Chapter 1: Setting Out:
A week later all preparations had been made for the first strike outside the Jupiter system since Earth fell.  All ships were prepped, loaded, and armed.

“Are you sure this will work Mr. Devine?” Stewart asked on the eve of the first attack outside the Jupiter system.

Devine’s face was perfectly impassive.  “Nothing is sure in this universe admiral.  I can only guess how the K’luth will react to the situation we will present to them.  Granted they are very well educated guesses, but are still guesses none the less.  I can, though, guarantee that the K’luth will never see what we have in store for them.”
Stewart looked hard at Devine for a few seconds.  “And after the first attack?  What then?”

That brought a reaction onto the savant’s face, his features hardened.  “Obviously they won’t fall for the same trick.  But I believe the advantage the transports will give us will be able to give us considerable advantage, even if the K’luth will expect it.”
Another pause.  “Well, I hope that will be enough Mr. Devine.  If this fails, all our strength will be sapped and we won’t be able to defend Jupiter, let alone Sol.”

“I realize that, admiral.  Speaking as a human, not a savant, I will tell you now that this won’t fail.”

“I hope you’re right Mr. Devine.  Because if you’re wrong, humanity will be wiped out of this universe.”

“It won’t come to that admiral.  Now, is my fleet interface ready?”

“It is Mr. Devine.  It was a bit of a hassle to get all ships hooked into the same link without overloading the system, but we managed it.  You can test it out now if you wish.”

“I will admiral.  …And admiral?”

“Yes?”

“Call me Michael.”

*
*
*
*

The Jupiter Fleet’s first target was Mars.  Although the K’luth were well entrenched there, attacking any other planet just wouldn’t do.  Pluto and the Neptune or Uranus systems were just too far away from the inner system to act as a beachhead.  Mars would also be partially blocked by Sol, so the large K’luth fleets at Venus and Earth wouldn’t be able to assist until it was too late.
The Jupiter moons were almost drained of any fighting unit.  Armored vehicles, artillery, and ground troops were crammed inside every available space on every available ship.  Some were battle hardened, some were green, but, at over 8 million, they didn’t necessarily have to be veterans.
The fleet formed at Callisto to make the jump to Mars.  Dreadnoughts, cruisers, destroyers, frigates, and scouts lined up in formations.  Destroyers and cruisers formed protective rings around Dreadnoughts, with frigates scattered throughout the fleet to harass the larger ships while remaining near a dreadnought’s guns.
Stewart was the on the bridge of the Beowulf, awaiting the signal from Devine was in the positions he called for.  It was slightly disconcerting to see him in the fleet interface.  He was sitting straight up, eyes staring at the screen in front of him, and you could literally shake him and he wouldn’t even notice, but if you asked him a question, he could answer instantly.  Harnesses held him in place should the ship be rocked unexpectedly.  Stewart looked ahead at the main viewscreen.  UGTO ships hung majestically in space, awaiting the order to go.  Light glinted off of hulls, and the window lights added a touch of awe.
Stewart cleared his mind and went on to more important thoughts.  This attack was all or none.  A loss would mean the finish for the UGTO and possibly humanity itself, and a loss was a very real possibility.  Depending on a man, albeit an obviously brilliant man, who they just met a few days ago, was a perplexing danger.  While he had somewhat proven himself earlier, he was still an unknown factor with an almost untested ability.  But Stewart did realize that without the rapid observation and reactions of Devine, there would be no chance of victory (and victory was already a slim chance).
“Fleet reports ready, admiral.”  Devine’s calm voice broke through Stewart’s train of thought.  Glancing over his shoulder, Stewart responded, “Thank you.  Captain Madsen, inform the fleet and… our companions to begin the countdown to jump.”  He leaned over to Madsen and whispered, “These guys better come through.  I don’t care if we couldn’t do this without them; they are too unreliable and unproven in combat.”
“Agreed, sir.  But we don’t have much of a choice do we?  It’s either use them and possibly succeed in this, or cower in the Jupiter system and wait for the inevitable,” Madsen said matter-of-factly.

Stewart looked at the ceiling and rubbed his chin, feeling a bit of stubble there he missed.  He turned to Raymond.  “Commander Raymond, begin systems check.”

Raymond ran through system diagnostics with her usual efficiency.  With still 5 minutes left on the countdown all systems were given the green light.  The Beowulf was ready for battle.
*
*
*
*
Damn these freaks, the man thought as another patrol of K’luth walked by.  So damned efficient at war.  He and his small group of freedom fighters, formed shortly after the takeover of Mars, were about to carry out there first major operation to let their presence be known.  Made up of military officers, some retired, some of those given up, and intelligence operatives, the group, it had no name as of yet, had planned the operation down to the finest detail.

The man was hiding behind two large crates, mere meters away from his target.  The last patrol walked past and started to turn around a corner.  Now!
The man sprinted across the path and reached a door with a combination lock.  He knelt down beside the key panel and took out a small pad from the pack on his back.  He held it an inch away from the number pad and pressed a button on the side of the device.

As expected, the K’luth hadn’t bothered to change the locks on the human installation.  A few seconds later, the pad displayed the correct combination to the door.  The man withdrew a small projectile weapon from a holster on his belt, punched in the correct sequence, and slipped inside the building.
Inside the hum of the massive fusion generators that powered Mars was immediately apparent.  The lighting was dimmed and long, dark shadows were created by support beams and machinery.  So much the better.

A noise.

The man froze, and took a step further into the shadow created by an overhanging catwalk.  He pressed up against a wall and peered around, barely exposing his eye.  A K’luth was there, crouched in front of an open panel of one of the gigantic machines manipulating delicately the mechanisms with its four arms, obviously having trouble with the smaller pieces not designed for the K’luth hand.  A technician.  Too bad it’s in my way.  

The K’luth looked down at the assortment of human tools at his feet, having trouble discerning which one it should use.  Which one was I supposed to—.
The man stepped around the corner and placed a single, suppressed shot into the K’luth’s head.  There wasn’t even time for the surprise to register on the K’luth’s face.  It collapsed backward without a sound.

The man would have preferred to wait a minute or two, to let the adrenaline flush from his system, but time was a luxury he didn’t have.  He stepped over the body, a pool of blood forming under its head, and continued forward.
He reached another door with another combination lock.  Withdrawing the pad and repeating the same process, the correct number sequence was obediently shown to him.  Punching in the combination the door was unlocked with an inaudible click.  Raising his weapon in one hand, the human pushed the door open slowly.  The room was deserted, the lights out and machines shut off.  It was the power station’s computer room.

The human was not going to use something as crude as explosives.  No, the group had something more devastating then simply taking out a single power station.  The man turned on the main computer and logged onto the account name given to him by a worker in contact with the group.  Removing a palm-sized disc from his pack, the human inserted into the terminal, pressed a few buttons, then removed himself from the computer room.  He exited the same way he came, not bothering to remove the body.  Let them wonder, he thought with a smile.
*
*
*
*

“Engage jump drive,” Stewart ordered.

“Jump drive engaged, sir,” the ensign at the helm reported.

“Status of the fleet’s formation, Mr. Devine?”  Stewart asked, not ready to call the man by his first name in front of the bridge crew.

“Slight deviation of 10 meters of the frigate Meteor and the cruiser Passat.  Several other misalignments of 2 meters or less,” Devine reported in that eerily calm voice of his through the interface.

“Any effect on the formation?”

“Nothing noticeable.”

Stewart turned to the helm.  “ETA to Mars, ensign?”  He asked.
“2 minutes until interdictor field contact, sir.”
The tension was, understandably, extreme.  Looking around the bridge, one could see every crew member standing straight, backs rigid, and muscles tense.
“We are passing the asteroid belt now, admiral.”

Stewart nodded then leaned forward and placed his chin on his two fists.

*
*
*
*

Sir, the K’luth commander “heard.”  I have discovered something strange in the defense network computers I think you should see.
Very well, the commander responded.  I’m on my way.

To any non-K’luth, this conversation would have happened in the blink of an eye.  Psionic communication did come in handy sometimes, though for the K’luth it was simply their language.

A few seconds later the commander entered the main computer room of the Mars Defense Network, which controlled all aspects of planetary defense, from missile launches to organizing ground combat in case of invasion.
What is it?  The commander asked.

I’m not sure, sir.  I am still unsure of the more complicated aspects of the human computers, but I discovered this just a short time ago.  A screen was called up, filled with a complex code.

The commander glanced at it, then back to the computer technician.  I am not an expert at computers and I don’t pretend to be.  What am I looking at here?


That’s just it.  I’m not sure but I swear to Y'Rath'Atar that this wasn’t here before.
The commander grew irritated.  What is your point here then?  All I have learned that you have discovered an unknown program that you missed before.
But, sir, I have analyzed the program and—

A new, much louder thought, one ringing with urgency, overwhelmed the technician’s mind.  Sir!  It shouted.  The human fleet that has been hiding in the Jupiter system has emerged from tachyon space!  They are converging on Mars currently.

Their numbers?  The commander asked.

We are reading their numbers now; they seem to have a large flotilla of additional craft with them as well, not of obvious UGTO design.  We are attempting to scan their capabilities.

The commander sent out orders at once, Order our ships to execute their defensive plans!  Get those orders to our ships in orbit!
In the communication room down the hall, the K’luth manning it heard the order and donned an odd-looking helmet.  The K’luth closed his eyes and the machine hummed to life, sending the amplified psionic communication to the ships in orbit.
Chapter 2: First Strike:

Before the war started, both the UGTO and ICC were able to maintain a firm control over the black market trade of weapons, ships, and armor and shields.  The strong military presence of both governments was often enough to keep most potential traders off the market, while some others needed stronger “persuasion” to give up their current lifestyle.  Either way there were very few pirates operating in the territory occupied by either the ICC or UGTO.
But that was before the war.  Ever since almost the start of the war between the ICC, UGTO, and K’luth, technology was falling into the wrong hands and being installed on the wrong ships.  There were even reports and rumors of pirates and privateers even installing K’luth weapons on their ship, not to mention UGTO and ICC tech.  Ship designs from the size of scouts to cruisers now scoured the stars with the firepower of any military ship.

*
*
*
*

The K’luth, on the other hand didn’t know this.

In the space above Mars, UGTO and K’luth ships scattered and began to exchange shots, torpedoes and cannons criss-crossed between ships and space.  Blossoms of light appeared where weapons impacted, ships began to take damage.
The UGTO ships, without the new vessels, had a mere 300 ships assigned to the fleet to attack Mars compared to the K’luth’s 500.  But with the addition of the pirate vessels, the UGTO numbers topped 800, and the surprise the new ships were going to give wouldn’t hurt either.

The newly added ships to the UGTO fleet advanced slowly behind the main body, but accelerated once the fighting began.  The K’luth on Mars had since identified these ships as merchant transports and private vessels, of no concern to their fleet… or so they thought.

Breaking formation, they took off on their own, though still under control of Devine on the bridge of the Beowulf, but he felt they would perform better without direct control.  The transports let loose with military grade particle cannons, lasers, torpedoes, and even some of the more advanced technology of the UGTO and ICC.

The K’luth were caught off guard and before they knew it, a dozen ships were destroyed without the privateers sustaining a single loss.  The K’luth reacted quickly, and began to target their new adversaries, releasing any other ships they were firing on and began to chase the new danger.  Devine had anticipated this (quite easily he said) and the merchants quickly ducked back behind the main force.  Large pursuers were picked off by advancing dreadnoughts while cruisers and destroyers held the smaller ships, destroyers and frigates, at bay.  Within a few minutes, it was obvious that K’luth had gotten off to a very bad start.  Only 10 UGTO had been destroyed, while over 75 K’luth vessels were space dust.

The K’luth recognized this and began a fighting retreat back closer to Mars, where the planet’s defensive missiles could help them without the risk of hitting their own ships.  Privateers again moved out from behind the veritable wall of dreadnoughts, and began to swarm in and out of the larger K’luth ships.  They started to take losses, but not without giving some back in return.  Several privateers were destroyed, but another 30 K’luth ships went down, unprepared for the nimble ships with firepower to match theirs.  One took a mortal hit in the engine and, in a final heroic gesture, rammed the ship into the side of a cruiser, creating a gaping hole and crippling the vessel for good.
Devine and Stewart both knew that they had no time for regrouping.  It was either press on to Mars or lose this fight forever.

“Order the fleet ahead!”  Stewart called out on the bridge.

The UGTO and privateers surged ahead, bearing down on the retreating K’luth.  Once again the K’luth rear weakness came into play.  K’luth destroyers broke off and began to attack the leading UGTO ships, but the dreadnoughts quickly advancing toward them kept them mostly at bay.  Another 20 UGTO ships were destroyed before the fleet was able to catch up the K’luth fleet and pour fire into their engines, but the weak rear firing arcs of the K’luth ships came into play once again.  The destroyers, seeing they had no chance of even slowing down the advancing fleet, turned tail and rejoined their fleet.
Torpedoes lanced through the black of space, most of it coming from the UGTO fleet.  But then the fleet came into the range of the Mars defense bases.

*
*
*
*

“Missiles launched, admiral!”  The tactical officer reported.
Stewart flipped the fleet channel open.  “All ships!  Planetary missiles have been launched!  All lasers switch to automatic defense mode,” he closed the channel.

Devine then executed his plan.  Once again, scores of privateers surged out from the ring of UGTO ships.  But their doctrine was different this time.  As the missiles neared, salvaged and stolen ICC Pulse Beams lanced out toward the incoming missiles.  Dozens of missiles fell to the rapid fire lasers, almost none breaching the wall of pulse technology.  The second wave of missiles looked like it was going to have more success, more then half penetrating the line of privateers, but suddenly a bright blue light expanded throughout space, destroying the dozens of missiles in an instant.  It seemed not even Pulse Waves could be kept out of pirate hands.

Communications between K’luth on the surface and in the fleet were becoming frantic.  Orders were being lost, misinterpreted, and gathered by the wrong people.  The battle was taking a downhill slide, but then things went really wrong for the K’luth.
*
*
*
*

The computer virus installed the night before came to life.  Going unnoticed because of the massive computer traffic, it executed its orders.  Multiplying itself thousands of times over, it spread rapidly throughout the entire Mars Defense Network, infecting everything from the launch codes for the defense bases to the psionic communication enhancers the K’luth had installed.  In less then a millisecond, Mars was cut off from the rest of Sol, and its fleet.
*
*
*
*

It took less then 5 seconds for Devine to recognize the disarray barely becoming present in the K’luth ships.  Not a savant to give up any advantage, he immediately sent out orders to all ships.  The K’luth were almost firing at random, making them extremely easy targets for organized strikes.  Destroyers and frigates began dodging over, under, and around dreadnoughts, constantly hitting them with small cannon fire while dreadnoughts and cruisers began to dig into other ships.  K’luth destroyers, without an overall commander, were left to their own devices and were devastated as they came too close to dreadnoughts and were chewed up by their CL2000’s.
The privateers once again advanced on their own and began to fly in and out of what was left of K’luth formations.  These were quickly broken up by the massive number of the private ships swarming in and out, pelting the K’luth with weapons they shouldn’t have possessed.
On the bridge of the Beowulf Devine was analyzing the data he was receiving from the ships in the fleet, and made his decision.  “Admiral, it is safe for the transports to proceed to Mars.  The K’luth fleet is in disarray and will be destroyed or will retreat momentarily.”

Stewart swiveled his chair.  “Are you sure about that?”  He answered his own question.  “Never mind, of course you are.  Inform the transports that they are clear for invasion.”

“Yes, sir,” communications answered.

Waiting just outside of sensor range, the transports engaged their jump drive for the short hop to Mars.  Hitting the interdictor field they didn’t hesitate a second.  They proceeded unheeded toward the orbit of Mars as what was left of the K’luth fleet scattered into space.
Chapter 3: Foothold:

The drop pods, filled to the brims with infantry, tanks, artillery, and all other means of ground combat, descended through the atmosphere of Mars.  With the defense bases mysteriously disabled, no losses were absorbed in the landing craft.  This was an unexpected bonus, as both Stewart and Devine anticipated at least a 20% loss in the descent.  But they could adapt to this situation much easier then if they had taken more losses then thought.
The drop ships landed fast and expelled their cargo as quickly as possible, whether it be supplies, fighting implements, or building materials.  As soon as they were done, they ascended back to the awaiting transports, which as quickly as they came, retreated back into the Jupiter system.

General Robert Martin sat in his command tank.  Opening his hatch he looked around at the barren landscape, not a K’luth or animal to be seen.  He opened a radio frequency, “Start setting up base camp and establish a perimeter.  I want this place totally secure in an hour and base constructed an hour after that.”  He closed the channel.
The bulk of the UGTO army had landed in the middle of the desert that still occupied most of the Mars surface.  Though terraforming had been a perfected science, the prime example being Venus being turned into an almost Earth-like planet, the Mars colonists had protested strongly against the proposed terraforming and insisted that Mars be left as it had been for centuries, except for the part of breathable air of course.

All around him armored personnel carriers and tanks began to move out on their anti-gravs.  Artillery took up positions and deployed their massive launchers.  The UGTO artillery resembled the MRLS of the late US Army, but with many improvements.  For one, the rocket gas fumes were no longer fatal to inhale, mostly because the rockets used almost no fuel.  The initial velocity was provided by a chemical reaction, like an old style handgun, and then that was increased exponentially by a railgun system, as well the rockets were very easy to replace, allowing for quick reloads.  The same firing mechanism applied to most of the UGTO army’s weapons.  The UGTO had, however, recently begun large scale production of a new type of tank, one that used proton cannons similar to those found on starships.  The Jupiter Fleet received a large shipment of the new tank just before the K’luth made it to Sol, and planned to make full use of them.  The proton cannon was easily superior to any ground weapon known in the K’luth arsenal and could penetrate, though disintegrate was a more appropriate word, almost any armor plating.
*
*
*
*

Two hours and fifteen minutes later the army’s command and control center had been set-up in the base of a small canyon to prevent strafing or bombing runs from any K’luth fighters stationed on Mars.  Relays had been set up just above the canyon walls to allow communication with ground forces along with anti-air and ground cannons.
Battalions and armored cavalry divisions were organized and had begun to move toward their targets.  The first one to be hit was a small town, given the name of New Perth, 20 kilometers away from the canyon.  It was believed to contain a single armor regiment and a battalion of troops.  Two divisions of troops and 3 regiments of tanks, including one consisting of the new proton tank, were assigned to take the town.
Separating into tactical formations, the UGTO tanks moved in slightly ahead of the APC’s.  Despite the frenzy in the K’luth command structure, the commander of the town was no fool.  As soon as the communications systems were disabled, he immediately put his tanks and troops on defense.
*
*
*
*

The rocket launchers rose up out of the back of the artillery piece and took aim.  Though collateral damage was going to be a problem, no matter what the UGTO was to take Mars.  If a few civilians died in the process, so be it.

“Are we ready?”  The gunner asked.

“Hell yeah!  Let ‘em rip!”

All at once, a kilometer long line of the artillery opened up on the defensive positions dug in on the edge of town from a range 100 kilometers.  Hundreds upon hundreds of rockets filled the air, all heading for the same line of defenses.  30 seconds later, they impacted and brought devastation with them.  Plumes of dirt a hundred feet high were launched into the air.  Bunkers and trenches were blown apart and collapsed, along with whatever soldiers were still in them.  The bombardment continued for what seemed like a lifetime for the K’luth soldiers, but was only 5 minutes.  But 5 minutes was plenty of time for the artillery.
Survivors began to crawl out of what was left of their shelters, only to be looking down the 150mm barrels of UGTO tanks.  Advancing under the cover of the bombardment, the tanks were a mere 100 meters from overrunning the perimeter.  Several tanks opened fire on the trenches on the move for good measure, and that was enough.  Almost all of the remaining K’luth broke ranks and ran.  Those who stayed were either blown apart by the .50-caliber machine guns on the tanks or simply run down.

APC’s stopped 25 meters from the town’s edge and began unloading troops.  No one liked what was going to come next.  Although the town was small, it had enough buildings to serve as an arena for urban warfare.  Even with the advancements in detecting technology, weapons, and armor, urban combat was still a dangerous game to play.  The UGTO forces split into their squads and platoons and ducked into the streets and alleys, under cover of armor.
Almost instantly windows burst open and K’luth soldiers opened fire on the advancing troopers.  Casualties were sustained and fire was returned.  Individual squads broke off and entered the occupied buildings while the bulk of the force stayed on the street.  The architecture of the Martian buildings allowed for easy building-to-building access, as most were connected to each other.  The squads barely had to return to the street

The K’luth command center was located near the center of town in the former town hall.  The hall had an extensive underground communications facility.  A dozen tanks hidden behind piles of rubble with only their turrets showing, along with several platoons, guarded the entrance to the command center.  They had nothing to fear from artillery, as several high-rise buildings surrounded the square where the hall was situated, effectively blocking almost all angles.
The UGTO force took control of most of the town in a few hours, leaving only the center untouched, but not for long.
The K’luth soldiers heard the distinctive whine of the anti-gravity pads on the approaching tanks.  They tensed and prepared for the worst.

They got it.

A K’luth tank fired off a psi bolt into a UGTO tank turning a corner a hundred meters down the road.  The bolt was absorbed by the armor, much to the dismay of the crew of K’luth tank.  The UGTO tank turned and trained its cannon on the frantically recharging K’luth tank.  The tank fired and an encased ball of pure proton energy loosed down the road and impacted the turret of the K’luth tank, disintegrating it along with the rear half of the tank.  Much the same was happening on the other defensive positions.  Four UGTO tanks were destroyed before the last K’luth tank fell and the APC’s moved in to discharge their loads of troops.  Advancing behind the slow moving tanks, the ground forces converged and surrounded the defensive positions of the command center.  A few brave souls popped out from behind cover to fire off some anti-tank rounds, but they were shooting at the frontal armor of main battle tanks, and the missiles they fired bounced harmlessly off the plates.  Most were unable to duck back to reload for a second shot, cut down by .50-caliber machine guns and human rifles.
The side mounted rocket launchers on the UGTO tanks went to work.  Acting almost like short range artillery, the rockets cut through the air and detonated on the K’luth lines, ripping apart 20 soldiers.  The tanks reloaded their rockets and fired another volley, this time accompanied by an infantry rush.  Under the cover of the bombardment, the infantry overran the K’luth positions as they hid from the rockets.
Inside the command center, the K’luth technicians and officers glanced at each other.  The commander looked at a computer technician who then punched in a few commands on his station.  He was reaching for the last button when the door burst open and a small canister was tossed inside.  It exploded in a brilliant white flash as it hit the floor, knocking every K’luth in the room for a ride.  By the time they recovered from the stun blast, they found themselves manacled and restrained.  A few struggled against their bonds and were struck unconscious by the human soldiers.  With the town center secured, the last organized resistance in New Perth fell.
Chapter 4: Results:
The Beowulf was now in orbit around Mars.  For whatever reason there was the defense bases had shut down on the surface and all the remaining ships had made it unscathed into orbit after the transports dropped their contents.  With a blockade, one that included Interdictors, set-up to fend off any attacks from space, the main concern now was the battle on the ground.

“Is everything going according to plan?”  Stewart asked.
“As well as can be expected, sir,” Raymond responded.  “We have control of 20 cities and attacks proceeding on several others as we speak.  Thanks to the apparent communication disruption on the surface, almost no word has been sent out from the K’luth forces of our attacks.  Their military on the surface is in chaos.  Whatever, or whoever, disrupted their communications sure did a good job at it.  Every single piece of their psionic amplification devices are offline.  As such, they have no long range communication, except those in battle suits, fighters, tanks, and other equipment separate from the main net, and those aren’t enough to coordinate massive attacks.  The only thing bad about this is we don’t know when those systems could come back online.”
“Meaning we will probably have to move even quicker to take advantage of this ‘disruption.’  Status of the fleet?”  Stewart asked.

“The blockade is firmly in place, sir.  All interdiction devices are on-line.  With the planetary defenses off-line, we have been able to block a significantly larger portion of Mars’ space then originally thought.  We have already intercepted several K’luth attempts to break through and stopped them.”
“Is there any sign of K’luth reinforcements?”

“None yet, admiral.  I believe the fleets at Earth and Venus are not going to attack.  They know we have not attacked with our full strength and along with the pirate vessels, so they won’t risk attacking us and leaving Earth or Venus wide open.”  A small look of disgust crossed her face as she said “pirate.”
“That a large and dangerous assumption, Commander.” Stewart said.  “What do you base that on, exactly?”

“Well… it’s what Mr. Devine said they would do, sir.”

“Oh.”  Stewart was silent for a brief moment.  “Very well.”  He turned to Bondarenko, “What’s the situation in Weapons, commander?”
“Adequate, sir.”  Things almost never got above that rating anyways.  “Torpedo launchers are at three-quarter loads and laser batteries are approaching full charge.  Several energy relays for the CL2000’s burnt out during the battle, but they have been replaced and tested and are at full capability.  Besides that, no other damage or problems.”
“Is the crew holding up well?”  Stewart directed his question at Madsen.
“Morale is very high, sir.  With the relatively easy victory we’ve had today the crew isn’t very anxious.  I’d say they are I their best spirits since Sol fell.”

Stewart was about to draw the meeting to a close when his tactical officer, Lieutenant Michael Knight, spoke up, “Sir, are you sure we can trust the privateers?  I realize they will be, and already have been, a deciding factor in this war, but we cannot put them in any position of trust or authority.  They are inexperienced, erratic, and, to be frank, sir, disloyal.  They are concerned with no one but themselves.”  Raymond was nodding along with Knight.
“True enough, Mr. Knight,” Stewart said.  “But I’m afraid we have to trust them for now.  We couldn’t have defeated the K’luth at Mars, and we won’t be able to retake Sol, without them.  I don’t like integrating unknowns into our fleet as much as anybody, but until they prove themselves unreliable, we must continue to use them.”
Stewart adjourned the meeting and returned to the bridge.  On the view screen hung the dusty red planet of Mars and behind it was Sol, twinkling away oblivious to the great violence around it.

*
*
*
*

The group still didn’t have a name for itself.  It didn’t exactly need one anyways as they hadn’t gone public with their existence quite yet.  After hearing of the UGTO invasion force, they had stopped most of their high grade activities for fear of interfering of what was, if the rumors were true, a very successful invasion.  They concentrated on their low key actions, propaganda and recruitment, for the most part.
But the group had a problem.

The virus the group had installed had no antidote program.  Not expecting the UGTO to attack so soon after the virus did its magic, their few computer experts had been working day and night to find a way to counter the virus.  They hardly wanted the UGTO to take over a defenseless planet and especially didn’t want the K’luth to have an easy time to retake the planet if they tried to.  The virus had to be removed and destroyed.
“Richard,” the man said, “Are you sure it’s wise to develop an antidote program so quickly?  We may be a tight group, but nothing in this universe is perfect.  We could be discovered, and if the K’luth find the program, the UGTO force could be pushed back.”

“I know, Jason, I know.  But I can’t risk not developing the program.  The UGTO could roll in here at anytime and liberate the capital, and I don’t want to be the one that handed them over a dead planet!”

“But the risk--”
“Is acceptable.  Without their psionic equipment, the K’luth can barely talk to each other, much less put up a planet wide defense or find a small group of freedom fighters.  We will develop that program and hang onto it until we find some way of either giving it to the fleet or installing it ourselves.”

*
*
*
*

Indeed, the K’luth simply couldn’t put up an effective planetary defense without their long range psionic amplifiers.  No information could be sent quickly enough for forces to know when to attack, reassign their defenses, or retreat.  All across the planet K’luth army after K’luth army fell before the UGTO force.  And with the defense bases off-line, orbital bombardment become child’s play.  Precision guided warheads streaked unscathed through the atmosphere and devastated K’luth positions.  Town after town, city after city, and base after base were conquered or wiped from existence.  In only 2 days, the UGTO army was closing in on the Mars capital, ready to liberate for what many hoped was the only time.

Chapter 5: Liberation:

Have you been able to restore our communications yet?

No, sir.  The technician replied.  I have gone over every byte of data in our computers, and found nothing.  I can’t find a single bit of code out of place or a byte of data unaccounted for.

Then how could our systems be down?  The commander asked.

The only explanation, is a computer virus hidden somewhere.  And if there is a virus, it is an excellent one if I may say so.  It interferes with nothing but the essentials of our communication sand defense.  It hasn’t overstepped itself in any way, taking out any non-essential services.
What about before when you discovered the unknown data stream in the computers just before the UGTO attacked?

It has disappeared, sir.  I can find no trace that it exists, or that it ever existed for that matter.  The virus must have wiped out any trace of itself as it buried down in our systems.
Assuming there even is a virus.  The commander said.  Is there any other possible explanation?

None that I can think of.
Do what you can.
Yes, sir.

*
*
*
*

General Robert Martin stood in front of the map of their current area, giving the briefing to his commanders, who would then give it to their troops.

“We have almost total control of Mars; spare the capital and small areas of rocky terrain.  Those rocky areas contain small, the most in any of the positions is a company, dug-in troops with no armor support.  They have been deemed unnecessary to attack, merely to contain for the moment.  Our main concern is securing the capital,” he said, gesturing toward the horizon over which lay the city.
“This will be a very different battle then those that have been fought far off from the city.  The capital was Mars’ communications center and, as such, all comm. traffic had to go through it.  With their communications down, their movements have been scattered and poorly organized.  This will not be the case here.

“This is their last stronghold, no more distractions in trying to command outside the city.  Their control over the troops in this city will be total.  They mobile psionic communications have not been affected by whatever has disabled the rest and these will easily reach every corner, every building in the city.  Estimates put our numbers almost 5 times greater than theirs, but they are well entrenched, and we will not be able to call in bombardment from orbit.  We are here to liberate this city, not decimate it.  There are over 25 million people in this city; we cannot walk away from this without any less then that.  We will have air support, but only for precision bombing runs, nothing indiscriminate.  Each squad will be receiving a laser designator to facilitate this.
There are numerous roadblocks for our tanks and automatic weapon nests at intersections and in high-rise buildings.  Watch out for ambushes in enclosed areas like alleyways, as there are bound to be K’luth holed up in any number of structures.

Remnants of their air forces are also situated in the city.  Keep your troops under as much cover as you can and keep your AA teams in the armor columns frosty.  We have a moderate amount of air superiority, but their interceptor fighters are much better then ours and bombers might be able to slip through during any furballs that occur.  Keep your eyes skyward as well as forward.
“I don’t need to go on how about how difficult this will be.  Do your jobs, and bring as many of our boys home that you can.”
*
*
*
*

“Have we found a cure for the virus yet?”  The man named Richard asked one of his computer techs, a man named Simon.
“Some progress,” the technician replied, his eyes never leaving the computer screen, “but I’m afraid we outdid ourselves quite literally with that virus.  We have been able to destroy the parts controlling the communication systems, but the planetary defense control is taking longer.”

“That’s understandable, at least,” Richard thought out loud, to the small relief of the techie.  “How much longer do you think it will take?”
“I can’t say anything for certain.  It could be an hour, it could be a month,” Simon replied hesitantly.
“We need to have it done by the time the UGTO finish the K’luth off on this planet.”

“We’ll keep trying.”

In the meantime--” A small rumble shook the building.
The technician glanced upward from the screen toward the ceiling.  A light layer of dust had trickled down, watering the technician’s eyes.  Rubbing his eyes, Simon asked Richard, “What was that?”
Richard had a grin on his face.  “Salvation,” he answered.

*
*
*
*

If salvation came in the form of rockets, shells, bullets, and proton rounds, then the rumbling was indeed salvation.  The UGTO had begun their assault.
The artillery was once again effective, but the many of the K’luth defenses remained intact.  Tanks began advancing on the K’luth lines but began to take fire.  Anti-tank missiles streaked out from bunkers and tanks almost completely hidden behind defilades opened fire.  UGTO tanks began to take hits.  Several were lit afire from AT missiles while others lost power from impacts and crashed to the ground from their anti-gravs, immobile and out of the fight.
As soon as they were in effective range, the UGTO tanks began firing on the move, aiming primarily for bunkers or any exposed tanks.  While it reduced their accuracy somewhat, it wasn’t nearly as bad as if they were using treads.  But the K’luth defenses held, and the UGTO forces were forced to pop out smoke and make a fighting retreat, for now.  Artillery continued to pound the lines and destroying any K’luth artillery set out for counter-battery fire while the tanks regrouped for another assault.
The artillery shifted noticeably, concentrating on a 3 kilometer long area on the K’luth lines.  Parts of it were obliterated, leaving gaping holes in the defensive perimeter.  The K’luth scrambled to refill the gaps before the UGTO closed in.  They almost succeeded.
Most of the holes were closed, but it spread the line even thinner then what it once was.  Tanks and troops were still moving into position when the UGTO opened fire.  Caught out from behind their defilades, K’luth tanks took heavy losses.  Relatively safe inside their trenches, the soldiers took minimal losses while shifting, but soon found themselves without significant armor support.  Once again, missiles streaked out from bunkers and impacted on the UGTO tanks.  Some fell, but not enough; the UGTO was closing rapidly.

Too close for cannons, rockets began to spew forth from the UGTO tanks detonating their payloads on the K’luth trenches.  Most avoided them by ducking back down into the trenches but were quickly overrun by the tanks.  Soon after that, the entire line K’luth began to pull back into the bowels of the city to avoid being hit from behind.  Troops advancing behind the tanks dismounted their APC’s and began to move into the last K’luth fortress, ready and eager to take it back.
*
*
*
*

Captain Julia Murney commanded C Company, 4th Battalion.  Like many other women in the armed forces, she had to fight her way past the prejudices and stereotypes.  Tough as nails, she led her men with fierce determination and courage, with precision battle tactics.
She found herself in a bind at the moment though.  The platoon she commanded was cut off from its companion platoon and under heavy automatic weapons fire.  Bullets were ricocheting and burying themselves in walls all around her and the platoon.  She had quickly lost track of her other platoon, but she believed that they were about two blocks to the east, in a position to ambush the bunker.  She just hoped they could get here in time.
She stuck her head out half an inch from behind the wall she was hiding.  The bunker was a small emplacement consisting of 2 machine guns and what looked like a squad of troops with various small arms.  She had several AT missiles with her platoon that could send the bunker to kingdom come, but no one could go out into the street without being cut down.  No, her second platoon was their only hope of continuing their forward movement.  She opened her radio channel to the free platoon, “Lieutenant King!  Come in.”
The radio crackled a response in her ear.  “King here, captain.  Problem?”

“Damned straight, Lieutenant.  What is your position and situation?”

“Assuming the machine guns we are hearing are the ones firing at you, we are about a block or two to your north-east.  We are receiving fire from small groups of K’luth in buildings, 4 at the most, that are slowing us down.  We are being forced to clear almost every building we come across.”

“Belay that.  We are under fire from emplaced weapons in a bunker 100 meters north of us.  Circle back and try to hit it with a missile while we distract them from this side.”
“Roger that, captain.  Moving out now, ETA is 2 minutes.”

Murney counted to 90 seconds then did something that made jaws drop to the ground.  She leapt into the street, fired a few rounds at the bunker which sparked harmlessly off the metal, and then dashed straight up the street.  She barely made it to a small door alcove before the raking fire caught up to her and tore up the wall protecting her.  She pushed out again, dropped to her knees, and emptied her magazine into the bunker’s metal casing, causing those inside to involuntarily duck.  Murney ducked back and reloaded, and was about to press the trigger when the bunker exploded in a dazzling light.  Murney shielded her eyes; though her helmet visor did that faster then she could raise her arms, and looked away.  She blinked as her vision returned to normal and looked up the street at the smoldering bunker.  King stood just behind it with a launcher in his arms.  He slid open his faceplate, “What’re you waiting for?  We’ve got work to do!”  He called out.
*
*
*
*

The K’luth were entrenched and severely bogged down the UGTO force.  But with the advantage of numbers the UGTO had, it was only a matter of time before they pushed through every roadblock, even if it took a head-on rush.  In the air UGTO and K’luth interceptors played their deadly dance.  The superior K’luth interceptors destroyed many of the UGTO fighters but odds once again played in the favor of the UGTO forces.  Bombing runs had destroyed much of the outlying air bases along with their fighters leaving the K’luth with what they had left in the city, which wasn’t much.  Despite warnings, the K’luth bombers were unable to do any significant damage to UGTO armor columns without taking total losses.  Several knowingly suicide runs were able to take out a few tanks, but were handled without losses by air support.  The UGTO had broken through on all sides of the city and were closing in on their objective, the former UGTO command center for Mars.

*
*
*
*

Sir, we cannot hold them back!  The remaining K’luth commander yelled from outside.  We have no tanks and we are being pounded by artillery non-stop.  We are shooting at tanks with rifles out here.
I will not order surrender, commander!  The UGTO will not take this planet!  The commanding artisan yelled back.
Commander, I may be out of line for saying this, but the UGTO will take this planet whether you want them to or not!  Unless you order surrender, I will personally order our arms to be laid down.

I will not be coerced!  You are relieved of duty.  Transfer your incoming traffic to your second in command and return for discipline!

I cannot follow that order commander.  I am relaying the surrender signal now.  You may continue fighting, if you wish.
The artisan stood their dumbfounded.  Never before had a warrior caste spoken so harshly to him.  The artisan stood there motionless, letting the confused thoughts from his troops flow around him.  He glanced at a monitor and saw human soldiers advancing on the main door free of resistance.  Well, his officer may have been a coward, but he certainly wasn’t.  With one quick motion he withdrew one of his many daggers and dragged it across his throat.
Chapter 6: Moving On:

There literally was dancing in the streets on Mars, most of it to no music at all, just the thunderous beat of applause at the UGTO soldiers in the streets.  Enthusiastic handshakes and vigorous hugs were being given and taken at every opportunity.  Tanks stood motionless in the streets, stopped by crowds numbering in the millions.
The army may have been celebrating, but the navy was doing no such thing.  The Mars Defense Network was still down and the planet was still vulnerable to enemy attack.  The only thing that had kept the ships in orbit alive for so long was Devine, and a little bit of luck.  There had been several attacks on Jupiter as well, but each was fought off, albeit with greater difficulty then if the entire fleet was present.  Several carriers were even lost to attacks by destroyers and frigates, ships that could dodge most of the planetary fire.
After inspecting the computer systems the UGTO came to much the same conclusion as the K’luth had.  The network was being disrupted by a virus of unknown origin, but the general consensus was that it had been installed by humans, most likely intelligence operatives as Mars held one of the largest training bases and the main headquarters of UGTO Intelligence.
“Sir, we are receiving a transmission from our army headquarters,” the ensign on communications said.

“Patch it through,” Stewart said.  “What do you have for us General?”

“Good news, admiral,” Martin responded.   “We have received a message from a group calling themselves the Martian Freedom Alliance, along with a computer program attached to the message.  They told us they were the ones who installed the virus and claim that the program we hold now is the antidote program.  Shall I run the program, admiral?”
I suppose it could be the K’luth trying to really damage the network, Stewart thought. But I don’t think we can take the risk of not using it.
“Run the program, general.  Get me the results as soon as possible.”

“Yes, sir.”  There was a faint voice heard over the channel for the installation to begin just before it was closed.

Stewart had just leaned back in his chair when the communications ensign spoke again, “Sir, another transmission from the surface.”

Stewart nodded his head and the ensign opened the channel.  “Admiral,” Martin began, “it worked.”

Stewart was almost never caught at a loss for words, but he did a double take on that line.  “Well… that was certainly, uh, fast,” he said slowly.

“You’re telling me.  But our screens show everything is back to normal in every system that was affected; communications, defense bases, everything.  We’re back in business, admiral.”
*
*
*
*

Admiral Stewart invited Devine to his quarters that evening (relative to Earth).  Stewart had a somewhat modest stash of various “drinks” and wanted to celebrate with Devine personally.

“And for your next trick…?”  Stewart said as they sat down.
Devine smiled.  “I haven’t figured it out all the technicalities yet.  But what I can tell you is my next target is to attack the jump gate to Ross 148.”  Devine could see the admiral wanted more then that, so he continued.  “We still hold the cluster in Ross 148, correct?”  Stewart nodded.  “The fleet still in that cluster is immensely powerful, despite its small size of 200, and could handle a fleet 3 times its size with ease.  The only thing holding it back is its lack of transport ships.  The plan was that they simply defend the cluster until we supposedly pushed the K’luth out of Sol, so they have no way to put a large number of troops on the ground.  If we can distract the fleet on this side, and have the fleet in Ross attack their side, we can send a number of our excess transports still inside the Jupiter system through the gate to link up with the Ross fleet.  They can then attack the planets in their system with relative ease, considering the power of the fleet and that most planets in Ross 148 are singulars.”
“Remarkably simple as usual, Michael,” Stewart had finally taken to calling him by first name, as had Devine at the request of the admiral (in private of course), “But only attack the gate?  Not capturing it for our use?”
“Correct, James.  There are still too many ships in Sol to make holding the gate a viable option, especially with the fleets at Earth and Venus so close by.  To hold the gate, we would have to commit almost every single ship we have, and they would know that.  We would be overwhelmed and annihilated if we attempted to make a stand at the gate.  No, at the moment we can only send transports through while we attack.”

“Even if it’s only a distraction, the fleets at Earth and Venus could be on us in less then 5 minutes, but you still want to attack the gate?  Even you couldn’t take on both the fleets at Venus and Earth.”
“I don’t plan to.”
“The privateers then?  They wouldn’t be much help against that many ships,” Stewart said.

“I was thinking of a more subtle approach, but one that will require a sacrifice.”
*
*
*
*

The fleet held orbit for several days.  After the plan to attack the Jump Gate was formulated and briefed upon, they had to wait for the best time to attack.  The K’luth, expecting the defense network to still be down, dispatched a small fleet from Pluto and Neptune to engage the UGTO.  With the network being back up, the K’luth were caught unaware and easily handled.  No more attacks came after that, and the UGTO fleet wasn’t going to be waiting around for much longer.
A small light streaked off into space away from Mars.  A moment later it stopped, turned and jumped again, this time heading toward the gate to Ross 148.  Exiting far enough off to avoid having its Tachyon wake detected, it proceeded forward, very slowly.
“How did we get stuck with this job?”  The pilot of the UGTO scout asked.

“Don’t ask me,” the navigator replied.  “I wanted a post on some cruiser, not a rickety scout.”

“I know what you mean.  This thing doesn’t offer much protection.  But it’s perfect for this suicidal plan.”

A chime came from the navigator’s controls.  “Approaching our target, captain,” he said.

The captain opened a channel to the small team of marines in the cargo bay.  “Prepare for insertion gentlemen.”
“Roger that,” came the response.

Hidden under a blanket of ECM, the anti-sensor scout had slowly slipped into the heart of the fleet guarding the Ross 148 gate.  Their target was the local Hive, the command and control of every K’luth fleet separated from a planet.  Similar to the support stations of the UGTO and the former ICC, the Hives held massive amounts of weaponry and computer banks and acted as a communications relay for the fleet is was assigned to.  In short, it acted as a mobile planet.  Usually it, along with the rest of the fleet, would be under cloak, but with the UGTO threat (almost) eliminated, it was in plain sight.
The scout stopped a mere kilometer from the Hive’s hull.  “Prepare for launching, secure the package.”
“Roger, secure for departure.”
“Good luck and God speed.”

A drop pod separated from the scout and streaked toward the Hive’s hull.  It barely slowed down as it approached and almost rammed itself into the organic material.  Extending its clamps, the pod gripped onto the Hive and activated its cutting torches.  Burning through the skin of the Hive took no time at all, and by the time the marines were in, the scout had turned and gone to full burn, moving away from the Hive.  Escaping past the range of the interdictor fields, it jumped away and disappeared.
 The pod had burned through the surface and, using the pods engines, pushing themselves forward as they cut into the organic layering.  They crashed through the wall of a cavernous room, containing about a dozen of the K’luth’s control chambers.  As they were communing with the Hive’s systems, they already knew about the human pod cutting through the walls, but they didn’t have enough time to emerge from the chambers before the marines poured through the exit of the pod.  The K’luth were systematically cut down at the chambers pulled back; most never had time to even draw their weapons.
With the room secure, marines broke off and sprinted to the entrances to the room and took cover to cover them.  Two other marines stepped out of the pod carrying a large device.  Setting it in the middle of the room, they started pressing buttons and making connections.

About 20 meters away, a door opened and first of the K’luth guards entered, they didn’t get far though.  The 4 marines covering that door took down 3 before they took a step through the threshold and were able to handle the other 2 before they made it 2 steps.

The device in the center of the room began to glow.  The marines kept working.

Another door opened to admit another 10 guards.  Several were killed before they could do much, but the others were able to raise their weapons and fire off a few rounds toward the marines.  One went down with a gaping hole in his chest just below the neck.  The others kept firing and forced the remaining 3 guards back through the door.
The machine’s lights began to slowly flash.  The marines sped up their work.

Two doors opened in the sides of the room and what seemed like two dozen came through each.  The 3 marines left at each door were able to remove several, but the numbers overwhelmed them and they were cut apart by the K’luth’s rifles and melee weapons.

As the K’luth began to move toward the center, firing as they went, the device flashing increased in tempo, and a high pitched whining was heard.

The other 6 marines surrounding the working 2 fired at anything they could.  Not taking time to aim, they flipped their weapons to full auto and sprayed the room in every direction.  There were only 4 marines left and the K’luth were 10 meters off.  Another went down, then another, and soon enough the only two left were the ones working on the device.

The whine increased in pitch and the light emanating from device became steady.  The marines raised their weapons as they finished and fired at the K’luth as one last act before a gigantic light filled the room.
*
*
*
*

The Hive was rocked as a gigantic explosion ripped through its insides.  A plume of fire exploded out of the hole the drop pod created in the side of the Hive, just before that whole section exploded outward, creating a shower of sparkling debris.  The Hive began to lean to its side and spin slowly, completely crippled.
*
*
*
*

In Ross 148, the fleet in the Ross 2 system engaged their jump engines at the time given to the by those in Sol.  Angling toward the gate to Sol, the fleet exited Tachyon space and opened fire on the K’luth fleet.  Over 40 Elite Assault Dreadnoughts comprised the main assault force and tore through the picket ships of gate guards with a barrage of torpedoes and advanced on the main body of K’luth.  Destroyers and frigates dodged through the tight formations of dreadnoughts and engaged any targets they could see while cruisers maintained their perimeters around the dreadnoughts, keeping the K’luth at bay.
*
*
*
*

“Engage jump drive!”

The Beowulf and Jupiter Fleet leaped forward from their rally point and sped toward the Ross 148 gate.  They K’luth had tightened into a defensive formation around the disabled Hive, which was exactly what the UGTO wanted.  Jupiter Fleet brought several carriers along with them from the moons and with the K’luth in such a tight formation the A-34 Assault Fighter could do massive amounts of damage without sustaining many casualties (as was the norm for fighter pilots).  Along with a few interceptors to deal with any K’luth fighters, over 200 assault fighters headed toward K’luth, well ahead of the main fleet.
The assault fighters loosed a barrage of Phoenix missiles at their maximum range.  The missiles were the largest anti-capital missile the fighters could carry, specifically designed for engaging larger classes of ships.  Two dropped from each fighter and the K’luth found several hundred missiles targeted on two dozen ships.  With a speed nearing 20% that of the Tachyon Drive, the missiles covered the distance between the two groups in less then 5 seconds and were much to fast to be shot down by point defense lasers.  And with a high amount of speed, the missiles easily penetrated the hulls of the K’luth ships and exploded deep inside the targeted ships.  Out of the two dozen targeted, 16 were destroyed and the rest were crippled.

The fighters began their strafing runs on the Hive and several dreadnoughts.  Laden with as many engines and as much armor as possible, the fighters maintained a degree of maneuverability and were able to take multiple hits, even from the powerful K’luth disruptors; and in such tight quarters, the K’luth ships were unable to target their disruptors without hitting their own ships.  The fighters ducked in and out from behind K’luth ships, not disrupting formations, but keeping the fleets attention focused.

While most of the fleet was busy with the slightly-more-then-annoying fighters only a small portion remained able to engage the UGTO fleet effectively.  A small and brief firefight occurred before the UGTO continued on.
As the UGTO destroyed the smaller fleet 20 transports exited Tachyon Space and made beeline for the Jump Gate.  A wing of K’luth destroyers saw them and turned to engage, but it was too little too late.  The destroyers managed to destroy a transport, but the rest made it through into the waiting arms of the Ross 148 fleet, who made a quick getaway to their cluster, as did Jupiter Fleet.

Chapter 7: Complexities:
A week passed after the small skirmish at the jump gate.  Communications received from Ross 148 reported good progress with the fleet taking back Ross 1, Ross 3, and Ida and were about to attack El.  Devine had been right about the fleet’s power.  In several battles they had been outnumbered 2 to 1, but still emerged victorious.  Losses were moderate, but manageable, and they had no intention of stopping either way.
After the transports made it through the gate, Devine had secluded himself in his quarters, which had been outfitted with tactical overlays of each planet and their moons and a direct access to all data collected, being collected, and would be collected in the main computer core.  Using his implants, he could connect directly into the computer circuits (also a special hook-up) and sift through data faster then anyone on board.
Several times, Stewart or another officer had gone to his quarters only to find him every time hooked up.  They assumed he was eating and drinking, but no one had seen him do anything except sit in his quarters, oblivious to his surroundings.

Attacks, meanwhile, had stepped up somewhat on Mars and Jupiter.  The small reserve fleet in the Jovian system was twice forced to fall into the innards of the lunar system, leaving the planets themselves to fight off the invaders.  A transport was actually able to get in range to release several drop pods, and although they were destroyed by planetary lasers, the fact they were even dropped was scary.  Mars, on the other hand, didn’t suffer as much as Jupiter.  Of the two attacks, neither had any transport ships, so they were there simply to try to destroy the UGTO.  But the fact that no transports were sent along meant that they didn’t really expect to.  The pirates were still somewhat surprising to the K’luth fleets.  Since the only fleets that had fought the two were destroyed or effectively out of action, all the other K’luth commanders had no idea what to expect out of the pirates.
With the fleet in Ross 148 doing significant damage, reinforcements coming into the Sol system had also slowed to a crawl.  A small blockade was established along probably jump paths between the Sol and Wolf 359 gate in Ross.  Interdictors and several cruiser squadrons made up these and while they couldn’t stop everything, they made many ships think twice about taking the fastest path.  The Ross fleet had even reported intercepting and destroying a Hive headed for the Sol gate, presumably to replace the still crippled one in Sol.
Back in the Jovian system, several flag officers had been quietly grumbling about how fast their offensive had been moving.  Devine had been leaving no chance for rest and recuperation and barely enough for rearming and repair.  Devine had responded by saying that the K’luth had shown themselves quite able to bring in reinforcements quite quickly.  Until the UGTO had a buffer of at least one system, that being Ross 148, Devine would continue to suggest the fervent pace to the admiral.  Stewart agreed with Devine, and the attacks would continue.  “This is a fight for our lives,” Stewart had said.  “This isn’t the time for R&R, this is war.”
Devine was giving another briefing, but this time to every flag officer in the fleet; Vice Admiral Davies of the Marauder, Vice Admiral Samia of the Intrepid, Rear Admiral Bishop of the Constellation, and Rear Admiral Fitzgerald of the Apollo, along with their first officers, ship operations officers, and various department heads.  A makeshift briefing room was set-up in one of the cargo bays to accommodate the gathering.
“This plan is absurd,” said Davies.  “I do not see how it could be even remotely possible with our current resources.”

“Vice admiral, I will once again ask you to let Mr. Devine finish,” Stewart said calmly for the third time.  “You can dislike the idea all you want, but I will not accept criticism until we have actually heard the plan behind the idea.”

Davies sat back in his chair and mumbled something under his breath.  Stewart, nor anybody else, cared to hear what it was.

Stewart nodded at Devine, who once again started his briefing.  “Thank you, admiral.  My plan, once again, is to make three simultaneous strikes against the remaining outer planets, excluding Saturn for obvious reasons.  Taking Uranus, Neptune, and Pluto will allow us to accomplish three notable objectives.

“One: we will be able to use the repair and rearm facilities on the moon of Neptune, Triton.  These facilities were state of the art, and were being tested on the Neptune fleet for their effectiveness just before the K’luth struck.  All reports said they worked perfectly under all possible conditions.  They are totally automated in the delivery of ammunition and other supplies and also employ the latest in nano-technology to repair damaged hull and armor plates at almost the molecular level.  These facilities can rearm a ship at least 4 times as fast as those we have here in the Jovian system and the nano machines, working on such a small level, can repair our plating to almost what they were before any damage occurred to them, in about half the time it takes our normal worker bees.
“The second advantage we could gain is the large store of ammunition on the four main Uranus moons, Ariel, Umbriel, Titania, and Oberon.  Our supply situation, while not exactly grim at the moment, is approaching the danger levels.  The pirates and privateers we have recruited also need constant reloads of ammo.  Their ships, while carrying military grade weapons, do not have the power and weapon systems we have.  Their particle cannons, for instance, use up to three times the amount of power stores ours do due to their inferior systems.  The same is the case for their lasers.  The stores on the moons also include a large hold out of IT Missiles, which would allow us to add approximately 3 months onto the supply in Jupiter if we would ever need it.
“The last objective to be achieved from taking the outer planets would be Pluto.  While Pluto has no strategic importance, its tactical significance is gigantic.  It is the only planet in the entire Sol system that has been found to contain Urdanium, a key component in many weapon systems and ammunition of both human technology and K’luth tech.  The K’luth’s anti-matter technologies have been observed to be especially dependant on this substance.  Cutting them off from their supply of this will deal a severe blow to their resupply efforts.  Taking these planets and their moons will be a matter of destroying the fleet guarding them, not a ground battle as was the case at Mars since the only things that live down there must live in habitat domes.”

A few various admirals were nodding at the reasoning behind it, but Davies was not entirely convinced.  “Very well thought out, Mr. Devine.  Very well, indeed,” Davies said in considerably more controlled tones.  “But I have one question: Why must we hit these targets at the same time?  Like I stated before, the ships we have available are too few to do anything like this.”
“We wouldn’t do it by ourselves, rear admiral,” Devine stated.

“You speak in riddles, Mr. Devine, as you often do.  If you have some kind of secret plan up your sleeve, then just come out with it.  I do not like guessing games.”

“Very well, rear admiral, I will ‘come out with it,’ as you said.  “Yesterday we received word that the fleet in Ross 148 had secured El and were preparing to attack Ross 4 correct?”  Davies nodded, though he needn’t have bothered.  “And Ross 4 is a barren planet?  Meaning that almost no ground fighting must take place?”  Another nod.  “Therefore I will enlist the aid of the Ross 148 fleet in this attack when they have completed their task in their system.”
“I detect a flaw in your logic Mr. Devine,” Davies said as he continued playing devil’s advocate.  “While the fleet in Ross 148 will ultimately be successful in their attempts to retake the system, if the latest report of K’luth ships left is accurate, they still have taken losses.  We will need almost every ship they have to accomplish your objectives.”

“That is correct, rear admiral.  Hence we will have to leave something behind to stall the K’luth”

A tense few seconds passed before Davies spoke again.  “Mr. Devine,” Davies coated the word icily, “I have told you I do not like guessing games.  Say what you have say, right now, or not at all.”

“I plan to array a minefield covering every planet to the edge of their interdictor base range.”
A new admiral, Vice Admiral Bishop, now spoke up.  “You must be joking.  A minefield that large would take much longer then we have to construct.  We could do it eventually, yes, and we have plenty of mines to spare on our minelayers, but many of our minelayers were lost at the failed blockade of the Sol gate.  If you asked us to do this kind of thing before this situation, we could probably do it inside a week if we really rushed it.”

“Are mines able to be fitted inside torpedo launchers, vice admiral?”

The bluntness of Devine’s question caught Bishop off guard for a second.  But, after thinking, he answered, “Yes, I suppose they could be.  No one has ever really found a need to…”

“Vice admiral, I just found the need for it,” Devine said when Bishop trailed off.
“But what about testing and refitting?”  Samia asked.  “We can’t simply shove mines into torpedo tubes; we’d blow ourselves up.”

Devine pressed a few buttons on his datapad and slid it down the table toward Samia.  “I worked out these modifications last night.  They are not that complex, and each launcher will only require several minutes to refit, depending on the crew.”
Samia passed the pad around the table for the others to get a look at it.  It stopped on Stewart, who took a slightly longer time to read it over.  “Have you done simulations?”  He asked.
“Yes I have admiral.  It’s all in there.”

“Alek!” Stewart called to Bondarenko, who he handed the pad over to.  “Look over these specifications and refits and get back to me within the hour if you think it will work.”
“Yes sir.”

“In the meantime gentlemen, you have heard the plan.  Unless there are further questions, this briefing is adjourned.  An attack plan briefing will be held tomorrow at 0730 for tactical and command officers.  Dismissed.”

*
*
*
*

Devine’s reworking of the launchers received approval 30 minutes later by Bondarenko and the plans were transmitted to the fleet in Ross 148, as well as the layout for the minefields.  The planet of Ross 4 was secured and the remaining organized resistance routed shortly after they were received.  

While small patrols of cruisers and destroyers scoured Ross 148 for any remaining K’luth ships trying to rendezvous, minelayers and the ships with converted launchers began laying down the fields around every single planet.  Since many of the ships within the Ross 148 were strictly torpedo ships, many could be assigned to mine laying duty without sacrificing ships for patrol routes.  The Elite Assault Dreadnoughts, with their many launchers, sped the process up greatly.
Three days after their work began, the fields were laid and the planets (hopefully) protected.  The minefields laid down combined to become the most intricate and most complex ever created.  It had to be, as there would literally be no ships to guard the planets.

The fleet in Ross 148, unable to use the gate, was forced to “long jump,” as it was nicknamed, between Sol and Ross 148.  The torpedo launchers would be converted back to normal during the transit and as they learned of the plan in Sol.  When the fleet organized into formation, their jump drives engaged and they sped through space toward Sol and, hopefully, victory.
Chapter 8: The Big Push:

As soon as the Ross fleet arrived in Sol they made haste to the Jovian system for their own briefing.  They took a very wide, curving trajectory while staying near the very fringes of the Sol system.  The few scouts in the fleet stayed well ahead of the lead ships and it was a good thing they did.  Several patrols were spotted but the scouts’ superior scanners were able to keep the fleet out of range with time to spare.  Several frigates under cover of ECM covered the rear of the fleet.
They made it without incident but no one expected their presence to go unnoticed for long.  The K’luth could sneak ships into observational range of Jupiter quite easily when under cloak.  No one wanted the fleet to be attacked while in transit, however, so the precautions were taken and strictly adhered to.
The plan was (as always) simple on the drawing board.  The Ross 148 fleet was to attack Pluto and its moon, Charon, as it lacked the point defense capabilities of the Jupiter Fleet or the pirate ships.  The Jupiter Fleet and the pirates would split up into two groups and attack Neptune and Uranus.  After that, it was mostly up to the commanders.  Devine and Stewart would command the attack on Uranus while Davies led the rest on Neptune.  The leader of the Ross fleet was Fleet Admiral Michael Morhaime.  He was a recently promoted one, so he was lacking the Support/Command Station, the massively armed and armored behemoth that usually went along with the prestigious rank.  He was a brilliant tactician though.  Anyone who had fought off the K’luth in the Ross 148 cluster for weeks on end had to be.

Morhaime would attack Pluto first.  The appearance of the powerful Ross fleet at such a small planet would undoubtedly pull ships away from Uranus and Neptune, not that many of course, but it would be that many less facing the weakened Jupiter Fleet.

The attack was set to go in an hour.

*
*
*
*

Meanwhile things were stirring in Ross 148.  K’luth ships, from Wolf 359, had regrouped and were preparing an assault on Ross 4, the jewel of the Ross 148 system.  After encountering no resistance at the gate, they had jumped to a pre-planned position to avoid being detected.  Under cloak, the fleet formed its ships and aligned to Ross 4, preparing to hit the predictable as always Interdictor field.

*
*
*
*

The sensor bases on Ross 4, however, had already detected the massive wake of the ships jumping away from the Wolf 359 gate.  Though they had lost them soon after that, they had no need to know the direction the fleet was to come from.

“Stand-by interdictor control,” came the call from command and control.  “Prepare to shut down the field.”

“We are standing by, control.  Field is ready to shut down.”

“Shut it down.”

The interdictor generator stopped its constant humming and its bright glow became dark.  But it wasn’t going to stay like that for long.  The controller handed the interdictor over to the computer, who held the only reactions fast enough to pull off the bold plan, and then tied the computer directly into the sensors, where the executing program lay.
The K’luth fleet jumped a minute later and came barreling toward Ross 4 at full speed.  When they reached the specified distance from the planet, the computer leapt into action and activated the interdictor, stopping the K’luth approximately half-way between where they expected to stop (the edge of the field) and where they wanted to end up (in orbit of Ross 4).  In other words, smack dab in the middle of the minefield created by the UGTO.
Several ships detonated mines as soon as they exited their jumps due to their proximity, crippling them instantly.  The rest of the fleet, though, was never one to be daunted by a few mines.  But, of course, there were a lot more then a few mines out there.
Soon enough, the entirety of the fleet found that it couldn’t move without detonating a mine.  They tried to advance closer and closer the planet, but just found more and mines.  By the time they were halfway to orbit, over a third of their ships were disabled or destroyed, including over half of their transport ships.  Quickly seeing they was no chance of ever reaching orbit the ships turned tail and ran as fast as they could.  The missile bases on the surface targeted the biggest ships they could as they ran, destroying several before they were able to reach full speed.
But the K’luth were not out of the woods yet.  They had only hit half the field on the way in, they still had to go straight through the outer half before escaping interdictor range.  Fully another third of the original fleet was crippled.  Finally the surviving ships made it out of the field’s range and made an emergency jump straight away from the planet.

Out of the fleet of 300, 75 made it out operational with another 25 in tractor tow.

*
*
*
*

Around 20 minutes before the attack on the three planets was due to commence, the fleet received a transmission from Ross 148 stating Ross 4 had repelled a substantial attack by the K’luth.  Minelayers were rebuilding the areas of the field the K’luth ships opened and it was expected to by at full density again in 3 hours.  The losses the K’luth sustained guaranteed another attack couldn’t be expected for some time.
Devine was wearing a small smile as the news filtered through the bridge speakers.  “I won’t say I told you so, admiral.”
The whole bridge crew allowed themselves a small chuckle, including Stewart.  Light humor was hard to come by in such dark times and any opportunity to lighten the mood was seized.
“Time until jump?”  Stewart asked.

“15 minutes, admiral.  5 minutes for the Ross 148 fleet.  All fleets are in designated formations and aligned.”

Stewart could access all that information in his personal console of course, but it was good for the crew to know hear what was coming, even though they could also access the information from their consoles.  But the tension was, understandably, extreme and any kind of small talk elevated it.  The seconds ticked by until a white flash lit up the front viewscreen.
“The Ross fleet is away,” sensors reported.

“Here we go,” muttered the helmsman.

*
*
*
*

The fleet from Ross took a direct path straight to Pluto, not bothering to hide themselves from anybody scanners.  It took a minute to reach Pluto from Jupiter as it was on the other side of the system at the moment, so there was plenty of time to be detected and be reported.  The fleet exited their jump just out of range of the missile defense on the two rocks, hoping that just maybe the K’luth would be persuaded to engage the smaller fleet outside the perimeter.  They weren’t, unfortunately, and the fleet was forced to move in, leaving several pickets of cruisers and frigates slightly behind to engage the inevitable reinforcements to arrive.
And arrive they did.  Almost a third of each fleet from Uranus and Neptune jumped into Pluto’s space very shortly after the Ross fleet began its advance.  Morhaime took one look at the two fleets he was facing and made a snap decision.  “All ships, abort, repeat, abort attack on Pluto and turn to engage new contacts.  Do not approach Pluto under any circumstances.”
His ships responded immediately and banked away from their path to Pluto while any ships within range fired at the two arrived fleets.
Morhaime turned to his communications officer.  “Send to Jupiter Fleet: ‘Under attack by massive reinforcements of Uranus and Neptune.  Cannot, repeat, cannot proceed with attack on Pluto without significant casualties.  Will engage new fleets and hold them as long as possible,’ end transmission.”
Morhaime knew, as powerful as his ships were, the numbers were leaned highly away from them in this battle, especially after their casualties in taking back the Ross system.  Sooner or later they would be forced to retreat, and then the ships that reinforced Neptune and Uranus would be free to return to their bases and possibly defeat the invading Jupiter Fleet.  Morhaime sent his fleet into passive formations, concentrating more on avoiding fire and staying alive than destroying the enemy.  His fleet wouldn’t last forever and he had no plans on committing suicide, he just needed to keep the enemy occupied for as long as he could.

*
*
*
*

Meanwhile, at Uranus, things were business as usual.  “Incoming missiles!”

Pulse waves shot out from the pirate ships, intercepting almost a third of the missiles inbound while pulse beams handled another third.  Unfortunately the number of missiles being fired was many times greater then those at Mars, and the rest (minus a few taken down by conventional lasers) were able to penetrate and hit several ships head on.
Heavy damage to the forward quarter was being reported by two cruisers.  Devine rotated them back from the head of the formation, letting other relatively fresh ships take their place.

“Status of the K’luth?”  Stewart asked.

“Hard to say, sir,” sensors reported.  “I don’t think they are advancing but they are popping in and out, cloaking and decloaking.  I can’t get an accurate count or bearing for long enough.”
“Get on it.  I need a count as soon as possible.”

Communications spoke up, “Admiral, message from Fleet Admiral Morhaime.”
Stewart motioned for it to be put on his console and for it to be sent to Devine’s computer.  Stewart read it and sent a reply back, then turned to Devine.  “Over 400 ships attacking the Ross fleet along with the planet’s defense ships… God, they won’t last long at all,” Stewart said breathlessly.  He turned to Devine and asked, “Have you been able to get any count on the number of ships we are facing?”
Devine continued to stare blindly at the screen as he answered, “Extrapolating from the intermittent contacts, I estimate we are facing approximately 400 ships, possibly less.”
“Fighters are launching from carries, sir,” tactical reported.

The Panther fighters once again streaked out their hanger bays and dived into the fray.  A squadron ducked behind a moon to avoid ship-based return fire after a strafing run on a dreadnought.  But 5 beams of laser energy met them there, fired up from the surface and vaporized the small fighters.  Another wing behind them saw this just in time, and broke off, heading straight away from the moon.
Stewart had seen it as well.  “Damn it!  How could those lasers target those fighters?  They were designed for MIRVs and cruise missiles, not objects as fast moving as fighters.”
The officer at tactical spoke up, “Well, sir, since there disruptors are on par with our 1000 level lasers in terms of damage but have the accuracy of our 500 level lasers, I think they made some improvements in accuracy.”

Stewart glared at his officer, who quickly returned his eyes to his console.  “There is no way for our fighters to survive in this environment without using the planets for cover.  We have to call them back.”
Stewart was about to issue the order when Devine spoke.  “Maybe not, admiral.  I might have an idea.”  Devine cocked his head to one side as the numbers swam around in his head.  Two seconds later, “Yes, admiral, I do have an idea.  Pull all fighters back to the head of the fleet and bring in our bombers.”
“Our bombers?  What good will they do?  The defense is much too densely packed on the moons for anything to get through.”

“I ask for you to trust me once again, sir.”

“Very well, Mr. Devine,” Stewart gave the orders and watched as the small blips on the tactical screen came closer to large cluster denoting the UGTO fleet.  Several more dots appeared behind the main body of the fleet as the bombers jumped into the fray.  “Fighters are in holding formations and awaiting orders,” tactical reported.

“Admiral, this plan, like many others, carries a great risk attached,” Devine said.  “But if it works, we should be able to finish the fight here in half the time it would take us normally and it could quite possibly allow us to send reinforcements to aid Fleet Admiral Morhaime.  We won’t be able to take the pounding of these missiles forever, even with our pirate friends, so we have to work fast…”

*
*
*
*

The UGTO bomber cruisers joined the fleet, still under the bombardment, a minute later.  The fleet formed around the bombers with fighters lining the outer ring.  2 minutes later, the fleet ignited their proton drives and sped straight into the heart of the Uranus defense.

As they neared the outer moons, K’luth ships began to drop their cloak and attack the outer ships of the ring.  The attackers were dealt with as best as possible, but there was no room for any ship to maneuver, they had to protect the bomber squads.  Halfway there, the UGTO ships broke off into 4 groups, heading for Ariel, Umbriel, Titania, and Oberon, the largest of Uranus’ moons and the most dangerous.
Not expecting that, the K’luth were slightly perplexed, but readjusted their attacks and chased down the rear ships of the UGTO formations with their destroyers.  The ships headed for Oberon reached their target area first and sent their plan into action.  About a third of the ships slowed and bank hard 180 degrees to engage the ships chasing the main body while the remaining engaged any ships in range of the moon’s surface, leaving the bombers with only the fighters to protect them.
50 fighters were arranged around the bombers, but they soon began to drop behind the bombers.  Reaching their designated distances, the fighters released their Phoenix missiles at a stationary dreadnought off to the side of the moon at their maximum range, even at their tremendous speed, the missiles would still take 20 seconds to reach their target.  The bombers continued head on, seemingly oblivious to the titanic battle around them, totally focused on their mission.

*
*
*
*

Missiles are inbound, a K’luth reported.
Will they pass in range of planetary laser fire?  The one in charge asked.

Easily, sir.  They are targeted on this dreadnought, the K’luth pointed to his screen.

Give the computer its targets and switch laser fire to automatic.  Engage the missiles at maximum range.
Yes, sir.
*
*
*
*

Only following their orders, the K’luth on Oberon never knew they had sealed their fate.  The 10 bomber cruisers each released two Proton Cruise Missiles just before the fighters launched their missiles, 5 cruisers targeting the power generators, the other 5 targeting K’luth command buildings.  The cruise missiles’ signatures were almost identical to the Phoenix missiles, and the distance separating the two when launched would allow them to strike at almost the same moment, the cruise missiles trailing slightly behind.
The Phoenix missiles passed just above the surface and even at their high speed, the planetary lasers acquired their targets and destroyed all of the Phoenixes.  Unfortunately, the cruise missiles traveling just behind them swung down into the surface while the lasers were recharging and struck dead into their targets.  The missiles buried themselves into the target structures and nearly disintegrated them.  A shockwave over 10 kilometers burst out from the center and craters 3 kilometers wide and hundreds of meters deep were blown into the surface.  None of the generators remained, and no command buildings were standing.

With the surface laid to waste, the small group regrouped and quickly headed out to the rendezvous point just outside the lunar system.  With the command buildings destroyed, there was no way to warn the other key moons of the tactics and the ships in orbit and engaging the UGTO were much too busy to notice.  Titania and Umbriel both met the same fate as Oberon.  Ariel had some warning, but only after the missiles were launched and only 2 command structures remained.  With the generators destroyed though, the bombers took the extra time to launch MIRV’s at them and destroy them.  It cost them several ships in both the bomber squad and defense ships, but orders were orders.
*
*
*
*

“All command and power buildings on the moons have been confirmed destroyed, sir,” the tactical officer reported.

“Thank you,” Stewart replied.  “How much will that affect planetary fire Devine?”

“I estimate it will reduce it by at least 50%, admiral.  With the pirates point defense weapons, we should receive maybe 10% of the remaining percentage as direct fire.”

Stewart smiled.  “That’s much better.  Set course for the rendezvous and prepare for the assault.”
The UGTO ships headed away from the now devastated moons and gathered their forces under Devine’s direction.  The bombers returned to Jupiter and the fighters docked to refuel and rearm their missiles and cannons.
*
*
*
*

At Neptune, Davies had things under control, especially after the K’luth were forced to send away even more ships when the defense bases were destroyed at Uranus.  The forces guarding Neptune actually did send a moderate sized force out to engage Davies’ fleet when they were still outside of missile range.  This fleet did some damage, destroying two dozen ships, including two dreadnoughts, before they were repelled.  But, not expecting Uranus defense to take such a huge hit, between the ships that were destroyed by Davies and those that were sent out to reinforce Uranus, the Neptune fleet was left very shorthanded.  And with the pirate ships handling most of the missile fire, it looked very good for the humans.
At Pluto, however, things were not going well at all.  Shortly after the ships from Uranus and Neptune jumped in behind the Ross fleet and they engaged, the fleet from Pluto surrounded the Ross fleet.  Losses in ships were beginning to increase, with 34 ships destroyed already.  Out of 150, that was high.
Morhaime knew they couldn’t stay much longer.  Even with passive formations, the sheer number of K’luth made maneuvering away from enemy ships near impossible.  Ships banked away from a destroyer only to face 3 cruisers.
“Scan for interdictor fields,” Morhaime said.

The sensors officer ran his hand over his controls for a few seconds, and then reported, “Only field present is on Pluto, and we are out of range.”

“How many of our ships have been destroyed?”

“46 have been destroyed, 10 have been crippled and are adrift.  No life signs on any.”
“Send message to the fleet: Retreat.”

Morhaime’s Battle Dreadnought, the Lexington, angled toward Jupiter and launched into Tachyon Space, with the remnants of his fleet closely behind him.  If they could they would assist at Neptune or Uranus after rearming.  But without them attacking Pluto, the fleets at those planets would soon face stacked odds.
*
*
*
*

Jupiter Fleet was once again advancing as a cohesive whole toward Uranus.  Even with the 4 moons down, they couldn’t simply attack in a fury.  The only way to barely receive missile fire was to stick together and take it slow.
A shudder was sent through the Beowulf as an IT Missile was able to penetrate and hit their port side.  “Are the K’luth still flickering in and out?”  Stewart asked.
“Yes, sir.  But the signals I am getting are coming from specific areas.  It looks like the K’luth have broken into smaller groups to guard their remaining moons, probably from further bombing attacks.”
“No problem there.  I doubt we’ll ever get away with that stunt again,” Stewart remarked.  He turned to Communications.  “Send a message to the Ross fleet and ask them how they are holding out.”
“Right away, sir,” the officer said.  Just as he turned back to his console, an insistent sound emitted from it.  “We are receiving a call from the Fleet Admiral Morhaime’s dreadnought, admiral.”

“Let hear it.”

Morhaime’s voice came through the bridge speakers.  “This is the Miniya Keiji, we have sustained casualties and damage to almost a third of our fleet and we are currently preparing to make our jump to Jupiter to regroup.  We will assist if it is at all possible.”
“That’s the end of the transmission, sir,” the comm. officer said.
“Very well.  Transmit message received.”

Stewart had to put the Ross fleet out of his mind.  If they could help, they would.  If they couldn’t, he would have to make due with what they had, which is what he planned on in the first place.  About the same time, Davies also sent a message saying that they had broken through the missile perimeter and had taken 5 moons of 11.  Several platoons had been sent down to the surface of each moon to secure the missile bases after they had beaten back the guarding ships and had totally secured 3 of the moons and secured most of the bases on the others without inflicting that much damage on the facilities.  They had to place demolition charges inside several of the buildings to take down doors or destroy defense systems, but the defense systems were still functioning in many of the bases.  Davies also reported that the front elements of the ship that attacked Morhaime’s fleet had returned, but had jumped behind the now captured UGTO moons and were cut off from joining the rest of their ships right away and were being held back by the soldiers manning the defense bases.
The missile fire from Uranus’s moons was, as Devine predicted, considerably less than before.  The size of the destroyed moons allowed many more defense bases to be strewn across the surface and cover a much larger area.  With them out of action, the smaller moons were left to keep up the fire, something they couldn’t do effectively.  As long as the fleet stuck together, few missiles would hit the larger ships and the smaller ships could outmaneuver the missiles that were aimed at them.
The fleet’s first target was Puck, one of the larger moons left untouched; it was only 154 kilometers in diameter and didn’t warrant the same “attention” that the 1000 kilometer plus moons received.
Missile fire increased as the fleet approached closer to Uranus.  Several Larvae Assault class were launched by hidden dreadnoughts, but the K’luth were not known for their effective anti-capital fighters, and the fighters were destroyed before they did much damage.  As the fleet got even closer, Psi missiles were then fired from the invisible cruisers and dreadnoughts.  These missiles, though with shorter range and less punch then an IT, Psi missiles were much more maneuverable and almost invisible to sensors making them untargetable by ship lasers.  The pirates fired of some Pulse Waves and destroyed some of the missiles, but they missed several due to the inaccurate timing of the pulses.
“Range to Puck?” Stewart asked.

“20000 kilometers,” navigation responded.

“What’s your best guess to where the K’luth have laid their lines?” Stewart asked of the sensors officer.

“Judging by the sensor reading, I’d say we approximately 10000 kilometers from their picket ships, sir.”
“Order fleet to go to flank speed and enter battle formation.  Transfer power to weapons and stand-by to engage,” Stewart ordered.  All across the fleet, captains gave out their orders to their crews and continued forward, unerring in their objective.”

“Sir, the K’luth from Pluto have exited warp space.”
“Mr. Devine, where are they?” Stewart turned to the savant.

“They are on the other side of Uranus, admiral.  They are most likely going to reinforce the rest of the fleet, not attack us.  We are also seconds away from their forward ships--”
Stewart never listened to the rest of the sentence.  Out of the edge of his eye he saw 3 dreadnoughts catch a lead Battle Cruiser on its port and starboard sides, where its armor was the weakest.  The armor’s integrity failed within seconds and the powerful beams lanced through the hull and destroyed the cruiser’s main reactor in a devastating explosion, blowing the cruiser into a million pieces.

Stewart opened a channel to the fleet and called out, “Engage, engage!  Pick your targets and fire at will!”

The UGTO dreadnoughts pushed their engines to the edge and dived headfirst into the fray with cruisers and destroyers all around.  All over the K’luth ships were decloaking to fire their own weapons, several destroyers appearing right in the middle of the UGTO fleet.  Devine was caught off guard by this and several cruisers and a dreadnought took severely damaging hits before he could assign ships to hit them back.  Laser energy criss-crossed through space, connecting ships with their deadly light and slicing through hull and armor alike apart.  The Beowulf loosed 4 torpedoes at a K’luth cruiser in their port quarter, nailing it with 3 and collapsing a section of its hull.  The cruiser broke to starboard sparks firing off into space.
“Siphon dreadnought approaching,” called out sensors.

“Target lasers and fire!”

4 CL2000’s, the most powerful human laser, exited their emitters just as the siphon entered its own weapons range.  It fired 4 disruptors and 8 AM torpedoes directly at the Beowulf’s bow.  The helm officer banked hard to port just as the dreadnought fired disruptors and the managed to dodge 3 of the torpedoes and putting the rest into the port armor.  The CL lasers maintained their target despite the hard turn and punched through the hull of the dreadnought, creating a hole a hundred meters deep and almost 25 meters deep in the nose of the K’luth ship.
“Port armor is compromised,” Raymond said.  “Forward armor at 50%.”
“Jesus…” Stewart almost moaned.  “One volley…?”  No one replied, and no one wanted to.  Barely 5 minutes into the fighting, and already they had a completely open armor ring.  “Keep our starboard side oriented to the majority of the K’luth ships and target any ship approaching from port with top priority.”
The Beowulf broke off from its position and swung around to the perimeter of the fleet with its weak side facing in.  Stewart would have preferred to stay at the front, but this was not the time to be heroically foolish.  Stewart could command and Devine could control just as easily from further back in the formations.  Not that they would say so, though.
The number of K’luth began to dwindle as they were forced further and further back toward Puck.  Several K’luth cruisers laid down some mines as they fell back, and a few overzealous frigates fell victim to the concentrated blast of anti-matter.  The mines forced the large UGTO ships to slow down while destroyers and frigates, moving more cautiously now, moved in to clear them.  The K’luth took advantage of this stop to swing around and attack again, concentrating on the ships lining the perimeters formations.
Devine of course saw this coming and had pushed fresher, more powerful ships out to the line.  The K’luth cruisers came in at full speed from the sides, knowing that their attack wouldn’t last long, so they sacrificed energy for speed.  Using mostly AM torpedoes, the K’luth launched on a few volleys on the perimeter ships before breaking off.  Several volleys landed before the return fire of the UGTO forced them back.  Damage was done to several dreadnoughts, and one cruiser was crippled.  Two repair ships released their supply drones and began to repair the cruiser’s engines while towing it away from the battle under tractor.
A minute later the minefield had been cleared and the fleet moved forward once more.  Fighters from Puck’s surface rose up and began to swarm the lead UGTO ships.  Firing fast moving Psi cannon bolts, most of these shots landed, degrading the armor on a number of ships before interceptors from Battle Dreadnoughts, held back because of the mines, were able to engage them and force them away from the fight.
The front ships reached Puck and broke off into groups of two or three ships.  Destroyers and cruisers from behind them did the same as they reached the moon.  The dozens of groups ran through K’luth formations, cutting disastrously close to dreadnoughts, almost taunting them to keep up.  The K’luth did the best they could to destroy the small craft with their own, but the K’luth frigates did not have the same agility of their UGTO counterparts and were outraced in the maze of metal.
The dreadnoughts of Jupiter Fleet reached Puck soon after that.  They began to fire almost indiscriminately into the large cluster of K’luth dreadnoughts, barely missing their own ships.  Caught between the harassment of the destroyers and frigates and the bombardment of the dreadnoughts’ cannons and torpedoes, the K’luth attempted to jump out of the area toward one of their friendly moons, but were stopped after less then a second.
The UGTO Interdictor cruiser had sneaked in with the UGTO dreadnoughts, almost all systems running cold and the interdictor device off.  At Devine’s order, the cruiser activated its interdictor device, stopping all jump activity in a radius well past Puck.  Over half of the remaining K’luth ships had attempted to jump, and were stopped dead before they even went 10 kilometers.  Caught with their exposed backs to the UGTO, the K’luth ships were subsequently slaughtered one by one.  Only 2 of those that jumped were able to recover in time to effectively maneuver again, and they were dealt with quite quickly.  The other K’luth ships that didn’t jump were those that saw their ships be stopped and destroyed and they were well on their way away from the UGTO.
“Deploy drop pods.”

Specks of light broke away from several dreadnoughts and burned down to Puck’s surface while others headed out to the destroyed moons.  A few heading for Puck were blasted out of the sky by defensive lasers, but the rest soon got under the firing arc of the lasers and headed straight for the airlocks of the target structures.  Attaching and pressurizing, the boarding marines dived through the entrances guns blazing.
Outnumbered and outgunned, the meager security forces defending the buildings were swept aside by the specially trained marines.  Puck was captured and secured in less then 10 minutes.  In the Beowulf, Stewart was sitting on the edge of his chair.  He patched through to the ground commander and asked, “When can those defense bases be up?”

“My boys are going through and testing the systems now, sir.  Assuming the best, they will be ready for the gunners you sent along in a few minutes.”
Stewart closed the channel and opened it to the commander of the troops on the 4 biggest moons.  “Did the explosions damage any of the ammunition stores?”  Stewart asked.

“No, sir,” the marine replied.  “The storage rooms were some kilometers under the surface and were untouched.  I sent a few men down on each moon and, besides a few loose rocks, nothing is out of place.”

“Thank you, commander.  Carry on,” Stewart said as he shut off the link.  

After Puck fell, Miranda, Belinda, and the small outer moons quickly followed suit.  Their own defending fleets were minimal since Miranda’s and Belinda’s fleets were also Puck’s fleet since all were quite close together.  The outer moons had almost no defense fleet as there size and resources made them almost insignificant.
The K’luth fleet around Rosalind, only 20000 kilometers away from Puck, and the main body of the UGTO fleet, had been lying in wait under cloak and heavy ECM.  Thinking that the ECM would provide even greater coverage from scanners, the K’luth fleet had spread themselves out over a few thousand kilometers to hit several targets at once.  Unfortunately, the ECM provided much less cover then they thought.  ECM, unlike cloak, scrambled sensors over a certain radius emanating from a central point.  The cloak simply bended energy around the ship, making it invisible, although higher energy beams could penetrate it to a small degree.  In any event, it was a simple matter (for Devine) to pinpoint this moving interference and turn the predator into prey.  He supplied the targeted UGTO ships with coordinates and ordered them to fire at his command.  As the K’luth entered the area, Devine sent the command to open fire into what was just a few seconds earlier, open space.  The concentrated sweeping motion into the targeted areas destroyed almost all of the larger ships.  The only saving grace of spreading themselves out so thin was that the explosions didn’t damage as many K’luth ships then if they had gone as a group.  A brief but intense firefight occurred, but the K’luth ships were quickly surrounded and inflicted only minor damage overall.
At the moment, 5 of the 8 remaining K’luth moons were on the same side of Uranus as Jupiter Fleet and all tightly knit in terms of outer space; all of the 5 moons were only a few thousand kilometers apart, the greatest being slightly over 7000 kilometers.  In lunar terms, they are quite close neighbours.  But they were all very small moons and only one was over 100 kilometers.  Several were under 50.
After the supply ships were finished, the supply ships headed back into the cover of the now-UGTO moons as their drones efficiency became almost non-existent if they were forced to work on a moving ship.  The speed of their drones was barely a fraction of that that could be obtained by a dreadnought so there was no way for any form of supplies to get through to any ship.
“Sir,” sensors said, “the K’luth fleet appears to be massing.”
“Put it on the main screen,” Stewart ordered.

The viewscreen shimmered from the real time view to the tactical overlay.  While sensors could not pick out individual K’luth ships as they were still cloaked, Devine had extrapolated the area where the ships were gathering.  A pulsing red rectangle showed the approximate area covered.
“What are they doing…?”  Stewart said quietly, more to himself than anybody else.
Before anybody could answer the question, the communications station chirped.  “Incoming transmission from Neptune, sir.”

“Put it through,” Stewart said.  He stood up and stared at the forward screen as the transmission was put on speakers.
“Vice Admiral Davies here, sir.  We were moving on the final moons at Neptune when something rather strange happened.”

“What do you mean?”  Stewart asked.

“I mean that every single reading we had on any K’luth ship just vanished.  We picked up no jump disturbances either, so unless they left under their normal drives they have vanished from this universe.”
What is going on here? Stewart thought.  “Have you secured Neptune?”  Stewart asked.
“Almost, sir,” Davies said.  “A few K’luth have barricaded themselves in several installations.  Nothing we can’t handle given enough time.”

“Keep your eyes open.  This situation is becoming stranger by the second.”

“Yes, sir.”

Stewart motioned for the channel to be closed, while his mind went a mile a minute.  The K’luth just gave up Neptune.  Why?  The K’luth at Uranus appeared to be moving toward a well entrenched enemy position of equal strength and, with Devine at their side; the UGTO would be able to come through it without that many losses.  The only way the K’luth at Uranus could ever hope to beat the Jupiter Fleet would be with overwhelming numbers.
Stewart stopped.  He whirled to his comm. officer and ordered him to open a channel to Davies’ fleet.  Stewart didn’t preamble, if he was right, they didn’t have enough time.  “How many K’luth ships were you facing?”

“Uh, just before they disappeared, sir?”  Davies sounded a bit perplexed.

“Yes, and be quick about it.”

The channel was quiet for a few seconds while Davies consulted with his sensors officer.  “We approximated some 300 ships remained before they left our scanners.  Is there something wrong, sir?”
“Yes, Vice Admiral, there is.  Finish securing the Neptune system and hold your position.  We are about to come under attack heavy attack at Uranus.”

Stewart closed the channel before Davies could respond.  The bridge crew had since looked up at Stewart, wondering what he knew that they didn’t.  Stewart ignored the glances for now, and turned to communications.  “Order the fleet back now.  Get all ships back into the perimeter of the moons.  Devine,” Stewart turned to the savant, “Set up a defensive perimeter and pull in our carriers from Jupiter.  Get them here as fast as possible.”
*
*
*
*

In the relatively safe haven of the Jovian system, the Ross fleet was undergoing repairs and rearming in the multiple space docks on the Galilean moons.  
“Sir, the reserve carriers are moving out.”

Morhaime looked up just in time to see the brilliant flashes of multiple jump drives engaging.  But something was wrong.  The flashes were much too far apart to be part of any organized fleet action.  It looked more like a desperate reinforcement.  “Where are they heading?” Morhaime asked.

“It appears they are heading straight for Uranus, sir, right for the moons the Jupiter Fleet has captured.”

Now it was Morhaime’s turn to wonder what the hell was happening.  The carriers that just pulled out were most of the only ship based defense that were in the lunar system, besides his fleet.  What could possibly be happening that Stewart not only had to pull out the carriers, but not inform a Fleet Admiral?
*
*
*
*

“The signals from the K’luth are getting closer, sir.  Contact estimated in 4 minutes.”
Under Devine’s control, the UGTO ships had set up an outer perimeter with static dreadnoughts and roving squadrons of cruisers and destroyers, with a mobile inner conglomeration of others.  These inner ships could engage any ship that slipped past the line, reinforce areas under heavy attack, or replace damaged, crippled, or destroyed ships.  It was not the best of defense strategies, but both Stewart and Devine believed that had little time to work on an intricate plan.  The Beowulf was currently part of the inner group, its armor still hurting from the AM torpedoes.
“2 minutes to contact,” sensors reported.

This is the worst part, Stewart thought.  The waiting.  The doing nothing.  In battle, time seemed to shorten, hours taking minutes.  But the waiting was unbearable.  Seconds seemed to stretch into infinity.

Shortly after the 1 minute mark, another, more frantic report came.  “Sir, a massive warp disturbance all around us!  K’luth ships are decloaking and advancing on our position!”
The K’luth ships that had abandoned Neptune to Davies were now launching on all out assault on Stewart, determined to lose only 1 system today.  The timing of the K’luth was perfect.  Almost every side of the perimeter was hit at the same time.  Interdictor cruisers of the K’luth’s own design set up just out of weapons range of the UGTO, blocking them from retreating.
The UGTO’s weapons were generally longer ranged then K’luth, but that did not offer them much of an advantage here.  The K’luth ships were traveling at full speed, and there were simply too many of them to deter in the few volleys the torpedo ships got off.  They couldn’t even use missiles as the K’luth decloaked much too close to fire them.  Torpedoes from both sides burned their way through space, seeking their targets.  Torpedoes soon gave way to laser and disruptor fire as the two fleets connected head-on.  The large dreadnoughts of the K’luth were unable to push their way through the UGTO line, not without ramming the other ships, but the same did not apply to the nimble destroyers of the K’luth.  They dodged torpedoes and cannons then broke past the outer dreadnoughts.  Many of them were annihilated by close range laser fire by dreadnoughts, and others were cut down as they passed through the gaps by the inner ships.  But soon enough destroyers, frigates, and even the occasional cruiser were inside the ring, hitting the outer wall from behind as the inner ships desperately tried to stop them.
The K’luth dreadnoughts and cruisers, on the other hand, began to circle the UGTO ships, like something out of the old west.  They slowly pelted away on the front armor of any target they could, ebbing away some more on each and every pass.  The equalizer for the UGTO was their fighters.  While the small craft were limited at best inside the ring, outside they were at a supreme advantage.  Since most of the large craft were forced to remain outside the perimeter, the K’luth had almost no defense against the fighter craft.  The few interceptors the K’luth did manage to launch were destroyed soon after.  But the fighters could not destroy the whole fleet by itself.

The Beowulf was holding its own despite the damage sustained earlier to its armor plating.  Several cruiser captains had, on their own accord, formed a perimeter of their own around the flagship.  While the K’luth did recognize that the posturing made the Beowulf important, they ignored it for now.  If they could open a hole in to UGTO line, their dreadnoughts could get inside and wreak havoc.  Ships began to fall.  A torpedo cruiser crossed in front of a Mandible class dreadnought and took a full volley of torpedoes.  Its hull collapsed and it spun off before it exploded.  A destroyer’s armor failed and a disruptor punched right through the small ship, almost slicing it on half.  A Battle Dreadnought’s top engine wing was destroyed, taking the large middle one with it, which took off the read third of the ship in a massive explosion.  It was obvious the K’luth were prioritizing the UGTO ships instead of the private ships.  Without military coordination, the privateers would fall apart, even with their firepower.  It was amazing that the number of private ships that stayed were high as they were, considering a number of them were legitimate civilian ships.
The battle had lasted all of 10 minutes when the first problem for the UGTO arose.  Two dreadnoughts had been taking a beating and were faltering somewhat.  They had obviously taken damage to their weapon systems and were putting out half the fire they should have been.  A K’luth dreadnought had swung outside its companions and was circling around to finish off the most damaged of the beleaguered ships, opening the gap for itself and any others behind it.  The nearest dreadnought to replace it was too far away, it would never be able to get there in time to stop it from being destroyed and opening the gap.  Devine was faced with two choices, preserve the ship and open the gap prematurely, or leave the ship until the bitter end and hope that by some miracle a ship could get there.
Devine was hesitating, and even though this hesitation was taking less then a second, he was conflicted.  He wanted to save those lives on the dreadnought, but saving them could mean many others had to die.  He moved the other dreadnought into position while debating with himself.  After a second of though, he decided to let the dreadnought stay where it was.  He didn’t do it with a clear conscience though.
The replacement was still a few hundred kilometers away as the hull of the damaged dreadnought finally gave way under the massive torpedo barrage of the K’luth.  The forward section of the dreadnought was blown apart and the rest of the ship was peppered with smaller explosions along its hull before a massive explosion in the rear of the ship sent it flying forward out into the K’luth ships.
The tactical officer on the Beowulf looked up from his station and said, “The line has been broken, sir.”

K’luth ships were making a beeline straight for the hole, cruisers were already breaking through.  “Get all available ships to cover that gap!” Stewart said.  “I want a constant stream of fire right through there.  Concentrate all our fire.  I don’t want anything to break through.”
K’luth dreadnoughts were lining up to hit the gap.  Cruisers remained on the outside, forcing Devine to not let the line collapse on any other side.  The only ships that could defend the hole were those that were on the inside.
The first dreadnought that tried to get through the breach was obliterated by the concentrated fire, as was the second one.  But the second dreadnought’s hull stood up to the barrage, and partially shields the others behind it, allowing them to advance almost into the inner sanctum of the UGTO.  It quickly became apparent to Stewart that the effort was futile.  This was where their reclamation of Sol would end.
A flash on the screen caused Stewart to look up.  With so many ships at such close range, the sensors became almost useless for long range work, so there was no chance to detect any incoming additional ships.  But the brilliant white ships that exited Tachyon space needed no introduction.  “It’s the Ross fleet!” The helm officer cried out.

Even at the distance they were at, it was easy to see the battle damage the fleet sustained.  Workings of the inner hulls were exposed on several ships, and several were even leaking fuel, creating a flaming white trail where ever they went.  The Ross fleet, damaged as it was, still sped into the fight with almost reckless abandon.  They barely slowed down to target the K’luth interdictors as they passed them.
As luck would have it, the gap in the UGTO line was facing away from Uranus and the remaining K’luth moons.  The K’luth dreadnoughts gathered there were like fish in a barrel.  Hit from behind, where their firepower and armor was minimal, the dreadnoughts were destroyed one by one.  The proximity of the explosions to each other destroyed any smaller ships unlucky enough to be caught beside the targeted ships and damaged everything else.  Those K’luth that could, turned to engage the Ross fleet, but the hope was futile.  The Ross fleet split into two groups and attacked from two sides, catching the K’luth in a deadly crossfire.  Joined by the fire from the front of the Jupiter Fleet, the K’luth were cut down.  The cruisers that were circling the besieged UGTO had since broken off to engage the new threat, allowing those ships on the other side of the perimeter to break the line and encircle the K’luth.  Weapons fire was poured at the K’luth from all sides until nothing remained except dust and debris.
The two friendly fleets hung facing each other, silently thanking each other before a call came to the Beowulf from the Lexington.  Both admirals were all smiles as they spoke.  “I couldn’t be more thankful, Fleet Admiral,” Stewart breathed.
“All in a day’s work, admiral.  Just be sure to return the favor won’t you?”

Realizing they still had work to do, the two fleets both combined and returned to capturing the Uranus moons.  Without enemy ships, the remaining moons fell within an hour.

Chapter 9: How the Other Halves Lives:
For the most part, the private ships that joined with the UGTO fleet were legitimate.  There were only about 4 dozen actual pirate ships in the whole group of over several hundred vessels.  And any known indiscretions these ships had been known to have committed were quickly forgotten by the ranking UGTO officers.  Not only did the pirates have the most heavily armed of the civilian ship, many had actual combat experience; either with UGTO border patrols or former naval personnel.  
Farshid Safi, commander of the Civilian Merchant Fleet ship Tabarzin, was not a pirate.  He created and ran a small business consisting of the trading of dozens of legitimate items from his and five other ships.  He never stole, never cheated, never short-cutted, and paid his taxes.  He had made himself quite a handsome profit in the legal world.
Of those 5 ships, 4 remained.  His brother commanded the Kooseh and, only minutes into the battle at Mars, took a critical hit to its engines.  His brother had always been one for going out in glory and so directed his ship straight into the side of a K’luth cruiser.  While Safi appreciated the heroicness of the gesture, he felt it was wasted.  He hated the K’luth, of course, but he hated the UGTO even more.
Over 200 years had passed since the glorious victory of the faithful over the western oppressors, and over 200 years since the Global Corporate Council had ruined that dream.  His great-great-grandfather was of the most prominent leaders of that new world and was assassinated for trying to unite the world under a single flag by the murderous GCC.  The few cells that survived the GCC reclamation of Earth did realize that dream however.  Banding together, they formed a super-cell under the guise of several business under the new rule, gaining profits and power for when the time was right to strike.
They planned and expanded, never losing patience.  When the war started with the ICC and K’luth, they slowly started to build up their weapon stores, careful to never buy too much at one time or keep it in a single place.  Safi’s creation and licensing of the trade business just before the war was truly a gift from God.  Until then, their operations were limited to Earth, Luna, and Venus and then Mars when it became habitable.  When Safi pushed them into space, they managed to establish a small “trading” base in the asteroid belt as well as recruit on the ridge systems.  Out of a population well into the billions, it was hardly surprising how many people could be led to believe in a certain cause.  The salvage they recovered during the war was invaluable.  Torpedo launchers, particle cannons, and heavy lasers were quietly collected and stored in various outposts.  The fleet salvage tugs that came always found enough left to satisfy their superiors.  Nothing was ever missed.
But the K’luth… the K’luth ruined the chance they had been building up to for so many generations.  The terrorists were just over a month away from moving on all the major corporate entities and government officials and removing them from this plane of existence.  Sleeper agents were in position and ready to move.  But when the K’luth broke through the UGTO lines, the political and corporate leaders important enough were whisked away to some mysterious location they could not locate, despite their vigorous attempts.  Safi was not even sure the K’luth could locate the leaders of the humans.  Their plan lay in ruins and their weapons left gathering dust.
Safi almost shook with rage on his bridge as he recalled the history.  At the K’luth, at the GCC, or at the UGTO, he didn’t know who to direct his anger at.  Don’t dwell on the past, he reminded himself.  He had to concentrate on the present and what the future would bring.
As the K’luth drew ever closer to Sol, trade became sparse and pirating much more common.  Trying to maintain their legitimacy, Safi had never installed weapons on their trading ships.  They never ran into problems because they avoided all of the known predator areas.  But as the UGTO drew tighter and tighter to their planets, pirates came out of the woodwork.  Safi was forced to arm his ships with some of the weapons they had salvaged after his ship was ambushed by two heavily armed pirates.  The jump drive was disabled in the first few seconds of fighting, and the pirates were seconds away from boarding Safi’s ship before they got it back online and made an emergency jump.
And now he had an opportunity.  He could destroy the UGTO with one strike, and finally realize his ancestors’ dreams.
*
*
*
*

The Expeditionary Tribal Council of the K’luth empire had called an emergency meeting.  Held in a specially shielded chamber that blocked out all ambient psionic emissions, the council was alone with their thoughts.  Admiral Lak’Nar Leenan’Era, commander of the K’luth Fleet (Sol), stood rigid before the council.  Their thoughts swam through his head.  Anger.  Embarrassment.  Humiliation.  Failure.  All those and more he felt emanating from the elder K’luth.  Despite that, he himself felt nothing but respect for these very select few of their species.  They had survived countless battles, destroyed their enemies, and lived to tell their tales to their descendants.
Do you have an explanation for your failure?  One elder asked.
Lak’Nar continued to stare straight ahead.  My commanders—

Are dead, admiral, another finished.  We cannot ask them.  We are asking you.

Leenan’Era eyes twitched under the stare and thoughts of the elders.  Honored elders, have you heard of a program that trained gifted humans in the art of war?
The slight confusion that was pushed into his mind confirmed that they had not.  Leenan’Era continued, Some time ago, the human military began a specific selection of members of their race.  Their goal was to create a method of communication and control that was on the same level as our own.  By the time we invaded Sol, it appeared this program had at least partially succeeded.  One of these individuals, known to the humans as battle savants, was controlling the fleet at Mars and was able to inflict serious casualties on our attacking force.  If it wasn’t for our greatly superior numbers in that battle, our invasion would most likely have been cut short.
The training facility was based on Mars, and we have been trying to break the files ever since landing.  However, the details are heavily encrypted so our code breakers have not been able to uncover them yet.  However, there is one thing for certain.  These tactics being employed by the fleet centered in the Jovian system are much more sophisticated and complex then anything we have ever seen.  I believe that the humans in that fleet have come across one of these battle savants, and have integrated him into their command structure.
Leenan’Era fell silent—as silent as his mind could be—and let the elders digest what he had told them.  He could have gone on for some time and explained many more of things they have uncovered in the less shielded files, but he didn’t need to.  Those thoughts rose up as he recanted his little speech and became easily available to the elders, with a little effort on their part.  With a bit more effort, wouldn’t have even needed to give the short speech, as those thoughts could be simply taken from his mind.  But, while there were no secrets among the K’luth, many were comforted by actual telling and listening; it built a base of trust.
A question formed in Leenan’Era’s mind.  But how could they have come across one of these ‘savants?’  No fleet we faced before Mars, nor after, displayed the effectiveness of the Jupiter fleet.  We had been attacking Jupiter for some time as well, without facing any adverse problems time could not have solved.  How could they have come across this human?
Ships escaped from the battle at Mars, Leenan’Era sent back, and we are not able to determine the ship the savant was based on.  The most likely explanation was that the ship he was carried on escaped as the battle drew to a close.

The oldest, and most honored, K’luth leaned forward and narrowed his eye slits.  You have told us the problem, admiral.  Now tell us what you intend to do about it.
I think, elder, Leenan’Era said, it would be best if I showed you.
*
*
*
*

From your actions, admiral, I can only assume we are being shown to a military facility conducting top-secret research and experiments.  However, there is no facility on the planet you are taking us, and from the thoughts I read from you, I know there is not.
All things will be explained in time, honored elder.  Please be patient, Leenan’Era asked.

The elders grew quiet, obviously unconvinced.  The whole situation was completely unfamiliar to them.  Leenan’Era’s mind revealed nothing, and yet he sounded totally convinced of what he was saying.  But, somehow, he was holding something back
With all known systems secured with the exception of Sol, Leenan’Era had taken a select few of the elders back to the Sirius system and through to Groombridge 34 to the planet of Yoth, one of the remotest planets in the galaxy.  The trip had taken a mere fraction of the time it would usually take to travel through that many systems, as there was no danger to any ship outside Sol.  

Yoth was a barren, inhospitable world.  Ice covered almost every square meter of the world, with only a few small patches on its equator.  It had no indigenous life, spare a microbe or two, to speak of.  In short, it was perfect.
The landing shuttle slowed as it approached the surface, heading for no discernable landmark.  There was no space port, no runway, or no landing pad, just ice in every direction.  The craft settled softly down on a flat expanse of ice, puffs of exhaust ejecting from vents.
The passengers piled into a ground vehicle stored in the hold and it rolled off down the ramp into the hostile environment.  Even genetically engineered as extensively as the K’luth were, no higher organism had been known to survive in the cold for very long.  Normally, the vehicle would have been equipped with anti-gravs, but on Yoth mass was the key for travel on the surface.  The high winds that whipped around the planet could reach up to 200km/h and could easily overcome even the most powerful anti-gravity devices.  The huge vehicles were the only things that held enough traction on the surface to stay upright.
The car bounced over the landscape, heading toward a distant hill.  The hill gradually grew in the front window, becoming more like a small mountain.  The vehicle sped toward one side of the slope and, just as the K’luth on board were about to say something, a crack appeared in the ice.  There was only black at first, but as they got closer, outlines began to appear and objects began to stand out.  It was not, however, until the ground car passed through the gigantic doors that the passengers were able to see what they just entered.  It was a lift; big enough to carry 20 of the vehicles the K’luth were riding.  Machines lined the sides of the chamber, presumably for maintenance.  But, there were no K’luth in sight, not even a single mechanic or operator.  The driver stopped in the center of the lift platform and it began to descend.
Despite the enormity of the platform, it moved down below the ice quickly.  The walls around the lift were unmistakingly plain, only lights every few meters provided a faint illumination.  But, soon a brighter light could be seen permeating through the small crack between the lift and the wall.  It grew brighter and brighter, until finally the lift broke out of the shaft and into a massive chamber, hollowed out of the ice.  The elders looked at the windows in amazement.  Below them, enough structures were built on the bottom of the cave to form a small city.  Light coming from windows sparkled off the walls, creating a dazzling display of colors.  In the center of the city—there was no other way to describe it—stood out a single tower, designed obviously to impose.
The lift touched down shortly after it entered the chamber, and the admiral with the elders stepped out of the ground car.  The elders were still glancing around themselves, refusing to believe.  The very thought of a secret among the K’luth society, even a military secret, was completely alien and subtly offensive.  The K’luth prided themselves on their shared minds, the fact that everything had to be in the open.  It was simply second nature to them to know everything.

The first to speak was the eldest, although he did not speak much.  “How...?” was all he said.
Leenan’Era leaned in close to the elder, an expression he picked up from humans.  He sent his thought quietly, barely a whisper in terms of psionics, I’ll show you.

The K’luth walked through the city.  But there was still no one to be seen.  There was only the random sighting of a small robot skittering along the ground or the walls.  There were no people, K’luth, human, or other.  What is this place?  The same elder asked.  No workers, no guards, nothing but drones and buildings.
“This way” was all of Leenan’Era’ reply.

The small group soon realized their destination, the tower seen from lift.  Even larger from the ground, it seemed to reach to the very top of the ice chamber, threatening to punch through the dome.  The door leading inside the tower quickly opened as they approached, and closed just as quickly when all were through to the inside with a thump that echoed throughout the darkened chamber the K’luth found themselves in.
The elders were uncomfortable, Leenan’Era saw.  But soon that would pass, soon they would understand.  The elders were still looking around the chamber when they heard it, inside their minds.  GREETINGS.
The normally unshakable battle-hardened K’luth looked up, startled.  The thought had not come from a single direction, it had come from everywhere.
YOU ARE TROUBLED, HONOURED ELDERS, the voice continued.  No one had responded yet, nor really knew how to know.  What were they supposed to talk to, the walls?

A short, staccato sound reverberated through the elders’ minds.  It was laughter.  NO, NOT THE WALLS.  TO ME.
The eldest K’luth, his mind’s voice once strong and undaunted, seemed frail when compared to the booming resonance of…whatever was talking to them.  And, he asked, who might you be?
I  AM THE FUTURE.  YOUR FUTURE.  I AM EVERYTHING THAT WE NEED TO BE.  A beating began inside the elder’s head.  It grew larger and louder, more powerful.  The elder clutched at his head with all four of his hands, as if they could block out the noise, and screamed out loud.  The elder found himself, with all the other elders, looking up at Leenan’Era.  Leenan’Era stood there, looking down at them, smiling.

Chapter 10: Guises of the Mind
Devine awoke with a start and looked hurriedly around his quarters.  He listened intently for several moments, hearing nothing but the soft thrum of the ship’s proton reactors.  Devine sat back and closed his eyes, trying to remember the dream, but the details had faded and were impossible to grasp.  He set his head down on the pillow and closed his eyes.
*
*
*
*

The K’luth elder opened his eyes.  He was on the floor, inside a room.  Always the soldier, he didn’t panic, he sat up and looked around, taking in his surroundings.  The room was grey and completely bare, maybe 6 by 4 meters and 3 high.  There wasn’t a door to be seen in the walls or a trap on the ceiling.  Standing up, he began to check for his weapons.  Surprisingly, they were all there.  The ceremonial daggers and blades he wore inside his robe were still present.  The logic behind Leenan’Era leaving him armed after taking him hostage eluded the elder.  He walked around the entire length of the cell, feeling and knocking lightly against every part of the wall in his reach.  There was nothing that suggested a change in material or thickness, and he couldn’t feel even the slightest break in the texture to suggest a doorway.
He was about to try to floor when a voice entered his mind.  You won’t find a way out, elder.  The K’luth whirled around to find Leenan’Era standing there, wearing the same smile he last had on.

What have you done?  The elder asked.  What is the meaning of this?

Be calm, elder.  This is, shall we say, a re-educational experience.  In the meantime, let us drop the formality, Lar’ast Yaaknar’Lan.
The elder’s eyes widened in shock at Leenan’Era.  You have no right to address me by name!  Whatever you may have done, you will show respect!

Leenan’Era’s smile grew even wider.  Lar’ast, you are in no position to be given respect.  Leenan’Era could feel the angst of Yaaknar’Lan at hearing his first name being spoken.  He reveled in the feeling.
The elder looked hard at Leenan’Era.  He focused all his mental energy and thrust himself into the admiral’s mind.  Leenan’Era stumbled back as is physically shoved, clearly not expecting the attack.  While their minds were linked together, there were several methods of privatizing thought in existence and were taught to high ranking officers in the armed forces and to the Tribal Council.  The K’luth were not psionic warriors, but there were ways to get deep into other K’luth minds.
Yaaknar’Lan didn’t let up, he pushed into Leenan’Era’s mind with reckless abandon, searching for the area containing what he needed, determined to find the secret that made him do something so—

The elder met a brick wall, and the next thing he knew, Yaaknar’Lan found himself sprawled in a corner of the room.  He was dazed, the world in shambles.  It seemed like forever before his sight returned and he was Leenan’Era standing over him once more.  His eyes were fiercer then the elder had ever seen.

That was most unnecessary.  I said I will show you what this place is, and I will not renege on that promise.  I just pray you will understand what I am trying to do here.
With that, the admiral turned and walked toward the closest wall, and past right through it.  Groggily, Yaaknar’Lan got to his feet and stumbled over to where Leenan’Era passed from the cell.  As before, it was as solid as rock and didn’t give an inch.  Giving up, the elder K’luth crawled over to the nearest corner and settled down to rest his body and mind.
*
*
*
*

He almost found out, Leenan’Era was saying some time later.

IT DOES NOT MATTER.  WE WILL PROCEED AS PLANNED, DO NOT ALTER THE DESIGN.  I WILL SHOW THE ELDER WHAT I  AM.
Of course, Leenan’Era replied.


*
*
*
*

Yaaknar’Lan’s rest was restless, filled with incoherent dreams thanks to the shock his mind took.  He awoke several times, finding himself in the same dull room, in the same position.  He could have been there for hundreds of years and never had known it.  When he was finally awoken by Leenan’Era, his body might as well have been that old.
The elder struggled to put together a sentence.  Unless…you are here…to…release me…leave.
I may do that, Yaaknar’Lan, in a manner of speaking.  Come with me.

Yaaknar’Lan was about to respond how he was supposed to do that, when the confines of his cell disappeared.  They were just gone, as if they never existed.  Yaaknar’Lan was now standing in a large hall, smaller than the first, but still quite large.  He decided to hold off questioning the admiral’s latest act of sorcery for a later time, and followed the other K’luth further into the gigantic building.  As he walked, he allowed his mind to wander back to the voice that invaded his head earlier.  He soon found himself with too many questions and not enough answers (none in fact).
The admiral finally stopped outside a door, contrasting to the rest of the facility.  It was small, short, and in the middle of a short hallway.  It did not draw attention to itself.

Perhaps now you will understand, Leenan’Era said before stepping toward the door, which opened obediently on his approach.  Yaaknar’Lan followed after a second’s hesitation, realizing that maybe he didn’t want to understand what would drive a K’luth this far.  He had little choice in the matter besides.
The room resembled a laboratory, but one not built for use by living beings.  There were several mechanical arms extending down from the ceiling, delicately performing experiments Yaaknar’Lan could identify with.  This was obviously not what he was to be shown, as Leenan’Era continued walking toward the back of the room, where there was a single door.  The door opened and the two K’luth passed through.  Yaaknar’Lan stopped in his tracks and stared straight ahead.  Inside a cylindrical vestibule, there was a single K’luth, suspended in a growth medium.  Wires were attached to several points all over its body but there was a concentration of them all over the K’luth’s head.  Experiments and surgeries had been done all over the body to such an extend it was impossible to tell if it was male or female.  Its eyes were open, unseeing.
Yaaknar’Lan was in shock.  He had seen many gruesome sights in his time as a soldier, but what he saw before him was monstrous, an abomination.  What…what have you done?  Yaaknar’Lan said.
I have saved our people, Yaaknar’Lan.
But, the humans are defeated.  Even if the UGTO do take back Sol, they will never have enough ships to assault the rest of our fleet!

I am not talking about the humans.  Leenan’Era replied quietly.  They may be our enemy, but they are not our greatest threat.  No, elder, I have saved us from everything!  He said with conviction.  Here, I have created the ultimate weapon, more powerful then a human warship, more powerful then the demon that pursued us.  What you experienced was nothing.  It was a drop in a massive ocean, only the beginning.
Leenan’Era continued, as if reciting a speech.  You have no idea how long this has taken.  This is the culmination, the final product, of my life’s work.  I have turned our greatest gift into our greatest weapon.  I have combined human and K’luth brain matter and formed what you see here.  A weapon, a weapon to control the humans, and anything else in my—our way.
Yaaknar’Lan did not miss the slip.  I thought you were desperate, the elder K’luth said, but now I see you for what you are.  You are a madman.  You have disgraced your entire race with this thing, and I will not let this continue.
Faster than lightening, Yaaknar’Lan pulled out the dagger his hand had been hovering over and aimed for Leenan’Era’s heart.  Leenan’Era didn’t react, didn’t try to defend himself.  The knife was milliseconds from contact before a force reached out and grabbed the elder’s arm.  He tried to move his arm, but it was entirely frozen in place, almost touching Leenan’Era’s chest.  Yaaknar’Lan pulled with his entire strength but the arm refused to budge.

I’m afraid you have no choice, elder the admiral said as if nothing had happened.  You see, they won’t let you.
Confused, Yaaknar’Lan looked around the room until his eyes locked on the K’luth in the chamber.  It had moved its head and was now staring straight at the K’luth elder, its disfigured face striking deep into Yaaknar’Lan’s eyes.  Yaaknar’Lan stared straight back, feeling a fear like no other he had ever experienced.

*
*
*
*

Devine was on the bridge of the Beowulf when he heard it.  A faint whispering somewhere.  He looked around the bridge, but no one was talking.  The helm and navigation officer were both at their stations, but were looking at their control boards.  Admiral Stewart and Captain Madsen were both on the bridge, but Devine had a clear view of them before the whispering started and they had not been talking.  Devine was about to turn back to his station when the whispering started again.  He managed a full circle view of the bridge before it stopped once again and saw no one’s mouth move.  He supposed it could be the rustling of clothes or some quirk of the ship he had no experienced, as no one else took any notice to it.  Devine turned back to his analysis of K’luth cruiser formations.
Chapter 11: Calm Before the Storm
The UGTO scout Chinook was caught far behind enemy lines when the K’luth broke through the line at Lalande.  On a recon mission around Articus A in Sirius, there was no chance for it to get back into UGTO controlled space ahead of the K’luth fleet.  They couldn’t use the gates for fear of being detected and, despite being a long range scout their jump drive fuel was rapidly being used up by making the long jumps between systems.  By the time they reached Procyon, it came quite apparent that they needed to replenish their fuel to full to have even a chance of getting home before they were long gone to dust.  The crews on deep recon patrols were made of hard stuff and buckled down to find a suitable planet or gas giant far enough away from any enemies to replenish their fuel.
*
*
*
*

The Tabarzin was presently stationed at Neptune with the rest of Davies fleet.  The repair facilities were all that Devine said they were.  Ship’s hulls were being repaired at several times the usual rate and the use of spare plates was drastically reduced thanks to the molecular repair technology.  The only problem was there were only two of the prototype stations, both of them on Triton.  The dreadnoughts were the most important ships and, unfortunately, they were the ones that were the most severely damaged.  The massive vessels took time to repair even with the new system.
The Tabarzin did not take any significant damage in the 3 pronged attack and its weapons were mostly lasers and particle cannons, weapons that did not require reloads.  Safi took the lull in activity to continue planning the mission.
“What is our nearest weapons cache?”  Safi asked.
“The closest one would be on Charon, but we can hardly get to it yet.  Besides that the closest in on an asteroid in the belt, this one here.”  Safi’s first officer pushed a few buttons and the view of Sol zoomed in on an asteroid circling the sun.  “At the moment this asteroid is near to Mars, which is either good or bad on how you look at it.  On one hand, it is far away from K’luth positions so the chance of being attacked is small, but on the other side of that is the UGTO.  We could probably sneak away from Neptune without any trouble but we could be detected unless we are careful when we pick up our weapons.”
Safi looked at the screen.  “We won’t be there for long; we will only be picking up one weapon.  It will be all we need.”

“One weapon?”  The officer asked.

“I’ll explain it soon enough.  Are there any others of our ships at Neptune?”

“Yes, two others are stationed here.  The other is at Uranus.”
“Contact the captains of the two with us to transport to the Tabarzin.  Send a message to the ship at Uranus to establish a link with us here.  I will tell everyone of my plan.”

*
*
*
*

An hour later the two other captains were sitting in Safi’s conference room with the other captain on a viewscreen at the head of the table.  The UGTO asked what the conference was about, but didn’t object to it.  The ships were all part of the same trade company and had a right to meet after all.
“Greetings to you all,” Safi began.  “I thank you for joining me here today to plan our final strike.  It will be a final strike because after it is done, we will have defeated our oppressors once and for all.  Captain Halim, you are linked with us, correct?”  Safi asked.  The man on the viewscreen nodded.  “Good.  Gentlemen, here is my plan.

“You know that our final revenge was taken from us by these alien invaders.  Our weapon stockpiles have either been left gathering dust or are out of reach.  We only have several left in Sol itself, and only one of those is accessible.  Fortunately, it has what we need, and we need little.”  The viewscreen switched to show the asteroid containing the stockpile.  “On this asteroid is a relatively small cache, but what it does have is this.”
The picture changed again.  The two present captains breathed in sharply at what they saw immediately, with an almost comical delay before the third did the same thing.  “I didn’t know we possessed such a weapon,” breathed Captain Mahir.
“It is one of the two we have, and its existence is privileged only to a select few.”

“I thought all of them were disposed of some time ago,” Captain Halim said over the link.

“Many were,” Safi said in return.  “As far as we know, we have the only two remaining in existence.”

The third captain, Captain Adnan, asked, “How did we acquire them?”

“That particular piece of information, I’m afraid, has been lost to time,” Safi replied.  “After the GCC uprising, much knowledge and many records were lost.  I suspect we might have obtained them from a few disillusioned Russians, but that is simply a guess.  However, I can assure you it is operational.”
There was a bit of silence, which Safi took to continue on with the preliminary planning, but one last question surfaced before he could speak.  “Captain Safi, what is the weapon’s yield?”  This came from Mahir.

That brought a smile to Safi’s face, as it was something he took pride in.  He looked over at Mahir.  “5 megatons,” Safi said.

*
*
*
*

“This should be a fairly easy fight, compared to those behind us,” Devine was saying.  “While we were unsuccessful in recapturing Pluto and Charon, sensor scans show the K’luth have only left a small detachment to make our lives that much harder.  It is comprised mostly of cruisers and destroyers, nothing too valuable but still able to inflict some damage.  We shouldn’t need to employ any complicated maneuvers or formations to sweep aside the defenders.  A simple offensive stance should do the trick.”
“Do you see any complications?”  Stewart asked.  “If the K’luth attack one of our other planets or clusters while we are bogged down at Pluto?”

“It’s possible, sir,” Devine said.  “But not likely as it would result in heavy casualties for their side, as well as leave Venus or Earth open for retaliation.  We will not require many ships to take Pluto and its moon.  Most of our fleet will still be able to protect Mars and the outer system.  If the K’luth then decide to attack the ships at Pluto, our reserves will be able to back us up without reducing our combat ability at our secured planets too severely.”
“Odds for success?”

“I calculate them to be 90% in our favor, admiral.”
“I’ll take those odds any day,” Stewart remarked.  “Anything else?”  Stewart asked the rest of the room.  When no one spoke, he dismissed the group.

Morhaime, however, stopped at the door and turned around.  “Admiral, you are in charge here of course, but I do have concerns.”

“And what would those be Fleet Admiral?”

“That is such a clumsy title, admiral.  I may run a tight operation on my ship, but I’m starting to forget my own name.  Call me David in private, I insist.  Anyways, my concerns are with the pirates.”  Stewart was about to respond, but he saw Morhaime was going to elaborate, so he stopped himself.  “I’m sure your own officers have brought this up many times, as have mine, but it is still a great risk to trust them so openly.  Some of them do appear trustworthy; the legitimate traders for instance, but the ‘independent’ ships may not hold this fleet in very high regard.  I would not put it past some of them to risk the entire future of their race on some petty vengeance.  We are at a critical point in this offensive.  After we retake Pluto, only Earth, Venus, and Mercury remain and those will require an extremely coordinated and concentrated effort to assault.  I believe we should take precautions with these people, scan them continuously in the very least.”
Stewart was nodding.  It was something he had heard several times, including from himself.  All the arguments for taking action to monitor the privateers made sense and were logical, but Stewart had thought of another possibility.  “There is a problem, however, with that.  I would be taking this help with a grain of salt except that we are the last of our fleet.  We have no back-up, no reserves, and no one else if we fail.  These pirates are all we have.  And while we see they we are all they have, I agree that they could not see it that way.  But I am forced to tread softly with them.  Chances are there are people out there that would take offense to be scanned over and over, even if they had nothing to hide.  I cannot take the risk of alienating these pilots because they are the only reason standing between us and eventual failure.”
“So you will be taking no precautions at all?”

Stewart thought for a moment before answering.  “In all honesty, I couldn’t say for certain.  I would prefer to keep them under observation, of course, but I really don’t see a way without alerting them.  These pirates have come across military grade weapons and armor, they could have easily salvaged sensors arrays as well that could detect even the most passive of scans.  Until something comes along, we are just going to have to trust them.”
*
*
*
*

There were indeed only a small number of ships at Pluto.  Sensor returns showed only about 40 ships in the area, possibly more since they were still cloaked when the UGTO exited their jump.  When the UGTO fleet, led once again by the Beowulf, began to advance, most of the K’luth uncloaked to attack head while others spread out to attack the sides and rear of the fleet.  Devine revised the formation, sending heavy ships, dreadnoughts and torpedo cruisers, to the front to meet the advancing K’luth and sent light cruisers and destroyers to protect the flanks.
The firefight was brief.  The dreadnoughts, with their superior front armor and greater weapon range, were able to damage several lead K’luth ships while taking the brunt of the assault on their superior frontal armor.  Torpedo cruisers, clustered tightly inside the dreadnoughts, hurled concentrated torpedo volleys right into the middle of K’luth groups, causing major havoc with the splash damage, scattering destroyers and cruisers alike.  The particle cannons and fighters from battle cruisers were able to keep the K’luth at the sides at bay, not allowing them to get close enough to use their disruptors.
When the attack on the front quarter dreadnoughts had dissipated, destroyers inside the UGTO formation broke out and pursued any remaining ships.  Just then, a transmission came in from one of the privateer ships.  “This is the Tabarzin, we have suffered a malfunction in our main reactor and have to pull back for repairs.  Our computer is telling us it will be going critical in 30 minutes.  We will be moving to a point in open space to make repairs.”
The channel was closed before anything could be said in return.  The Tabarzin, one of the ships assigned to the port flank, broke off and headed out of the interdictor’s range.  It moved quite quickly, but understandably for a ship in the beginning of a reactor meltdown.  Devine moved another ship to cover the unexpected break off without incident.  With the remaining K’luth ships now in retreat, drop pods were released from the dreadnoughts to attack the planetary installations.  Two waves of dummy pods, ones that were empty, were released ahead of the ones that were full of marines.  These were shot down first allowing the real pods to get several kilometers closer before getting in danger themselves.  The command centers and power stations on Pluto and Charon were the primary targets and fell quickly before the overwhelming number of troops.  The whole battle took less then 20 minutes from the first shot fired to the drop pods landing.  The buildings were secured soon after and the UGTO took control of area.  Barring Saturn, the UGTO now held the entire outer system.
*
*
*
*

The Tabarzin did actually jump to a point in open space, but only to align for another jump toward the storage asteroid in the belt.  The targeted asteroid was just inside the sensor range of Mars.  The planet wouldn’t be able to get an exact reading, and Safi planned to power down the ship except for thrusters for maneuvering to reduce their signature even more.
Since they couldn’t head straight for the asteroid without alerting Mars, Safi stopped the ship a short distance out before powering down the ship.  “Shut off the main reactor,” he ordered.  The bright lights on the bridge dimmed and went dark.  The blood-red emergency lights came out a moment later, bathing the bridge in an eerie glow.  “Engineering, confirm reactor shut down,” Safi said over the comm.
“Reactor is powered down,” his engineering chief reported.  “Engines are offline and thrusters are fueled.  We are running quiet.”

Safi’s first officer spoke up.  “Are we moving without sensors, captain?”

“Not entirely.  We will be sending out micro-bursts from our array, kind of like sonar of old Earth submarines.  It won’t be perfect, but anything more would be detected.  It should be enough to detect any rock large enough to damage us though.”  Safi turned to the helmsman.  “Take us in,” he ordered.

The Tabarzin moved toward edge of the belt, the asteroids growing exponentially in size as they approached.  No one spoke and, with the reactor offline, it was almost totally quiet on the bridge and throughout the ship.  Already small pings and thumps could be heard echoing through the hull.  Everyone knew those pebble-sized rocks weren’t a problem, but it was unnerving to say the least, especially as they increased in frequency.  There were only a few gigantic asteroids in the belt, and none were near their cache of weapons, but it was the house and car sized rocks that posed a danger to the ship.  The sensor pulses could only be sent out at 45 second intervals so there was a great margin for error.  The computer was dictated to take in the information and compute trajectories to take the human factor out of the equation, but asteroids could still be missed.
The Tabarzin trudged along, slowly sidestepping past any dangerous rocks in its path.  The pulses were so far sufficient, and they had mapped out a route halfway to their destination.  The helmsman had just guided them around another large asteroid when something struck the ship, hard.
Safi was thrown forward from his center chair onto the deck.  He felt the wind knocked from his body and coughed.  His first officer grabbed his arm and helped him to his feet.  Thankfully the helm officer had remained in his chair, though it appeared no one else had.  One bridge officer looked to be unconscious, a small cut just over his right eye.  The man who was seated beside him called for a medic.
“Is it safe to stop?”  Safi asked the navigator, a young woman.

“At the moment, yes, sir,” she responded.

“Full stop, helm.”  When the ship complied, Safi asked, “What hit us?”

The man at the sensors station was reviewing the logs.  “An asteroid was hidden behind the one we just past.  It must have ricocheted off the surface just as we moved around and hit us.”

“Any damage?”  The medic for the downed officer arrived and stepped out of the lift then.

The first officer called up the reports.  “No major injuries, a few bumps and bruises and 3 unconscious crewman.  Is he well?”  The officer asked the medic.

“There doesn’t appear to be a concussion.  I’ll take him to sickbay to be sure and patch up the cut,” the medic replied.  The man groaned in pain as the medic stood him up and supported him on his shoulder.  They went into the lift and disappeared.  The first officer continued with the report.  “Engineering reports no damage to the reactor or any major systems but…” He trailed off.

“But what?” Safi demanded.

“The asteroid punctured a plasma line.  It isn’t a large leak and isn’t causing damage to the hull, but it is putting off a large amount of energy.”
Which could be detected, Safi thought.  “Ask engineering how long it would take to repair.”

The first officer contacted engineering and asked.  The response was not very pleasing.  “At least an hour, maybe 2.”

Perfect.  “Engineering, could you simply cut off the plasma flow?”

“Yes, sir, we could.”  Safi’s hopes flared.  “But the reactor and engines would then require 2 more hours to start up.  The plasma keeps the engines ‘warm’ so to speak.  To cut off the flow would require us to slowly reintroduce the plasma back into the engines.”
Safi wanted to swear profusely at the moment, but he kept it inside…for now.  “And there is no way to mitigate the flow?”
“No, sir.  Only a full patch would be able to contain the plasma for an extended period of time.”
Safi saw no other choice.  He doubted he would be able to use the same excuse twice to break away from the fleet during a battle.  “Thank you, monitor the leak for any abnormalities.  We will continue to the asteroid.”
The first officer glanced up at Safi, about to mention that plasma leak could be detected.  But he saw the look in Safi’s eyes and quickly looked back down at his panel.  The captain had made his decision, and he wasn’t going to go back on it.
Safi ordered the helmsman forward once again, who was slightly shaken after the near disaster.  Safi contemplated calling for a replacement, but figured no one would be in the best of shape after the near disaster they just had.  They made it the rest of the way without further incident and prepared for landing.  The weapons storage was located within several caves carves into the sides of a deep crater on a medium sized asteroid.  The weapon Safi was after was buried far into the rock, to reduce the chances of it being detected.
The Tabarzin extended its landing struts and dug into the surface rock at the bottom of the crater.  Safi and a few others exited the ship in EVA suits with magnetic boots to keep them on the iron surface.  It was a short hike to cave that held the weapon.  In the almost non-existent gravity, the device was easy to carry back to the ship.  They entered the cargo hold and pressurized the area.  After securing the device to the side of the hold, Safi returned to the bridge and ordered them back into open space and toward Jupiter.
