If they have gone farther out, it’s
possible that they will have no way to guide them around in that
area of the galaxy.

Your son has proven time
and again that he is very resourceful. So, it is our hope that he
makes it through the fold and solves these little problems he’ll be
facing.

Mike complained.
LITTLE problems! Gee,
thanks for the good news.

Bambi scolded him,
It is good news. He might survive the transit and
if he does, he’ll be dealing with some very serious problems, just
as you have faced several times. He’ll address them one by one,
just as you did. He’s the son of the most stubborn human I’ve ever
seen, and he has that same trait. He refuses to quit, because he
hates to lose.

General, you have other
things to worry about, for now. We’ll be there in a few more hours,
although you don’t really need us. See you soon.

She cut the connection, which she
rarely did, when talking with Mike. It was her way of slapping his
face and saying, “Get back in the game.”

He turned his attention back to the
corvette. The engineering section was the key to winning the prize.
The bridge and secondary bridge were important, but if they
couldn’t gain control of engineering, all of this was for nothing
and they would probably lose everyone on board to a self-destruct
blast.

To his amazement, Bambi
commed him again. General, I’ve had the
relay beacon sending us the comm chatter, so we can be kept abreast
of events out there. I’ve had a chance to look over the plans for
the corvette and I think it would be a bad idea to use those heavy
charges on the engineering area. There is a very good chance that
the explosions would do substantial damage to terminals and other
critical devices we’ll need. However, I have a suggested solution
for you to consider.

Thanks to Lieutenant
Ellis, we have a precise diagram of the entire ship, including the
engineering compartment. If you have Bet move two of her Novas into
place and fire straight down into the ship, at just the right
angle, she should be able to pierce the heavy walls, by going down
the side of their bulkhead, ripping a hole that doesn’t go into the
engineering section.

Your heavies can then toss
in grenades and take out any remaining Saurans.

He gave it a quick once
over, in his mind, and then asked, Won’t
that blast be even more destructive than a heavy breaching
charge?

Yes, sir. But it will be
aimed straight down through the height of the bulkhead, from top to
bottom, without out penetrating more than two inches into the
compartment. Of course, there will be significant damage to a few
of the decks below engineering. I’ve identified two places to open
it up, where there won’t be any damage to anything critical. I
suggest you use a Nova to assault each location simultaneously and
have your heavy troops ready to charge in. The Saurans will recover
quickly and, as usual, they’ll put up a fight to the
death.

OK, Bambi. Let’s do it
your way. Comm Bet and explain what needs to be done. You can do
that better than I can. I’ll have the men in place to go in, by the
time she tells me her Novas are ready to fire.

He commed Max and John, brought them
up to date on Bambi’s recommendation, and said, “Gentlemen, this is
your show. If you think this is a better way to go, then get those
troops into position and be sure they know what’s about to
happen.”

They agreed and Phillips excused
himself, so he could call Major McCoy and have him place the
men.

After John left the comm, Max seemed
irritated, when he said, “Mike, you gave Bambi a rank of Major in
the TSN. That makes her part of the command structure. I know she’s
closest to you and Bet; but, in a combat situation, she should be
talking directly to her immediate commander, who happens to be John
Phillips.”

Mike explained, “Look, Max, she and I
just had a conversation about whether Wayne’s Task Force might have
survived. Then she commed me right back to make her suggestion.
She’s new to all of this military stuff.”

Max angrily took him to task. “Damn
it, Sergeant. Don’t make excuses for her. She existed for centuries
in an extremely militaristic environment, with the Saurans. She
must act her rank, especially in these situations and you know it.
If you don’t chew her ass out, I will.”

Mike’s instinct was to counter with
the same ferocity as Max. But he caught himself. “I’ll handle it,
Max. As usual, you’re right. She’s smart and she’ll understand.
Next time, she’ll go about it in the right way. However, as the
overall commanding General, I want to be kept informed and don’t
you forget it.”

Max chuckled and retorted, “Gosh,
sweetheart. I believe we’ve just had our first little tiff. Get the
hell over it.”

A few seconds later, Bambi
commed. You guys always forget that I hear
everything. I apologize for the breach in military protocol and it
won’t happen again. I consider myself as having been properly
chastised.

Max was still irritated,
when he told her, Well, you don’t sound
very contrite.

She calmly replied,
I just checked the American rules for officer
conduct. I am required to be polite and to accept my admonition and
to admit when I have erred. It didn’t say one damn word about being
legitimately contrite. Now, may I be allowed to get back to
work?

Mike put an end to it, as
he simply ordered, Carry on,
Major.


***


Now that the Super-B computer was
handling the navigation through the fold, Task force Zebra was
having an easier time of it. General Hurst had his technicians and
additional members of the science team take a closer look at all
the information they had recorded, as they successfully passed the
ships going the other way.

Dr. Koluzski observed, “When we expand
our blurry view of these vessels, we see tiny energy spikes around
them. They are similar to the spikes we see from our shuttle guns.
I think we’re seeing energized battery banks, which are primed for
use by their plasma weapons, as soon as they exit the
fold.”

Lieutenant Parelli commed from his
shuttle command seat. “Hey guys, I’ve been comparing what the good
doctor just said, with a view of the sloop’s images. I can see
energy spikes from each of your FG-2s. If he’s correct, each of
those Sauran sloops have half the guns that we’re packing. And by
the amount of stored energy they show, I think our guns are more
powerful.”

Koluzski responded, “Yes, that’s
probably a good guess, Lieutenant. I believe your assessment is
accurate and that they are probably plasma guns. However, it could
be very dangerous for us to assume that what we saw, regarding
those energy spikes, represents the full capacity of their weapons.
It could be they only prime them halfway, when they’re in a fold.
If we must go up against one of them, I suggest we anticipate a
longer range for them.”

Wayne told him, “I’m afraid combat
doesn’t work that way, Doctor. If we must fight them, we’re going
to have to get in close enough for them to be in range of our guns,
regardless of their weapons. There’ll be no other way for us to
come out on top.”

Dr. Koluzski wasn’t about to give up
that easily. “General Hurst, fighting may not be necessary. By the
readings of their engine output, I believe we’ll have a significant
advantage in speed. We can just outrun them.”

“Doctor, everything we’ve
learned about Saurans says they attack and never quit, unless they
are defeated in detail. If we run, where do we go. They will follow
us and eventually we’ll run into another group of them, and then we
will truly be outnumbered and outgunned.”

The discussion went on for another two
and a half hours, until Sensor Tech Novak announced, “Gentlemen,
I’m picking up an interesting reading. It appears there are
significant gravitational effects directly ahead. We are either
going to be coming out of the fold, or we’re going be crushed. I’ll
know better in a few more minutes.”

Wayne was irritated, as leaned in
close to his tech, he told him, “Stan, don’t you think you could
have brought that info to light in a slightly more delicate
way”

“Sorry, sir.”

Eight minutes later, Novak told them,
“I’m beginning to get a better look at the fold exit, and yes, I’m
pretty sure that’s what it is. It’s kinda like a giant whale, with
its mouth open, only we’re coming out of it, not going in. I do see
some strong gravitic distortions around the exit. But knowing they
are there and where they are, makes it easier for us to avoid
them.

One of the scientist looked at the
sensor and did some quick calculations, before saying, “We should
be in the clear in about forty minutes.”

Wayne opened the comm to
every vessel in the task force. Ladies and
gentlemen of Task Force Zebra, in approximately forty minutes, we
will exit the fold. None of us knows what’s waiting for us. I
believe it would be a mistake to assume the area will be
unoccupied. Just before we exit, the opening will become wider,
allowing us to reform into the cone shape that has proved to be
effective.

We believe there are some
powerful gravitational forces near the exit point. It may seem
logical to steer as well clear of them as possible. That would be
exactly what
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