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    Power and communications had been down for seven weeks. Streams of cars had filled the highways, only to be abandoned when the fuel ran out, their occupants leaving in search of food. Hungry hordes attacked peaceful homes and encampments. Hundreds of passersby were turned away from the cave as the group struggled to maintain their own security and sanity.

    The field of cattle had been poached and slaughtered during the night. The carcasses dragged away. Two of the horses had been eaten, forcing Mace and the others to begin chasing away the hungry during the day. Patrols of the property were a constant after dark. The group forced to bringing the remaining animals inside the cave each day as the sun set. The weather continued to get colder.

    Jane stood beside Johnny as they took their turn at guarding the rebuilt cave entrance. "Hon, I don't know how much more of this I can take. Those two children out there with their mother today... my heart was breaking turning them away. I feel like there's no humanity left inside me. We have enough that we could at least share with some."

    Johnny frowned. "We do have a decent stockpile of food, although probably not even enough to last us. I hate to say it, but they'll just be like stray cats. You feed them once and they'll keep coming back. Winter is here now. And what do we do next spring? This all sickens me, too. But we can only keep ourselves alive. The rest of the world will have to find their own way."

    Mace and Tres walked up the gangway. "Next shift is here. Go get yourselves some rest."

    Jane fought back the tears. "I'm having a hard time with all this."

    Mace nodded in sympathy. "We all are. When I was up at Caldwell this morning, they had their third attack on the barricade this week. And a dozen other instances of people sneaking into town to steal. We're at that bad stage now where it's down to ultimate survival for everyone. We can keep ourselves alive in here through the winter; we can't keep everyone out there alive."

    Jane sighed. "Driving them off just seems wrong."

    Mace leaned against the cave wall. "Seems that way to all of us. We could let these stragglers set up camp out there and organize and gather firewood to keep themselves warm, but they aren't in need of shelter. There are plenty of abandoned houses around. We don't have enough to feed them.

    "If we share what little we have, we run out. We're left starving and desperate just like they are. I hate to say it, but without power and communications, this planet can't support the people it has on it. When this is all settled, I doubt we have a quarter of the population we have now."

    Tres said, "Dr. Jeff thinks when spring comes, if we organize and coordinate with the other people around us, we might be able to grow enough produce to feed everyone here in the valley for the next winter. He said the resources would be strained as we figured out what we were doing. And that we wouldn't likely be able to support anyone coming in from outside. He thinks we can do it, even though most of us aren't farmers."

    Johnny said, "I thought you studied agriculture."

    "I did. I've had some time to think on it, and I've realized that I'm probably not as educated on the subject as I thought I was. You know, it's easy to say you could do something you haven't done before, but actually doing it can be far different from what you envisioned. I learned that with trying to get us a garden ready to plant come spring. It's a lot more work than I thought, if you want a real shot at success."

    Johnny held Jane as they walked down the gangway into the main room.

    Mace looked out through the portal. "Will drop well below freezing tonight."

    "I can already feel it," said Tres. "Wish we could build a fire up here next to the door."

    "Would just draw people in. Maybe you could run a piping system up here with water we heat in the back."

    Tres sat on a makeshift chair. "Wish I could get home to see if my family is OK."

    Mace looked over at him. "I feel the same way about my mom. Only, no way I can make it out to California. You might be able to make it home, if you decided to go."

    "I could scrounge up a vehicle, and probably the gas to get me there, but I can't get myself to take that trip alone. I'm too scared of what I might find when I get there. And how fair would it be to the others here if I was to try to bring back four more people without the means to support them?"

    Mace glanced out the portal at the moonlit landscape. "In a world gone mad, you have to wonder if survival is even worth it. All those things we've taken for granted for so long, the phones, cars, TVs, beer, toilet paper... those will all just be distant fond memories before long."

    Tres said, "The beer problem we can solve. The still is giving us a couple gallons a day. We could ramp that up to as much as we want given the supplies we have in here. I could build us a brewery if we wanted beer. We have the bags of grain and the other ingredients we need back there in storage. You just say the word, and Dr. Jeff and I will build you a brewery."

    "You two just keep working on that alcohol and tell me when you think it's 100 percent safe."

    "It's drinkable right now, but if we're wanting to use it for trade, we need to add some flavoring to it to make it palatable."

    Mace asked, "How long would it take you to make fifty gallons if you thought it had sufficient taste?"

    Tres squinted. "Mmm. With that setup, most of a week. Let me scale it up and we could pump that out in a day."

    Mace looked back out through the portal. "Do what you need to make it a commodity we can trade, and then scale it up. The sooner you have it ready, the better we can supply ourselves for this winter. We're rationing to ourselves right now. Things will get worse before they get better. Alcohol... we can trade for what we need."

    Mace stood firm. "Get up, we've got company. Somebody's moving up toward the helicopter. Wish we had somewhere to tuck that thing away."

    Tres scampered down the gangway, alerting the others. "People outside. Don't know how many."

    Don, Johnny, Jane, and Jeff joined Mace and Tres. The door to the wall was quietly opened and the six armed defenders slipped out into the night.

    Two men stood near the helicopter with a hose and a can as Mace sprinted up behind them. "Freeze! Hands where I can see 'em!"

    The men complied. "Just looking for fuel, mister."

    Mace gestured toward the road. "The fuel on this property is taken, you'll need to move along."

    The men nodded before turning to leave.

    Mace waved his weapon. "Hey, you, come back here. You're gonna want that hose."

    The man slowly reached down for his means of siphoning.

    Mace again gestured toward the roadway. "Now go. And don't come back this way... and good luck to you."

    The men hurried away into the moonlit shadows.

    Jane said, "You always handle that so well."

    Mace took a breath. "Just glad I haven't had to pull the trigger yet."

    Mace lowered his gun.

    Jane turned. "Everyone back inside. Johnny and I are gonna walk the perimeter with Mace."

    Jane pointed toward the roadway. "Might as well make sure they've left."

    As they began to walk, Jane said, "What's our long term goal here, fellas?"

    Johnny replied, "What do you mean?"

    "We have to have more on our minds than just surviving this winter. I'm talking about reestablishing a community, or joining one. I'm in agreement that we stick it out here for the near term, but what about next winter?"

    "You saying you don't like living in a cave?"

    "Do we want to do something like move into Ronceverte or Caldwell? Somewhere where we can share the responsibilities with a larger group? Maybe have a co-op of farmers, a town baker or blacksmith, or a gunsmith even—you know, something sustainable?"

    Mace replied, "I think that's something to certainly consider."

    "I say this because I think we need hope. We need something to look forward to. I don't care if that means starting our own community or joining one. I just think it's something we'll want to do. And we need to find Mace a woman so he stops flirting with me."

    Johnny flexed his arms. "You been hitting on my wife?"

    Mace laughed. "Every chance I get. Just trying to stay in practice."

    "Should have taken up with Vanessa when I said. Now she's taken with that skinny little brew-master kid."

    Jane asked, "You liked Vanessa?"

    Mace shook his head with a smile. "No. That was just Johnny poking fun at me when this all started. I like Vanessa, just not in that way."

    "Well, we at least need to get you to town more often. There has to be a lady out there for you somewhere."

    "Now wait a minute, how'd this conversation turn from 'What will we do as a group long term?' to 'How do we hook Mace up?' You two need to be focused on our survival for the next six months."

    Jane replied, "I just know how much I rely on Johnny for sharing how I feel and for comfort. I want you to have the same."

    "Wait, you suggesting the three of us should be a couple?"

    Jane sighed. "No, stop being an idiot. Just saying we need to find you that special girl who will give you purpose, keep your thoughts occupied when you have nothing else to do. Look how happy Tres and Vanessa are. I want that for you. And when I'm finished here, we'll work on Dr. Jeff and Don."

    Johnny nodded. "Matchmaking at the cave. A compelling story about romance and love."

    Jane shook her head. "The two we need to keep an eye on are Cam and Tonya. I mean, I'm glad they have each other to keep company, but teens don't always think through their actions. Especially when they're two bodies just trying to keep each other warm in that cave at night."

    Johnny replied, "Neither do adults."

    Johnny reached out, grabbing Mace by the shoulder and pulling him close. "Keep me warm, Mace. I promise I'll keep my hands to myself."

    Mace replied with a clenched mouth. "Get your hands off me... you dirty ape!"

    Jane shook her head. "Well, at least you two keep it somewhat entertaining. Not sure where I'd be without you."

    Mace laughed. "Don't forget Jasper. He's a big part of this comedy team."

    Johnny scowled. "That old coot. We need to carry him and that rocker out to the field, shove a broom handle through his shirtsleeves to keep his arms up, and leave him out there to scare off the crows. That way he can constantly disparage them instead of me."

    Jane smiled. "You like that old man, don't you?"

    Johnny faked wiping a tear. "More than I like life."

    The three walked up the ramp and into the cave. The door was closed and latched. The remainder of the night saw no outside activity.

    Another week passed before the first winter storm dropped two inches of white powder on the valley. A snowball fight ensued. Johnny took the opportunity to drill Jasper in the back of the head as he sat in his rocker with a blanket over his lap.

    Jasper turned around, waving his shotgun in the air. "Johnny Tretcher! Don't make me come out there and beat you with this!"

    Johnny laughed, taking a face-full of snow from Vanessa. Tres had scampered behind him to hide from her wrath. The event went on for fifteen minutes until a group of huffing and puffing survivors took a seat on the porch around Jasper.

    Mace said, "I love a good snow."

    Don replied, "Want to go for a ride down the valley? It's been a couple weeks since we did a check. Was going to make a run to Blacksburg with a few gallons of that shine Tres and Jeff have been brewing."

    Mace shook his head. "Thanks. Have too much to do here this morning. I'll give you a hand with the gas cans, though."

    Mace followed Don around behind the gift shop, retrieving the empty cans for refilling. Cam was given direction to bring two gallon jugs of the moonshine out to the 'copter. Tonya eagerly followed him.

    Mace said, "OK, you have four cans in there. You think they're still open for business in Blacksburg?"

    "I sure hope so. Otherwise we're gonna have to get the good doctor to brew us up some fuel this bird can handle."

    Cam ran up. "Two gallons. Dad, can Tonya and I come with?"

    Don nodded. "Sure. I could use the company since Mr. Hardy turned me down."

    The teens raced around to the other side, with Cam opening the door and helping Tonya up and in. Johnny, Jane, Vanessa and Tres walked back into the warmth of the cave.

    Don hopped up in his chair. "Be back in an hour, maybe?"

    Mace nodded as he closed the door. "Just keep an eye out for trouble."

    Mace walked back to the gift shop porch as the helicopter blades spun up to speed. With a change in the blade pitch, the 'copter lifted up toward the east, moving slightly forward before banking hard toward the southwest. As it climbed up over the treetops and looped around, ultra-bright flashes crisscrossed the sky.

    Mace covered his eyes as Jasper flinched. The chopper, in a hard bank at the time, went silent, rolled over, and plummeted toward the ground. No time was left for an autorotate maneuver.

    As Mace unshielded his eyes, the helicopter, carrying three of his extended family, crossed over a gravel road and slammed into an abandoned trailer-home.

    Mace jumped from the porch at a full run. Seconds later, as he climbed the hill toward the trailer, the wreckage erupted in flame. An explosion, followed by another, told of the fuel and the two gallons of alcohol igniting. Mace came to a stop fifty feet from the entangled burning melange of rusted trailer sheet metal and helicopter. With the high flames, there wouldn’t be any survivors.

    Jane, Johnny, Tres, Vanessa, and Jeff joined him as the flames at the crash site raged. Black smoke rose up toward a blue sky filled with thin puffy clouds. Johnny pulled Jane in close.

    The six of them stood in silence for several minutes as Jasper watched quietly from his rocker.

    Mace turned to the others with a look of deep sorrow. "Nothing we can do here."

    Tres wrapped his arm around a sobbing Vanessa, turning her slowly away. Jane refused to move as Johnny attempted to comfort her. Jeff shook his head slowly as he pursed his lips.

    Jeff walked beside Mace on the way back to the gift shop porch. "What happened? We lost the lights in the cave and heard the crash."

    Mace shook his head. "He was still banking and climbing when the engine just went dead. It dove before he could do anything. Strange, though. Doesn't make sense."

    Jeff stopped as they stepped up onto the porch. "What doesn't make sense?"

    Mace pointed up. "There were some kind of bright flashes, high up in the atmosphere. I mean super bright. They were spread out all over, but in a grid. Happened the moment before his engine failed. Only saw them through the corner of my eye, extremely bright. Not even sure what I was looking at."

    Jasper said, "I saw it, too. Still seeing spots."

    Smoke began to billow out from under the hood of the SUV. The battery suddenly exploded, denting the hood and setting the engine compartment on fire.

    "Hold on," said Jeff.

    He jumped off the porch, opened the door to the RV and climbed the steps. He turned the key in the ignition and flipped several switches. A worried-looking Jeff jumped down from the RV and raced back into the cave, returning seconds later with a key to the Jeep. The key turned, but nothing happened.

    He hopped out of the Jeep and raced back into the cave, emerging less than a minute later at a slow walk.

    Mace said, "What is it?"

    Jeff stopped and took a deep breath. "I believe what you witnessed were EMP blasts. All of our electronics are toast. Which I don't understand."

    Johnny winced. "EMP?"

    Dr. Jeff Moskowitz cleared his throat. "Yes, an electromagnetic pulse, or a series of them in this case."

    Johnny replied, "I know what EMP is, Doc. Who would do this?"

    Jeff shook his head. "I couldn't say, but they just rendered every vehicle we have useless. That helicopter was commercial. It wouldn't have had shielding to protect against an EMP blast, let alone a series of them, if that's what that was. That plastic body would have left a lot of those electronics exposed. Probably the only thing moving or flying now is military. And what I don't get is the SUV and the Jeep. Those are under metal hoods. That EMP would have to have been extreme to affect them both, plus the RV, although with the RV I can see it, because we have those spare power lines running from the generator into the cave."

    Johnny replied, "The generator hurts, but we need those vehicles."

    Jeff frowned. "Well, the generator also ran our water pump and the filtration system on that RV. We probably have fifty gallons of potable water right now, and then we're out. We'll have to boil."

    "So all vehicles are out?"

    "Hard to say. We really don't know what we're dealing with here. In a normal high-altitude EMP, most of your vehicles would probably be unaffected. Those that were running might be a bit more susceptible, but most would be fine. What happened doesn't make sense, because multiple EMPs are not additive, and studies suggest not effective. Once you ionize the air with one blast, it takes time before you can do it again."

    Jeff shook his head again. "This has to be something different. Similar, but different. And much, much stronger."

    Mace looked over at the burning wreckage. "Ten seconds sooner and they would never have left the ground."

    Johnny reiterated his question. "Again, who would do this?"

    Jeff shrugged. "Some misguided politician? The Russians or the Chinese? Our chance of finding that out is probably zero. Could be somebody fired a nuclear missile that MIRV'd. What I do know is that if our vehicles are out, probably every vehicle within five hundred miles of those blasts is now inoperable. We can say goodbye to powered transportation, at least anything with electronic ignition."

    Mace said, "Maybe now we know why the government has kept our military in place. Fear of an invasion."

    Johnny turned to Tres. "Power out worldwide from a mysterious electromagnetic interference, massive EMP blasts... and planes crashing because of no crew aboard. Your alien theory is starting to sound plausible. But we haven't seen anything that would tell us something conclusive."

    Tres shook his head. "What do we do now without transportation?"

    Mace glanced toward the roadway. "I did see several old vehicles in this valley. We might see if we can get one or more of them running. And we still have two horses."

    Johnny held up a finger. "Hold on."

    A quick jog to the RV trailer had the door open. Seconds later an engine could be heard turning over. Johnny emerged from the trailer after the fourth attempt at starting the four-wheeler ended in failure.

    As he walked back toward the porch he threw up his hands. "That's a solid metal trailer. Should have been more than adequate protection. If that was EMP, it was far stronger than even a nuke would generate."

    Jeff nodded. "That's precisely what I was saying. This is something different, something much more powerful. And not something I believe we are capable of."

    Tres called out from the end of the porch. "Guys! Over here!Uh, I don't know what I just saw, but it was big."

    Tres pointed toward the top of a snowcapped ridge, as Johnny, Jane, Mace, and Jeff walked up beside him. "Not sure what that was. Long and gray. Only saw it for a moment before it went into the clouds and behind that ridge."

    Johnny asked, "A plane?"

    Tres shook his head. "I don't think so. Couldn't be a blimp either. Was too big and not round like a blimp, or shaped like a plane."

    Johnny pressed. "Well, what was it?"

    Tres slowly shrugged. "I... I don't know. But I did see something... definitely a craft or vessel. And it wasn't one of ours."

    Tres took a deep breath. "I don't think it was from here."

    "Russian or Chinese?" asked Johnny.

    Tres frowned. "No, I mean not from this planet."
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    Before the evening set in, the smoldering wreckage was doused. A short memorial service ensued and each member said their piece. Don Rogers, Cam Rogers, and Tonya Banning would be sorely missed. The crash, and a second evening of cold and snow, had the group's mood in a funk.

    Mace looked through an entrance portal as Tres sat, wrapped in a blanket, on a wooden bench. "Tough day today."

    Tres nodded. "I still can't believe that happened."

    Mace turned, throwing another piece of wood on the small fire they had made near the door.

    Tres said, "I do like that fire, but it makes me nervous. Didn't you say people might see the light flicker through those portals?"

    "Not gonna matter tonight with that snow coming down. Anyone who was outside has taken shelter by now. My bigger concern is that wood not being quite dry enough. Putting out more smoke than I would like."

    "Who's gonna see the smoke?"

    "Not worried about that. It's just that we get that bump in pressure up here from a breeze and it blows that backwards. Don't want to smoke out the others just to keep us warm."

    "I guess we really are isolated here now. Without cars moving around, gonna be hard to go anywhere."

    Mace held his hands out toward the fire. "We'll get something running in the next few days. If not, we have the horses."

    "Wish they hadn't taken Old Mag. That was the friendliest horse. Only one I was comfortable on."

    "All those horses were broken. I have no doubt you could ride any of them, and probably will with the two that are left."

    Tres looked back at the flicker from a second fire much deeper in the cave. "I wish I could have met Vanessa before all this. She's just so warm and friendly. At first I was all nervous around her, but she's no different than any of us."

    "Hate to tell you, but she probably wouldn't have given you more than the time of day before all this. She had the looks, and that's what she went for as well. No offense meant there, but you weren't exactly her type. She might never have been happy with her decisions, but that was the way of her world. That world's gone now."

    "I don't know, I think I could've won her over if I'd had the chance."

    "Getting that chance would have been the piece of the puzzle that was missing. Either way, I'm glad to see the two of you getting along. It's good to have someone you can share personal thoughts with."

    Tres stood, looking out the portal beside him. "I bet there's a Mrs. Hardy out there. Maybe come spring we can give you a shave, dress you up, and take you to town."

    Mace rubbed the thick black beard that now graced his chin. "Shaved... not sure on that one. Just getting used to this."

    Tres laughed. "Makes you look like one of the Rebs who hid out in here during the Civil War. Maybe beards will be back in style now."

    Tres peered out through the portal. "Wish I knew what that was I saw today. I'm having a hard time brushing it off."

    "If it was a ship from somewhere else, our problems just got a lot bigger."

    Mace put his hand on Tres' shoulder with a smile. "Maybe your alien theory is panning out."

    "Not the kind of trouble we need."

    Vanessa came up behind them with two cups of hot tea. "Thought you could use a pick-up."

    Tres smiled as he eagerly wrapped his hands around the warm mug. "You are a sweetheart."

    Several clanks and a rumble could be heard from outside.

    Mace returned his cup to Vanessa. "Go tell the others to come up here. Someone's messing around at the back of the trailer."

    Rifles were checked before Mace and Tres exited the door. Vanessa hurried down the gangway to the others.

    Seconds later, as the two moved slowly down the side of the RV, Mace held out his hand and placed a single finger over his mouth. Tres stopped and nodded.

    The Army Ranger quietly crept down the side of the trailer as a moderate snow fell around him. At the corner he hesitated as his ears filled with the sound of a heavy breath. The lock on the trailer flapped against the metal of the door.

    Mace stepped to the corner, coming around just enough to take aim at the menace who would rob them. A black bear looked up, letting out a fierce growl.

    Mace turned and sprinted. "Run!"

    He grabbed a frozen Tres as he passed him by, nearly pulling him to the ground before picking him up. The two ran up the ramp and into the cave, closing the door as Johnny, Jane and Jeff came toward them. The bear stopped outside, standing and pushing on the door as he sniffed.

    Johnny looked out a portal. "Holy cow! That thing has to be five hundred pounds!"

    Mace shook his head. "Scared the crap out of me! I was expecting some scumbag with bolt cutters and I got a face full of growl instead!"

    As Mace took several heavy breaths he looked out a second portal. "Wow. That is a big fella. I thought black bears were maybe a couple hundred pounds."

    Jane moved to a third portal. "Most of them are. And you aren't supposed to run. That almost always makes them chase."

    "Easy to say when you aren't staring one in the face."

    The bear rocked against the door with his body. The wood of the door creaked at the hinges as it bowed inward.

    Johnny moved over to brace it. "Anyone care to give me a hand?"

    Tres stepped forward, leaning against the inside of the door.

    Jane yelled in a high-pitched voice. "Hey! Scram!"

    The bear turned and scampered off into the white of the falling snow.

    Johnny laughed. "And... she speaks bear!"

    "He's just hungry. The last of that beef we had cooking earlier probably brought him from the woods."

    Jane smacked Mace on the back. "Man up, Hardy. Just a simple animal."

    "You can reason with most people. They understand when you're holding a gun on them. You can't reason with a five-hundred-pound bear. He's got no interest in anything you have to say."

    The following morning, Mace, Johnny, and Jeff saddled up the two horses. Once mounted, the three headed off toward a farmhouse where Mace had seen several old cars. When they arrived, smoke was coming from a chimney.

    Mace said, "Wait here. I'll check with the homeowner. Who was this? Reynolds?"

    Johnny nodded. "Jack Reynolds. The barber."

    A knock on the front door brought forward a man with a shotgun. The gun was lowered and the door opened once identities had been confirmed.

    "Mr. Hardy. Everything OK over there?"

    "We lost our helicopter with three people aboard yesterday. Some sort of high altitude EMP blasts. Knocked out the electronics, bringing them down."

    "Sorry to hear that. I saw the smoke trail yesterday. Wasn't sure what to make of it. Is there something I can help you with? I could trim off that beard for you."

    Mace smiled as he stroked it. "No thanks. Was just wondering about your two old cars over here. Do they run?"

    Jack stepped out, pulling a coat over his arms and zipping it up. "Haven't run them in six months. What do you need them for?"

    "EMP took out all of our electronics, including our vehicles. We thought we might be able to get these running, since they would just be points and condenser for the ignition."

    Jack walked toward the cars. "You saying my truck won't run?"

    "Please, give it a try. I hope it does. Would love nothing more than to have vehicles around here running."

    Several attempts were made at starting the truck. Jack stepped out, shutting the door. "She usually fires right up. Hmm. I'm guessing that means my tractor is out of commission, too."

    Jack walked to the front of the truck and popped the hood. "Hang on. Let me get my tools. We'll have to take this battery over to the black one. The red one has a complete upgrade of the engine and ignition under the hood, so I doubt it will start if what you say is true. You know, I saw that flash run across the sky yesterday. Didn't know what to think of it."

    Jeff said, "A regular blast would only take out a few unlucky cars. Yesterday's event was something different."

    Johnny asked, "What year model is this?"

    Jack replied, "Forty-two. Been in my family since it was new. One of the last ones off the line before the factories switched all production over for the war. Been out to California at least a half dozen times. Not lately, but years ago."

    The batteries were swapped out.

    Jack handed the keys to Jeff. "Give her a shot."

    Jeff opened the heavy door, gently sliding in on the cracked leather bench seat.

    As he looked down, he said, "This is a stick. Someone else will have to do this."

    Jack laughed. "Push in the clutch and check to see that the designator there on the column is pointing to 'N'."

    "It is."

    Jack crossed his arms. "Then put the key in the hole and turn it."

    After five revolutions, the old Plymouth Deluxe chugged to life.

    Jack smiled. "Old girl's still got it!"

    Jeff goosed the accelerator.

    Jack held out his hand. "Sir, please don't do that. Bad for the engine when she's been sittin' and the oil hasn't had a chance to circulate yet."

    "My apologies."

    Jack reached in and turned the key off. "If you need to run to town and want to borrow it, just let me know. I might ask you to run an errand or two for me while you're there though."

    Mace nodded. "Would be more than happy to. We don't have any needs at the moment, so we won't be going in today. How are you set for food?"

    "Doing OK. Ilene is good at stretching things out. We'll be wanting more spices if you go in. I would imagine by this time next year even salt will be difficult to come by."

    Johnny asked, "Had any trouble with passersby?"

    Jack crossed his arms. "Nothing but. Dairy cow, two pigs and eight chickens stolen. Things have been quiet for the last week, though. We've got eight more hens that we keep locked up in the barn at night. I know it's just hungry people, but we have to keep ourselves fed, too."

    "We lost all our cattle and some of our horses during that same timeframe."

    "Hard turning away people, ain't it? Especially the ones who politely ask. Was hoping things would turn around. Not so sure it's possible now. A lot of people have done some really bad things. Last time in Caldwell they had to shoot six of 'em. Sickens you when you know people are so desperate. I haven't farmed since I was a little boy, so this next spring is gonna be a real eye-opener."

    Johnny looked over at Jack's barn. "Maybe we can help you get that tractor running."

    Jack leaned back on the car. "Still have my daddy's old tiller in the barn. Will need a little work, but that alone would be a huge time saver for setting up a garden. If we get it running, you'll be welcome to borrow it. All the land around here is good for growing."

    Jack stood. "Say, you in need of any eggs? Maybe trade for some pepper?"

    Mace replied, "We could do that."

    "Be happy to give you a couple-three dozen for one full pepper shaker."

    "Seems more than fair. I'll bring it right back after we leave."

    Jack patted Mace on the shoulder. "You just made me a happy man. We've been out for a week and I didn't want to chance heading into Caldwell with all the people walking about. Ilene doesn't fancy using the shotgun to chase people off."

    Johnny said, "I know we haven't been around much of late. Not much of a cooperative. We'll have to work on that. I would imagine a lot of the people in this valley feel trapped at the moment. Can't leave your property for fear someone will steal everything you've got."

    Jack waved his hand toward the farmhouse. "Anyone interested in some hot cider? Just made a batch this morning."

    Johnny grinned. "Would love some cider. And while we're on the subject, you have any need for distilled alcohol? We have a still running. Hope to produce enough to barter."

    Jack winced. "Devil's brew. Gave that up many years ago. Nobody wants their haircut or shave done by a drunk. And that stuff will make you a drunk."

    Jeff said, "We're working on giving it a little better taste at the moment. Has a bit of a bitter bite to it."

    Jack nodded. "Tablespoon of honey and pinch of cinnamon will have the folks in these parts lining up for it. My daddy used to add a squeeze of lemon and half a jigger of Tabasco. Said it would make you stand up and bark."

    Jeff laughed. "We'll have to give that a shot."

    As the weather turned colder, those coming into the valley in search of food became fewer in number. The towns of Ronceverte and Caldwell welcomed the old '42 Plymouth whenever they came in for a trade. Tres' still was producing ten gallons of high quality moonshine per day. The townsfolk were eager to barter for all that could be produced.

    At Jack's suggestion, as much salt and spice as was available was collected and stored. A fifty gallon moonshine trade with the owner of the feed and seed store saw the group ready for spring planting.

    As the weather turned colder, Christmas came and went with little fanfare. January and February saw harsh snowstorms and bitter cold. With the first of March came a hint of a warm spring.

    After a ride on horseback to Jack Reynolds' place, Mace and Johnny made a run to town in the Plymouth.

    Johnny rode with his hand on the dash. "The apocalypse is here, but it looks like we're gonna make it."

    Mace half smiled. "Still not sure if that's a good thing or bad. That last traveler from Philadelphia didn't have good news. Population at less than half there and continuing to fall. I'm sure many have tried to move out to the country, but if what we saw was any indication of elsewhere, they didn't make it."

    Johnny sighed. "Will go down in history as the biggest calamity to befall man, that's for sure. And I'll have to thank Tres again for pushing us toward the cave. We made it through a very tough time. Have to wonder how the people on Knotts Island fared."

    The brakes on the Plymouth ground against the drums as the car pulled to a stop at the barricade.

    The lone guard walked to the car window. "Mr. Hardy, Mr. Tretcher, what you coming in for?"

    "Hoping to score a few parts for Jack Reynolds' tractor, and maybe brake shoes for his car here. Back right is grinding the drum."

    The man wiped his nose on his sleeve. "Did you try twisting the adjustment all the way in? Will make it harder to stop, but it should keep that drum like it is until you can change out those shoes."

    Johnny nodded. "Did that just before the last trip. Keeps resetting on us."

    The man frowned. "Can't say you're gonna find shoes for that beast. You know, you could always rip that whole rear axle out and put in a modern one. Plenty of dead cars to choose from."

    Mace replied, "That's a good idea. We still have acetylene for our torch. Tres could weld up whatever we need. We'll have to consider that. Thanks, Tommy."

    The barricade guard stepped back and waved them through. The auto parts store had been picked clean of points, condensers, and the other parts needed for the tractor. A note for barter was posted with a 'name your price' trade for moonshine. The store owner was offered a gallon of shine for displaying the post. He gladly accepted.

    A quick stop at the town saloon saw a trade of fourteen gallons of moonshine for four laying hens.

    The barkeep offered a shot. "You fellas have made me one of the richest men in town, if you can call this rich. I'd just like to thank you for your business."

    Johnny collected and downed his glass with a strained face. "Still not used to the Tabasco kick that stuff has. Burns enough all on its own."

    Mace asked, "What news you have from outside?"

    The bartender turned a chair around and sat down. "We had two soldiers in here a couple weeks ago saying they got attacked by another camp. Both sides lost half their men before the attackers retreated. One of them said their food ran out first of February and the commander told them to disperse. They were released, and with no food. They were coming from the Army Reserve Depot just south of Baltimore and hoping to join up with a camp in Charleston. You know it's bad when the Army is fighting each other."

    The Caldwell police chief walked through the door. "Mr. Hardy, glad you're here. Drop off a new supply?"

    Mace nodded. "Didn't know it was that important to you, Chief."

    The chief pulled up a chair to their small round table. "So long as we keep the yokels supplied they'll keep manning those barricades. What's new out your way?"

    "Just trying to get ready to plant some crops. We got the seed needed for this year. This fall we'll have to set aside enough to give next year a kick. Just glad we have enough of the old people in the valley who still know what they're doing. Everything will have to be done old-school now, and they're the ones who know how."

    The chief nodded as the bartender set a shot of shine down in front of him. "Sad thing is, the city folk tossed their elders to the curb first. Said they had no value and were using up the resources of the young. I heard up in Philly they had gangs going around culling anyone over forty-five. If you looked close and couldn't prove your age, they went ahead and whacked you right there. We had a man passing by in January that said New York was rampant with cannibalism."

    Johnny frowned. "I would bet this summer we'll be seeing more exodus from the cities as the food people stockpiled disappears. And all you have to do is think about the big farms that delivered all the corn and grain from the Midwest. Those massive tractors won't be running this year. You can probably scratch ninety percent of that production. Small or community farms will be where it's at."

    The chief nodded. "I wanted to talk to the two of you about that. We have the people here in town that can supply the labor and security if your co-ops can manage the farming around here. You have the land and we have the people. We need to work out some type of crop sharing agreements."

    Mace crossed his arms. "We have eight co-ops from here over to Ronceverte and down to Second Creek. I think between your two towns and the land in the valley, we should be able to come to a mutually beneficial arrangement. We have a co-op meeting tomorrow. You should go and I'll bring it up."

    The chief said, "If we can do this right this year, we can do it from here on out. That gives us all something to work for."

    Johnny replied, "Had the same conversation with my wife a few months back. She said essentially the same thing. We need something to hope for, a plan for the future. A path toward a better future."

    The chief stood. "I do like your wife, Mr. Tretcher. Wonderful woman."

    "Next time you see her be sure to tell her so. She's still smarting from having to turn hungry people away in the cold."

    The chief sighed. "We're all smarting from that, Mr. Tretcher. Difficult times call for difficult measures."
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    Mace stood, picking up the caged chickens they had traded for. The two men walked to the Plymouth and were soon crossing under the railroad bridge leading back to the cave.

    Johnny tapped his fingers on the dash. "I'll measure up the axle of the SUV when we get back. The brakes are disc, but that shouldn't be a problem. Just had them replaced before this all happened."

    Mace slowed as a stray cow walked into the road. "That looks like one of the Catters’ herd. That's just to the right up over that hill. They still had six head last I talked to them."

    "What's that red number three painted on the side of it?"

    Mace pulled to a stop as the cow turned to look at him. "He painted a number on the side of each one so he could keep track of them from the house. Kind of makes it easy to see if one is missing. Why don't you tie it to that post over there and we'll go check this out."

    "Probably be lucky it's still here when we get back. Might as well paint 'free' on the side of it."

    Five minutes later the Plymouth pulled to a stop in front of the Catter property. The door to the house was wide open.

    Mace was the first out of the car. "Gate's open out back. Go around this side. See if you can come in from the back."

    Johnny slipped down the side of the house as Mace stopped at the front door. "Hello? Anyone home? Mr. Catter? You in there?"

    Dan Catter lived with his wheelchair-bound teenage son.

    Johnny called from around back. "Door's open here as well."

    Mace again called out. "Mr. Catter? Thomas? Anyone home?"

    No response was heard.

    Johnny came through the kitchen as Mace moved through the living room to the interior hall.

    "Mace, this does not look good."

    A door to a back bedroom was partially open. A thin rubber tire-track had rolled through a pool of blood, now mostly dry.

    Mace entered the room. "They're dead. Shot in the head."

    Johnny took a deep breath. "Pen out back is empty. Whoever did this must have missed that one cow."

    "Or the others are walking loose, too. The kid does have a gun in his lap."

    Johnny winced. "Suicide?"

    Mace moved closer to the dead teen in the wheelchair as he checked a closet. "One way to tell. Look over that revolver. Tell me how many rounds are in it."

    Johnny picked up the weapon, flipping it open. "None. No spent casings. Gun wasn't fired."

    Just outside a window, a teen girl could be seen sprinting away.

    Mace raced to the front door. "Hold up! Tammy Snyder, is that you?"

    The girl slowed to a stop and turned as Mace caught up to her. "I didn't do nothing. They was like that when I got here."

    Mace held up his hand. "It's OK. Nobody thinks this was you. But do you know anything about what happened? That's your place just down the road there, isn't it?"

    The girl nodded. "I saw when it happened. I mean... I think when it happened. There was a stake truck that come up from over the hill like you. We don't get much traffic so I ran to my window to look. Truck pulled in the drive and two men went into the house. They come out ten minutes later, loaded three cows out of the pen in the back and drove off."

    Johnny asked, "How long ago was that?"

    Tammy shrugged. "Maybe an hour? There was a fourth cow in the pen, but it wouldn't fit in the truck. One of 'em tied a rope to it and was pulling it behind 'em for about a hundred feet. Then he cut it loose. Probably was going too slow. Is Thomas and Mr. Catter OK? I called in but no one answered. I was too scared to go in. Then you pulled up."

    Mace put his hand on her shoulder. "I'm afraid not. Go tell your father there was trouble. We think the Catters were murdered for their cows. We'll head back and see if we can find anything out about someone going up or down the road. Oh, and tell your dad that fourth cow is tied up out by the roadway. Somebody needs to bring it back here. And tell him we'll be back as soon as we know anything."

    The teen girl nodded, turned and ran.

    Mace frowned as he sat behind the wheel. "We'll drop the chickens and then check with the neighbors down the road. Whoever was keeping watch at our drive should have seen that truck if it passed our way."

    Johnny put his hand up on its usual spot on the dash. "Hard luck to make it through the winter only to be robbed and murdered. That truck couldn't have come from Caldwell. They don't let anyone pass through."

    Several minutes later, the old Plymouth ground to a halt at the drive to the cave.

    Tres stood. "Get the parts?"

    Mace slowly shook his head. "No. I need you to take these chickens down to the cave. Turn them over to Vanessa. We've got some grisly business to tend to."

    "What should I tell Jane?"

    Johnny said, "Somebody robbed and killed the Catters about an hour ago. You see any trucks come through here?"

    "A stake body with three cows. I thought about stopping them to ask who they were."

    "Be glad you didn't."

    Mace shifted the car into reverse. "Tell Jane we're gonna take a shot at tracking them down."

    Tres backed up, setting the two chicken cages gently on the ground. "Darryl Tucker should be down there at 219. You can ask him which way they went. If he didn't see 'em, he heard 'em."

    "Be back as soon as we can."

    Tres picked up the chicken cages as the Plymouth moved down the road toward the next intersection. Darryl Tucker was slouching in his chair as they pulled up.

    After checking on their neighbor, Johnny sighed. "They killed Darryl. Right through the chest."

    "Ronceverte or south toward Union?"

    Johnny pointed. "Gotta be Union. Ronceverte wouldn't let someone out of the valley with three head of cattle without the owner being there to vouch for them. They consider this their food supply just like we do."

     As they pulled out onto 219 heading south, a huge shadow crossed over the road in front of them.

    Mace brought the car to a stop. "OK, what was that?"

    Johnny shook his head as he attempted to look out the windows. "Can't see. Went behind those trees, whatever it was."

    Mace got out of the car, looking around at the clear blue sky above. "That was flying. And it was big."

    Johnny opened his door and stood. "And it was a wide shadow."

    Mace replied, "You thinking what I'm thinking?"

    Johnny nodded. "Yeah, let's go back. If those cattle are still in this valley, somebody will know. If they've left, then there isn't much we can do about it anyhow."

    Mace backed up the car. "I still think we need to close off that bridge at Second Creek. Had we done that, this probably wouldn't have happened."

    When they returned to the cave, Jane, Vanessa, Tres and Jasper were standing on the drive in front of the gift shop, looking up at the sky.

    Johnny was the first out of the car. "What'd you see?"

    Tres shook his head. "Well, I know what I saw before now. It was a massive spaceship."

    Johnny laughed. "Yeah, right..."

    "We all saw it," said Jane. "Probably three hundred yards long and seventy-five yards wide."

    Jane walked over, placing her hand on Johnny's forearm. "And it was not from this planet, unless we've been missing something big."

    Tres nodded. "It was whisper quiet, too. Just floated across, but at a good clip."

    Jasper said, "If I was to guess, it's headed toward Richmond."

    The group stood in silence for several minutes, scanning the sky.

    Johnny said, "Anyone else thinking what I'm thinking?"

    Mace replied, "The interference came from those ships?"

    Johnny nodded. "Only thing that makes sense. EMP came from them, too."

    Jane added, "Not sure what we should do about this, or can do about this."

    Mace took a deep breath. "I think we need to get the co-ops and the townsfolk together."

    Two hours later, a group of forty-two people were standing beside a centrally located barn, all in deep discussion.

    Mace held up his hand and whistled. "People, this way."

    Everyone quieted and turned to face him. "Who here saw the ship?"

    Most hands were raised.

    Mace continued: "The one we saw was three hundred yards long by seventy-five wide. It was a silverish-gray, and was covered with conduits and such on the exterior. It also had two large nozzles protruding from the back, but there were no signs of thrust of any kind. Nose of the ship came into a point. If anyone saw something other than that, please hold up your hand."

    As Mace scanned the small crowd, no hands were raised.

    Mace glanced back toward where it had gone. "Our guess is it was headed toward Richmond. Anyone else see it going in another direction?"

    Again, no hands were raised.

    One of the townies asked, "What is it? I mean, from where?"

    Mace shook his head. "I wish I knew. Everyone saw the same thing. I brought us all together to discuss our options. What do we do? What can we do? Should we organize watches for more? Should we think about defending ourselves, and if so, how?"

    Blank stares were returned for almost a minute. "OK, for the moment. I guess we just keep doing what we've been doing until we have more information. Although, I would suggest each co-op assign a watchman. We keep an eye on the sky 24/7. We can talk among ourselves in the meantime, and meet back here at noon on Thursday. Anyone have issue with that?"

    The small crowd was silent.

    Mace took a deep breath. "Before we go, I have one more thing to discuss. I just came from the Catter place. It's over here just below Caldwell. A stake-body truck pulled in their drive about noon today. Two men went inside and murdered Dan Catter and his boy Thomas. They then went on to rustle three head of cattle before killing Darryl Foster at the 63-219 intersection. Our best guess is they went south from there.

    "Anyone else with a vehicle who would volunteer your time, we could use your help in canvassing the valley going south to Union. If these butchers are anywhere near us, they'll be back, and that puts all of us in danger. And for those who think you don't have skin in the game, we now have three less head of cattle as part of our valley food supply. We can't have outsiders coming in, murdering our people and stealing our food."

    As the crowd dispersed, half a dozen volunteers came over to aid in the search for the murderers of the Catters. The directive was given to canvas the neighbors along 219 going south for anyone who might have seen or heard the truck go by.

    Johnny hopped in the car with Mace. "We start hitting up the homes right on the highway below Second Creek."

    Mace nodded. "There are so few vehicles running. Hearing one come past has to draw people's attention. Somebody saw something."

    The duo stopped by the cave to fill the others in on the meeting before proceeding down to 219 and Second Creek. The first three homes they checked, no one answered the door.

    The door of the fourth opened. "What you need?"

    Johnny asked, "A stake body truck should have gone past here around noon. You see or hear it go by?"

    The man sucked on a toothpick. "Hauling cattle. Yeah, they went by. Had a second truck following them. Can't say I've seen them through here before. What's the problem?"

    Johnny glanced back at the road. "They murdered three people and rustled the cattle. We want to know where they went and if they'll be back."

    The man spat his toothpick out onto the grass of his front lawn. "I lost my pigs last week. They took a shot at my boy when he tried to stop 'em. Different truck, but I bet it's the same thugs. I heard rumor of a big livestock trade going on over in New Castle. Given the situation, I doubt buyers are asking many questions."

    Johnny turned toward Mace. "Will take us an hour to get over there. What are the chances we'll find three cows with red numbers painted on their sides?"

    "Only one way to find out."

    Johnny turned back to face the man. "Any markings on your pigs?"

    The man half frowned. "Both are black and white, nothing unusual other than their ear tags. They would have a 56 and a 57 on them. Although, most likely those would get removed. And it's been a full week. I'd have gone over there but I don't have any working vehicles."

    Johnny gestured toward the car. "If you have the time now we could take you over with us. Not sure how we bring your pigs back if we find them. But it wouldn't hurt to identify the men doing this anyway."

    The man stuck his head inside the door to his house. "Mildred! Going over to New Castle! Tell Roy to keep an eye on things!"

    A high-pitched country voice yelled back. "OK, dear!"

    The man nodded toward the car as he held out his hand for a shake. "Mathew Hodge."

    Johnny shook it. "Johnny Tretcher. This is Mace Hardy. We're staying up at the cave."

    "I know who you are. This whole valley knows. You stopped that gang that burned down Union."

    Johnny frowned. "Truth of that is we were getting our asses kicked. They had us pinned down in the cave when the Marines and National Guard showed up."

    As they settled into the old Plymouth and shut the doors, Mathew Hodge said, "Heard about that, too. Lot of good people from Union died that day."

    The conversation continued until the trio pulled into a makeshift livestock yard just off the highway in New Castle. After ten minutes of walking, Johnny grabbed Mace by the arm.

    A finger pointed. "That cow look like it used to have a red three painted on its side?"

    Mace nodded. "I'd say so."

    Johnny pointed toward the other side of the yard. "Old Stake body like the girl described. Somebody sitting in it right now."

    Mathew Hodges scowled. "That cow pen has a pig in it. Right size to be one of mine."

    Mace rubbed his beard. "You can't see the truck from the pen. I say we check out the guy in the truck first. I'd like to cut off any avenue of escape if we could before confronting the others."

    Johnny nodded. "I could agree to that. The two men at the pen don't look to be going anywhere."

    Mace, Johnny, and Mathew Hodge circled around behind the stake-body truck. Mathew walked in front of a row of vehicles as Mace and Johnny came in from behind. Mace was the first at the driver's door with his weapon raised.

    "Get out of the truck."

    The middle-aged man with a scraggly goatee looked back. "What for?"

    Johnny stepped up to his other window. "You best slide that gun across the seat to me. You make any kind of hostile move and my friend there won't hesitate to pull that trigger."

    Mathew came up on Johnny's side. "This white truck right beside it is the one I saw following it this morning. Those two over at the pen have to be the men we're looking for."

    The man stepped out. Johnny retrieved several tie-wraps from the trunk of the Plymouth. After restricting the man's arms behind his back, Mace looked toward the livestock pens.

    "We can't march over there dragging this guy with us," said Johnny.

    Mace nodded. "Not unless we're looking for a gunfight."

    "Let me go over and distract them," offered Mathew. "I can act like I'm interested in buying the pig. You come up behind and we'll settle it from there."

    Johnny laughed. "For a country bumpkin, you sure are cool about this."

    Mathew half smiled. "Twenty-two years as a New York detective before moving out here. Mildred's father left us the farm. I wanted Roy to grow up away from that mess in the city. Lost that New York accent after the first year."

    Johnny patted Mathew on the shoulder. "I knew I liked this guy."

    The area around the pens had several dozen buyers inspecting the livestock and negotiating prices. The sellers were all smiles as they pushed whatever they had available. All prices were in measurable gold or trade. Currencies had no value.

    The plan was put into play. Mathew gave his best impression of an interested buyer as Mace approached from behind. The two men were caught off guard. Seconds later, a half dozen weapons were raised by the surrounding buyers and sellers.

    A manager of the small stockyard said, "Mister, you best have reason for drawing on these men."

    Mace replied, "These men murdered three people near Caldwell this morning. That cow has a red number painted on it. You can see they did a half-ass job of removing it."

    Mathew said, "And this pig is mine. Stolen by these rustlers a week ago over off 219 just north of Union."

    The two accused thieves stood with their hands up. One, tall, with a long brown beard and a large gut. The other short and slender.

    The taller of the two men replied, "That's a lie! We just brought these over from Lynchburg this afternoon."

    Mathew growled. "OK, if this is your pig, call it over."

    "What?"

    Mathew pressed: "I said, call... it... over."

    The man looked at the crowd that was gathering. "OK … here, piggy-piggy."

    Mathew shook his head. "Spam and Eggs!"

    The pig turned, wiggling its curly tail.

    Another man from the crowd raised his hand. "I came up behind these men on the road from Sweet Springs a couple hours ago. They didn't come from Lynchburg."

    The men who now ran New Castle stepped forward. "Sorry to tell you, boys, but rustling is a hanging offense. Ricky, get the rope. Everybody else, out to the roadway. We hang rustlers from the sign."

    One of the men attempted to draw a pistol from in his belt. Mace responded with a quick rifle butt to the back of his head.

    As a handful of others grabbed the remaining man, Mathew pointed at the parking lot. "We got another one already tied up over there. Might as well bring him along for a swing."

    The crowd of men pushed and shoved the offenders toward the roadway as a separate group moved toward the parking lot.

    Mathew stood beside Mace. "Can't say I disapprove of the speed of justice on this. Had they stolen those pigs a year ago some fancy attorney would have had them walking with a fifty dollar fine. They won't be stealing anything else from the wrong end of that rope."

    Mace nodded. "I think we can agree on this instance. But lynch mobs are not something we want to bring back."

    The stockyard authorities, including the town sheriff, said a few words before the three men were hanged.

    Johnny turned away. "I can shoot a man in the chest in defense. Don't know if I could put a rope around his neck."

    Mace turned back toward the pen. "Mr. Hodge, I'd say you have a pig to transport. And I would bet the men running this place would have no problem with you taking that old stake-body as compensation for the other."

    Mathew Hodge glanced back at the swinging bodies. "I have to wonder, if hangings had been brought back as a form of capital punishment, would the streets of our cities have been safer?"

    Johnny replied, "Don't think we'll ever know the answer to that one."
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    The skies remained empty for more than a week. On the tenth day, Tres watched as a bright fireball dropped from the sky above, slowing to a crawl as it came to a stop over the town of Ronceverte.

    He raced into the mouth of the cave where the others were sitting. "Big ship just dropped from above and is hovering over Ronceverte!"

    They ran out into the open to get a view. The long silvery-gray ship hovered in silence a thousand feet over the town.

    Johnny said, "So this is it? An invasion?"

    Mace replied, "Can't say. They haven't done anything yet."

    A shuttlecraft departed the ship, slowly descending into Ronceverte.

    Jane shook her head. "We need to have someone over there."

    Tres returned a look of unease. "Townies will let us know anything we want."

    Jane shook her head. "I think we take the Plymouth to just short of the river. Hike up one of those hills. We'll be able to see the whole town."

    Johnny nodded. "I agree with that. I want to know what's happening. Secondhand accounts tend to leave out details."

    Mace said, "If we do this, we should go up that first hill at the river. Any signs of hostile behavior and we head back here and lock this place down."

    Mace turned to Tres. "You willing to hold this place down while the three of us recon?"

    Tres put his arm around Vanessa. "I could do that."

    Johnny said, "If they come this way, you can always leave the old man out as a distraction."

    Jasper replied, "Hey now. I still own this property. You need to treat the old man with a little respect!"

    "I just did. I'm sure you could keep them annoyed long enough for us to make it back. You do that every day to me."

    "That's because you're a simpleton."

    Jane held up her hand. "OK, let's not get into this today. We have much bigger issues before us."

    Mace said, "We need to pack food for a day. Binoculars for each of us. And a pad and pen to write with. If we aren't observing the town I want ideas of what looks vulnerable on that ship."

    Johnny sighed as he stared at the massive ship from their position. "I can't believe we're seeing this. Just never thought traveling that distance across the stars was possible. That was the reason I dropped out of astrophysics. The distances just seemed too great."

    Tres said, "Technology has a way of making things possible that we thought were impossible. Two examples are the planes we flew in and the phones we carried around. Go back to when the Confederates had this cave and tell them those two things were coming. They'd call you crazy."

    Johnny frowned. "Truth of it is, I'm feeling kind of crazy right now."

    Jane said, "OK, let's get this flea circus moving. We have that smaller craft on the ground over there. I want to know what they're up to."

    The food and gear were pulled together and the Plymouth loaded. Eight minutes later the car was parked on the side of the road, just behind a high hill and out of direct view of the large ship. The trek up the back side of the hill had the trio positioned for observation of the entire town.

    "The craft's parked on the ball field," said Jane. "I see four townspeople, one I recognize as the sheriff. He's standing in the end zone."

    Johnny peered through his binoculars. "Doesn't look like they've opened up yet."

    Mace scanned the ship up above. "I can see what looks like gun turrets, but they aren't aimed down. Hang on. A bay door is opening. We have a second shuttle coming down."

    Jane nudged Johnny. "You see that? On the shuttle down there. Is that a ramp dropping down?"

    "That's what it looks like."

    A ramp extended from just under the forward third of the shuttle to the ground. A puff of steam shot down, blanketing the area around the ramp. An alien biped, dressed in a gray suit with a hard exterior and a helmet, slowly walked down the ramp.

    Johnny took a deep breath. "That thing can't be more than a meter tall."

    A second and then a third alien walked down the ramp. Each hesitated before stepping out onto the grassy field in front of them, taking a moment to rub the bottom of their boots on the grass, twisting their feet as they familiarized themselves with the Earth environment.

    The sheriff began to walk toward the three, his right hand in the air with his palm open. When he reached a position within five meters of the trio, the first alien raised his glove hand with his palm facing forward. The sheriff glanced over his shoulder with a smile toward the other townies. They began the walk forward.

    As Mace, Johnny, and Jane watched, the sheriff began to talk. What appeared to be fifteen seconds of silence followed, ending with the sheriff nodding his head and then pointing toward the center of town.

    Johnny lowered his binoculars. "Does that look like he's talking to them? They would have to be speaking English."

    Jane replied, "They have a ship that can travel the stars: I would think communications would be easy. Besides, we've been broadcasting every language on this planet out into space for the last century. Anyone coming here would have to have heard it, and worked to translate it. It's what we would do."

    Johnny half frowned. "Still, that's scary."

    The second shuttle landed beside the first. Seconds later a ramp extended and four aliens began bringing boxes down. The sheriff was guided to the first of the containers, which was opened before him. The alien leader gestured for him to take from the container and eat. The sheriff lifted a substance from the box with his right hand, sniffed it, and took a small taste. A smile and a nod brought the other townies over for a try.

    Johnny said, "Why on Earth would you eat something out of a box from an alien that you just met?"

    "Does seem a bit unusual," said Mace, "but we can't hear what they're talking about down there."

    Another crate was brought down from the second shuttle. It measured two meters long by a meter tall and a meter wide. After what appeared to be a conversation, one of the townies was sent running across the field toward an old pickup. A short drive to a local building ensued. Then the truck and its driver returned several minutes later.

    Jane said, "Is that a lamp?"

    Mace nodded. "I believe so."

    The alien looked over the lamp before plugging the cord end into a socket. The lamp lit up. The sheriff was all smiles as the alien pointed at the crate and gestured toward the entire town.

    Johnny gave an inquisitive look. "Generator?"

    Mace turned his binoculars back toward the large ship. "It would appear so. And from the looks of the sheriff, they plan on lighting the town with it."

    Johnny said, "Anyone else suspicious of this benevolent behavior? We lose power and communications, world slides into chaos, and these aliens show up with food and generators?"

    Jane replied, "Always with the conspiracy."

    Johnny shook his head. "I'm just saying. The timing is suspicious."

    Jane lowered her binoculars. "How about this … they've been watching us. They saw we were in trouble from whatever the cause of the interference was. They decided to help."

    Johnny sighed. "I'll need some proof before signing up to that line. Mace, you have an opinion?"

    "Too early to say. Although, I can say the open offers and initial communications we see here does look promising. No hostile gestures, when they would clearly have the advantage. It's not the sign of a species bent on our destruction."

    Jane leaned back. "We could certainly use one of those generators at the cave. And some food. We're down to about a month's supply."

    Mace stood. "Since they appear to be friendly, I think we should pay them a visit."

    Johnny replied, "You serious? We don't know anything yet."

    Mace looked at Johnny and smiled. "Only one way to find out."

    The trio stood, brushing leaves from their clothes before making their way down the hill to the car. Once back on the road they were stopped and continued on foot at the bridge barricade.

    A townie said, "Mr. Hardy. I take it you left your weapons in the car?"

    Mace nodded. "We're good. What do you think about your visitors?"

    The man shook his head. "I don't know what to think at the moment. The sheriff's been meeting with them and I haven't seen any laser beams flying around, so maybe it's all good."

    Johnny replied, "All good until they come over and suck out your brains and eat your eyeballs like candy."

    The man smiled. "Can always count on you to look at the bright side, Mr. Tretcher."

    Jane grabbed Johnny by the arm. "Come on, you big oaf. Let's get down there to where the action is."

    Johnny asked, "You not gonna try to stop us?"

    The man shrugged. "This is all new to me. We don't have any orders for here except to try to screen out bad people from coming into town. You consider yourself bad people?"

    Jane pulled on his arm as they walked. "Not bad, but sometimes demented."

    The exit from the bridge dropped down into the park where the shuttles had landed.

    As the trio approached, the sheriff waved them over. "Mace, Johnny, Jane, come over here. This is Bontu Montak. He says they can supply us with food. And they're willing to help us to restore communications and power."

    Johnny asked, "And what do they want in return?"

    Bontu Montak replied, "We want nothing more than to assist, Johnny. We seek the establishment of friendly trade. Trade that will be beneficial to both our species."

    Johnny offered a suspicious look. "How'd you know I was Johnny?"

    Bontu answered, "You look like a Johnny. Doesn't the addition of ‘ny’ to the end of a name connote someone who is friendly? You were the first to speak, were you not?"

    Mace laughed. "Friendly Johnny, that's what we call him."

    Bontu nodded. "Well, Friendly Johnny, we are here to assist in any way we can. We will admit to having been observers of your species for some time. And with the advent of the magnetic storms which have plagued your planet, we thought it best to intervene."

    Johnny scowled. "Why now? Why six months after this all started?"

    Bontu tapped on his arm pad. A holo-image of population numbers floated in front of him. "We had hoped your species could resolve its issues on its own. It is not our norm to interfere when planets have yet to develop interstellar travel. Given the clear reduction in your planet's population by 67 percent in the first six months of this crisis, my superiors sought and received permission to intervene."

    Johnny asked, "Permission? Permission from who?"

    Bontu shut down the holo-display. "Permission from our leaders, of course."

    Mace looked over at the food container. "What's in the box?"

    The sheriff replied, "It's a nutrient bar. Not bad. They claim to have a variety of five such bars that will meet all our nutrition requirements. They're all plant based, so it won't be like we're eating some weird bugs or something else that's not to our liking."

    Bontu said, "We can supply enough of these bars to feed your populace for three months. During that time, if you so wish, we can restore your power and communications systems."

    Mace looked back at the meter-tall alien. "This electromagnetic interference, can you tell us where it's coming from?"

    Bontu nodded. "It comes from a star that went supernova more than ten thousand of your years ago. We expect this interference may last for several hundred years. However, we can work to shield many of its effects. Our scientists are also looking into methods of blocking this radiation altogether."

    Jane picked up and sniffed one of the nutrient bars. "Smells like blueberry, maybe with a hint of lavender."

    Bontu opened another holo-display. "This is an image of the fruits and vegetables that went into the production of that bar."

    The alien poked and pressed at his arm pad. "This is a list of near equivalents from this planet."

    Jane looked over the list. "Interesting."

    She took a nibble. "I like the texture, and the taste. Is this something your people eat?"

    Bontu shook his head. "Goodness no. We are strictly carnivores. Our digestive systems do poorly with natural fibers."

    Bontu pressed and swiped on his arm pad until the images of a half dozen small alien animals displayed. "These six make up our primary meals on the ship."

    Jane offered a half scowl. "They're all so cute."

    Bontu stood in silence for several seconds. "They are normally delicious, but less so when eaten for months at a time."

    Johnny said, "That one looks a bit like our rats. Cities are probably overrun with them about now, if you're feeling the urge for a snack."

    Jane punched Johnny in the ribs.

    Mace gestured toward the large ship hovering above the town. "I can only guess those turrets are weapons."

    Bontu brought up an image of a turret. "Your ships, they have armaments, do they not? At times the galaxy can be a dangerous place, Mace. Are we not entitled to protect ourselves?"

    Mace half smiled. "You say dangerous as if those have been used. Are we in danger?"

    Bontu shook his head. "Nothing immediate, but there may come a time when you seek our help. If your leadership decides on a trade pact with us, we can offer a minimal security agreement with such a deal. However, it isn't my place to discuss these types of issues here.

    "For today, and for the coming weeks, I will be the diplomatic liaison for Ronceverte and the surrounding area. If your authorities choose to accept our help, my ship and my crew will work to coordinate meeting the region's nutritional needs. Our efforts will also include the establishment of a power generation station, as well as communications filters. For the comm devices you call phones, should you choose to accept our help, my engineers can begin the restoration procedure. I believe I was told service could be restored within two months or less."

    The sheriff held out his hand. "As the authority of the town of Ronceverte, I accept your assistance. When do we start?"

    Bontu spoke an alien language into his arm pad. "The process has begun. And just to settle any concerns you may have, if at any time you deem our assistance unwanted, we will withdraw it in its entirety."

    The sheriff turned with a grin. "I think we just might have turned the corner, Mr. Hardy."

    Johnny looked to Bontu. "I have a concern. You remain in your suit with your helmet on. Is our atmosphere not breathable?"

    Bontu pressed several buttons on his arm pad in rapid sequence. A set of latches could be heard as his helmet unlocked. The alien slowly lifted the helmet from around his head, exposing his large black eyes to the bright sunlight.

    Bontu squinted. "Please forgive me, Friendly Johnny. Your sun is 22 percent brighter than our own. Your atmosphere is acceptable, only the brightness of your sunlight is an issue."

    Jane pulled a pair of sunglasses from a pouch she carried. "Try these. They're big, which is the current style for the ladies here. I say big because they might offer you enough coverage for those large eyes."

    The alien took the glasses, propping them on his small nose, his whiskers bristling against the bottom of the large lenses. "Hmm. Those are a significant help, Jane. May I borrow these until my engineers can craft a proper pair?"

    Jane nodded. "Keep 'em. I have more."

    Johnny began to laugh.

    Bontu asked, "Is there something I should be concerned with, Friendly Johnny?"

    Johnny shook his head. "No. And please just call me Johnny. Just Johnny."

    Bontu crossed his arms. "Is there something you find humorous?"

    Johnny took a deep breath as he fought off another laugh. "Sorry, I was just caught a little off guard by the image of our first meeting with an alien species and having him wearing sunglasses. You are a him, aren't you?"

    Bontu replied, "I am a male, yes. Our species is similar to Humans in that respect."

    A bay on the ship above opened and a third shuttle dropped out. It landed on the field beside the other two. A ramp descended, followed by a half dozen aliens scrambling to bring a small mechanized train of nutritional food boxes to the ground.

    Bontu said, "Sheriff Dillings, if you would like to inform your townspeople of the food supplies, you may begin to distribute them as you see fit. We will deliver what we have for you to this field. Each box has instructions printed in your language that tells of the proper storage and handling for the nutrition bars. For the generator, if you would like assistance, I can have a team come down to bring your town's power back on-line. I believe that task could be accomplished before nightfall."

    Mace asked, "That generator, how many will this town require?"

    Bontu replied, "Only the single unit. It is a fusion system that merely requires a small water source to operate once the reaction has been brought on-line."

    Johnny said, "Wait, that one unit will run this town? How's it work?"

    Bontu nodded. "This town and the surrounding area that is within my directive. I would gladly talk further of its operation and capabilities, but I have been instructed to not entertain such questions. Other than to say it operates by the principles of fusion, my species is restrictive when it comes to the exchange of technologies with the natives of less developed planets. Perhaps as our peoples establish proper relations, these matters can be further discussed."

    Jane asked, "Your species, what do you call yourselves?"

    Bontu smiled. "We are the Mawga. Our planet is Dubbius and our star Savaton. We are forty thousand light years distance from this planet."

    Bontu held up a gloved hand. "Please excuse me. I have much work to do to coordinate the efforts of my workers. I would be more than happy to continue this conversation at a later date."

    With that, Bontu turned and spoke into his arm pad as he walked back up the ramp of his shuttle. Seconds later, it lifted off toward the larger ship, soon disappearing inside the same bay they had witnessed now several times.

    The sheriff scampered about directing his townsfolk. The trio made their way back toward the cave.
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    As they walked back to the car, Johnny said, "I don't like 'em. Nothing is free. They just haven't told us yet what the cost of all this is."

    Jane sighed. "I want to agree with you, but nothing back there gave me reason to."

    "That whole benevolent angle, there's a catch there somewhere. Why establish trade when they could just as soon take what they want? What do we have to defend against them?"

    "We have size. If he's typical of a Mawga, I wouldn't see them as a threat without their technology. Take away that advantage, and how threatened do you feel?"

    Mace glanced at Johnny. "I can't see where Gigantor here would have a problem with them."

    Johnny laughed. "Heck, if that was the case, Tres would be a major threat. Even he has two feet of height on them."

    Jane said, "Well, regardless of their size, I do feel a lot better about the situation than I did before. At least now we have an idea of what we're dealing with."

    The drive back to the cave was filled with attempted jokes by Johnny. When they stepped out onto the drive in front of the gift shop, Jane was shaking her head.

    "I love you, but please stop."

    Tres asked, "What'd you find out?"

    Mace replied, "We walked into town and spoke with them."

    Tres stepped back. "No you didn't. What's happening in town?"

    Johnny nodded. "It's true. We walked in and talked to one of them. He called himself Bontu. He's a gray alien, about a meter tall. Probably weighs in at fifty-five pounds, just like you."

    Jane sighed. "I've had to listen to his jokes the whole way back. They're a species that call themselves the Mawga. Their star system is forty thousand light years from here. He wouldn't give us any details about their tech other than to say the generator they're installing in town is fusion. He thinks they might have power restored by sundown."

    Mace added, "They promised to enable our phones as well. If that's true, you and I may finally be able to touch base with our families."

    Tres sat on the edge of the gift shop porch. "What do they want in return?"

    Johnny pointed: "Exactly what I said. They claim to want nothing. I would bet they just haven't told us yet."

    Jasper raised an eyebrow. "You said power may be coming back on?"

    Mace replied, "That's what they say."

    Jasper stood. "We'll need to get started on returning the cave to its prior state."

    Johnny held up a hand. "Whoa there. Hold on a minute. Why don't we wait to see where this goes? I'm not quite ready to pack up and leave just yet."

    Jasper crossed his arms. "I believe the agreement was you could stay so long as power was out."

    Mace put his hand on Johnny's shoulder. "If we get power and comms back, there really is no reason for us to stay here."

    Jasper grinned.

    Johnny argued, "While I don't discount that, we aren't quite there yet. I just don't want to pull up our tent stakes before the camping trip is over, that's all."

    The remainder of the afternoon was filled with speculation. As the cave dwellers sat on the porch, a light inside the gift shop came to life.

    Jasper again turned toward Johnny and grinned. "Get... out."

    "Why is it you hate me, old man?"

    "Gah! I didn't think you were so sensitive. I'm just messing with you, same as you do me. If this power stays on for a week, we'll talk about when you need to leave. What a baby."

    Mace laughed and shook his head. "Never thought I'd see the day when Johnny Tretcher was bested. The old man has the upper hand."

    "Maybe I do need to go back to Norfolk to work on some new material. Friendly Johnny is not having his best day."

    Johnny turned to face Jane. "I wonder what the house looks like? Probably full of squatters."

    "Squatters who are just trying to stay alive, like the rest of us?"

    "That's it, pick-on-Johnny hour is over. I'm walking the perimeter."

    The following day, Johnny and Mace returned to the football field. Bontu was in conversation with Sheriff Dillings and Chief Capp, from Caldwell.

    "Gentlemen," Bontu said, "I'm looking for information pertaining to your military. I'm receiving word that some bases are resisting our help. We are not looking for weapons or strength information, only for information on how we can best talk to these individuals on a friendly level. Their assistance would go a long way toward easing this crisis."

    Mace said, "I was in the military. They probably just need assurances that you really are here to help."

    Bontu asked, "How would we best convey this? They do not seem interested in our assistance."

    "Have you asked them about their weapons?"

    Bontu considered the question. "They were told their weapons would not be necessary."

    "You have to tell them they can keep their weapons. At the moment, that's the only security they have. Let them carry."

    Bontu thought for a moment. "We do not have issue with that request. Mace, could I ask for the assistance of you and Friendly Johnny in this matter?"

    "What do you have in mind?"

    Bontu gestured toward the shuttle. "Perhaps a ride on a starship over to the encampment in question?"

    "Where's this encampment?"

    Bontu pulled up a holo-image, displaying a map. "I believe you call the town Bedford. Yes, Bedford."

    Johnny said, "If the captain is still there, might be a cakewalk."

    Bontu inquired, "Cake walk?"

    "Just an expression."

    Mace remarked, "We'll go. If the captain is still in charge over there, he would accept our word."

    The door closed and the ramp lifted. The shuttle was soon in the air, rising up into a ship's dock inside a massive bay.

    Johnny asked, "Any chance of a tour?"

    Bontu smiled. "I'm afraid I am not authorized to allow that at this time. I'm certain you understand our security needs. Admission of locals at this point might lead to unprovoked attacks against vulnerable systems. Perhaps once our friendship has solidified?"

    Minutes later, the bay doors to the ship began to open over Bedford.

    Johnny asked, "That was it? We're there? I didn't feel us move."

    Bontu pointed toward a display on the wall of the shuttle cabin. "The blue flashing indicators on the display show the inertial dampeners are engaged. Traveling without them is extremely limited. And please do not ask for an explanation of how they work, I am not at liberty to discuss that type of information."

    An officer stood in the cockpit doorway. "Sir, the captain has agreed to meet with us."

    Bontu bowed his head. "Thank you, Mr. Calg."

    "Wait," said Mace, "you all speak English?"

    Bontu stood. "We have been assigned to your planet for several years. My entire crew has studied the regional vernacular for this area for that time. They are all fluent in your language."

    Johnny asked as they followed Bontu toward the door to the ramp. "Can we guess that ambassadors are parked in ships all across the globe?"

    "Diplomats. And, yes, each has an assigned area."

    Johnny pressed: "West Virginia and Virginia are your territories?"

    Bontu cleared his throat as he stepped down the ramp. "My territory, as you say, runs from Virginia northwest through to your state of Michigan. I have four ships in my rescue fleet. We began our interventions in Michigan five days ago, working our way to here. In three days, we will have covered the region under my jurisdiction."

    Bontu came to a stop in front of the Marine captain. "Sir, my name is Bontu Montak. I am a diplomat for the Mawga rescue fleet for this region. I believe you spoke to one of my associates yesterday?"

    The captain pointed to Mace and Johnny. "What are you two doing with him?"

    Johnny said, "He thought our presence might show that their efforts are not intended as confrontational."

    Mace followed, "Mr. Montak would like to let you know that it was not his intent that you should be disarmed. You can keep your weapons. All he is asking is for logistical assistance on delivering food and getting power systems operational."

    The captain crossed his arms. "That wasn't the message I received yesterday. What I heard was, 'We're here, put down your weapons.'"

    Bontu bowed his head. "I must apologize for that, Captain. That was not our intended message. While my associates and I have been studying your language, this is our first opportunity to actually interact with Humans. As Mr. Hardy indicated, you may keep your weapons. We are not here as invaders, only assistants. In return, we hope for friendly relations and establishment of trade between our worlds. We are a peaceful species and wish for good relations."

    The captain looked at Mace.

    Mace shrugged. "I can't vouch for them other than to say they have restored power in our area and provided food for distribution. Nothing hostile so far."

    The captain looked down at the gray alien with suspicion. "So, we get massive EM storms and you just happen to show up?"

    Johnny held up his hand. "I had the same response. They claim to have been observing us for some time. They're only intervening now because our population has dropped by two-thirds."

    The captain frowned. "I've heard nothing but bad from the cities. The bigger the populace, the worse the problems."

    Bontu nodded. "Our data show a density decrease of nearly 87 percent in cities that previously held more than one hundred thousand. Particularly hard hit were your Asian mega-cities with populations over five million."

    The captain glanced toward the south. "I know Roanoke has been a hot mess. Probably 90 percent the residents are dead or moved away. And I hear Richmond is equally as bad."

    Johnny looked down at the captain's nametag. "J. Crawford. What's the J stand for?"

    "Jordan. Friends call me Jordan."

    Mace said, "Jordan, would you be willing to distribute food if Bontu provides it?"

    Jordan Crawford nodded. "I don't have issue with that. Are we talking people coming here or do we need to take it to the cities?"

    Bontu replied, "I believe both to be required at the moment. However, we are willing to make drops wherever you designate. We have no desire to control this food source, only to distribute it freely and fairly to all your people."

    Jordan turned to his second in command. "Lieutenant, get out the maps. We need to put together a plan for the distribution of food to the surrounding areas."

    Jordan looked down at the meter tall alien. "Can I guess that Roanoke is in our area of coverage?"

    Bontu nodded. "It is."

    Jordan scowled. "I was afraid of that. Last time over, we had some bad blood between us and a couple community groups. They were enforcing their own brand of justice and didn't appreciate our interference. If we're bringing food though, they might just fall in line. We'll take care of your distribution, Mr. Montak. You can start by dropping enough for us to cover Bedford and we'll go from there."

    As they returned to the shuttle, Bontu took Mace by the forearm. "Mr. Hardy, would it be possible to enlist your services full time for the next three weeks? There are a number of military bases that we need to contact for the same reasons as you saw here today. Having your military establishment involved with the distribution would go a long way toward bringing your government out of the shadows. I know it is much to ask, but we are in need of your help."

    Mace took a moment to organize his thoughts. What Bontu was asking would not cause hardship. It wouldn't pull him away from any specific tasks or duties. The cave and his friends were not in need of his immediate service.

    Mace slowly nodded. "Three weeks, Mr. Montak. I'll give you that. But I do have a few questions. We have several vehicles, and a fair amount of electronics that were damaged by the EM blasts that covered this planet. Can you prove to us that the Mawga were not responsible for that? And what assistance can you offer with repairs of the damaged items?"

    "Both fair questions. First, I can assure you my people had nothing to do with the EM issue you speak of. Our scientists have concluded that the phenomenon we all saw was caused by a buildup of ionized particles in your high atmosphere. Once an initial pulse was released, it spread across your globe as a series of bursts. I could have my science team put together a presentation on the cause if you like. And for the record, they did attempt to find a way to bleed off the charge before the EM pulses occurred. However, at the time, we were not given permission to intervene.

    "As to the repairs, those are mostly what you term semiconductor chips that have failed. They are damaged beyond repair. If you like, I can have my team look over any circuits in question, but I don't think that will fix your problem. The nature of those EM pulses was particularly harmful to your silicon-based semiconductors. Please believe me when I say I would bring them all back if possible. It certainly would go a long way toward restoring some normalcy to your world."

    Johnny was flown back to Ronceverte, from where he returned to the cave. Mace, with Bontu, moved ahead to the next military base. He was invited aboard the ship for a short tour and discussion. Fort Lee at Petersburg had seen fierce fighting between hordes of starving citizens and those who had taken refuge on the compound. Tens of thousands were buried in fields on the north end of the base. The ship hovered over one of the mass graves.

    Bontu said, "Such a tragedy. Those who had food and those who did not. It sickened me to watch from above as your people fought one another, just trying to survive."

    Mace asked, "You watched this?"

    Bontu shook his head. "Not this particular battle, but several just like it. When the starvation in the cities reached a point of ultimate desperation, mass hordes descended on the surrounding towns, where the locals made every attempt to defend themselves."

    Bontu took a deep breath. "I watched one such battle where thousands of citizens of Detroit moved south, overrunning Toledo and then spreading out into the countryside."

    Mace crossed his arms. "You didn't happen to see the gang of about two hundred that came down I-77 did you? Nearly wiped us out. Only they weren't looking for food, they were pillaging and burning."

    Bontu frowned. "I was witness to many such atrocities, all the while pleading with my superiors to allow us to intervene."

    Mace posed a question. "You say you pleaded. Was a reason given for holding back aid?"

    Bontu looked up at the Human towering over him. "You are a sovereign world with many nations. We had not made contact before. My superiors argued over whether you would be willing to accept aid and whether or not we should be involved. Once your population levels dropped below half what they had been, the decision to intervene began to turn in your favor.

    "Even now, the cities in your southern hemisphere are entering an extreme stage. They have had the spring, summer, and fall seasons to ready themselves, although most governments were wholly unprepared. The least affected, Australia, has seen a 40 percent reduction in their population. Again, long term planning and preparations for such an event were not in place."

    Bontu waved Mace on. "Come to the shuttle. I have arranged a meeting for you with the base commander."
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    The shuttle landed in the parking lot of the Riverside Regional jail. The base commander, General Walter Shelby, stood in the doorway to the administration building. The jail had been re-purposed as a command post. Bontu Montak was asked to wait by the shuttle.

    After a short walk, Mace held out his hand. "General, Mace Hardy, sir. Ten years as a Ranger based out of Hunter in Savannah. I'm here to assist my associate, Mr. Bontu Montak, as his liaison. Mr. Montak is a Mawga and they're here to offer help in the form of food and then power. No strings attached."

    The general looked over at the alien, who stood with his hands clasped behind his back. "We have adequate food supplies at this time. Thank you."

    Mace asked, "You have a conference room where we can talk?"

    The general shook his head. "Say what you have to say right here, Mr. Hardy."

    "Very well. We've just come from Bedford where a large supply of food was given to the base commander. He will be responsible for all distribution to the local communities and then to the Roanoke area. None of the Mawga are involved other than the initial drop of resources to wherever you want. Our people are starving out there, General. Think of this as emergency aid. The Mawga want nothing in return but good relations and possible future trade. I'm not saying to fully trust them, just to think about your people for the short term."

    Mace pointed toward the shuttle. "They can also drop you as many power systems as you need. You can restore power to this region without worry about the EM interference. The generators are clean fusion, and I would guess you would only need a couple to power this entire area. Free of charge again, no strings attached."

    The general returned a suspicious expression. "You expect me to believe these Mawga come bearing gifts and want nothing in return?"

    Mace replied, "General, this is a chance for you to restore order, to feed everyone. And following closely behind the establishment of power will come comms. Those politicos in Washington can finally come out of their bunkers and give us all some direction."

    The general shook his head. "No. I'm not willing to cede independence of our people to these Mawga."

    Mace's expression changed to a stern look. "People continue to starve, General. You either accept this and start the process of rebuilding or you get left behind. Everyone that has been offered this assistance has accepted. If you deny this to your people, and our government does come back into existence, I have to believe they will convene tribunals for those who made mistakes. I'm not making that statement as threat, I just want you to take in the full scope of your decision. You'll be 100 percent in charge of the food distribution and the restoring of power. It's your choice, General. Hero or goat?"

    The general scowled. "I'll want to consult with my staff."

    Mace held out a device in his hand. "If you make a decision to accept, just press this red button. I or another of Mr. Montak's associates will be in touch to begin the process. And, General, keep in mind, you can refuse further food or power at any time. All of this is pure voluntary on your part."

    The general glanced at one of his guards. "Give us some time, Mr. Hardy. You'll have your answer shortly."

    As Mace walked up to the shuttle, he said, "I don't think he'll call. At least not today. He's not desperate at the moment. But we may have a way around him. If we get power and comms up in Richmond and in D.C., he might get orders telling him to take the help."

    Bontu replied, "Unfortunately, I am under strict orders that all such action should be voluntary. I realize this may serve to work around him, but it may also be viewed as coercion. And that is a perception that we cannot allow. We will instead be moving down to Fort Pickett for a meeting with General Reginald Bass."

    Mace half frowned. "So that's it? The people of Richmond get no food or power?"

    Bontu slowly nodded. "I have been given instruction to make every attempt to utilize your military commands, Mr. Hardy. But we cannot be seen as forcing our assistance on anyone. If your people feel differently about this matter, they will notify the general themselves."

    Over the three weeks that followed, the general slowly relented, allowing food drops to be placed for distribution and power to be restored. The whole of Virginia, and all of the territory watched over by Bontu, was on its way toward normalization. A quick flight had Mace landing on the ball field in Ronceverte. A short ride later, a townie dropped him at the cave.

    Tres was the first to greet him. "We were wondering if we'd ever see you again."

    "Food has been dropped and power restored in most places. Have you attempted to contact your family?"

    Tres shook his head. "Phones don't work. That EMP took them out. And the landline in the gift shop doesn't dial through."

    "So much for the Mawga restoring communications."

    Tres gestured toward Ronceverte. "Well, they promised the townies they were working on comm units for each of them. I would assume they mean everyone."

    Mace looked up in the sky toward Richmond. "I have to wonder why Bontu never made mention of that."

    "Couldn't say. They've delivered on what they promised so far. We have food to last us three months, and power has been on since you left. I've been working with Johnny to see if we can get the RV running. He thinks Jasper may be asking us to leave soon."

    Mace sat on the porch. "I had Bontu fly us over Johnny's and Jane's place. House was a shell of burned out walls."

    "You told him yet?"

    Mace shook his head. "Just got here. Haven't had the chance."

    The big Virginian came out of the gift shop. "Johnny knows now. Garage gone, too?"

    "Yeah. About three quarters of the homes up and down your street are like that. A third of Norfolk looked to be that way. Richmond was the same. Caldwell and Ronceverte, those are like little paradises compared to much of what's out there. Bontu's latest estimate had us at two billion people worldwide. That's more than 70 percent gone."

    Tres asked, "Were you able to contact your mom?"

    Mace sighed. "No. And the flight on that ship would have been two hours round trip. The Mawga are limited to staying in their assigned regions. Bontu claims they're under strict guidelines and violators will be severely punished. They continue to claim they're trying to minimize their interference."

    Jane and Vanessa came up from the cave. "Glad to see you're back. How'd it go?"

    Mace replied, "Most of Bontu's region has food and power. Not sure what we do next."

    Johnny put his arm around Jane. "He got a look at the house. Burned out, along with the garage and most of the neighboring homes."

    Jane scowled. "I was worried about that. Senseless acts by idiots. We have to pay the price."

    Mace glanced at the cave entrance as Jasper came waddling up the rampway from within. "I see the cave's been cleaned up. Where are you staying?"

    Jane pointed. "The Davidson house. The marauders took him out, so we've been squatting for the past week."

    Jasper slowly stepped up onto the porch. I see the alien-lover is back. How was the honeymoon?"

    Mace laughed. "It went well, actually. I think life would have gotten a lot worse for most of the survivors over the next six months. We were burning through our food supplies faster than we were replenishing them. Bontu's scientists ran a few simulations. They think we would have lost half our remaining people over the next two years before things began to stabilize. They also said we could expect the EM interference to continue for another seventy years. Not to be a downer, but life as we knew it is over. Of course, I think we all knew that already."

    Tres said, "Johnny's and Jane's house burned down."

    Jasper put his hand on Jane's shoulder. "Sorry to hear about that."

    He turned to face Johnny. "That mean the buffoon is staying longer?"

    Johnny shook his head as he laughed. "You just never quit, do you?"

    Jasper gave his best straight face. "I'll quit when you bury me in the turnip patch."

    "That can be arranged."

    Jane sighed. "OK, well I have some news from here that you may or may not find disturbing."

    Mace nodded. "Go on."

    Jane waved her hand at the surrounding farms. "Before the aliens showed, we were on track to make this valley productive. Animals in pens and fed, gardens planted along with larger crops. We had broken ground on three large coops for laying hens among other projects. When the food showed up, three quarters of those projects fell by the wayside. Seems most are content with stockpiling the alien food and not worrying about our own."

    "Has anyone spoken to the co-ops about their importance?"

    Johnny replied, "Co-ops disbanded ten days ago. Only a quarter of the groups showed and all they did was argue with each other. Having that food, and power, has been a blessing. But that blessing has come at a cost."

    Tres said, "Similar issue with the townies. A few weeks ago you went in to find a bustling trade going on. Most shops are closed now with the people just sitting at home. And I had people begging me to not shut down that still. Could have made a fortune selling that stuff over the past week alone."

    Mace looked over at the RV. "Tres said you were trying to resurrect her. Any progress?"

    Johnny frowned. "Controller for that diesel and the generator is burned out. Battery seems in good shape, but we have no way of recharging it as we go. Grid hookup could put a full charge on there in about four hours, but she'd only go a mile or two on a charge, if that."

    Mace pressed a small button on a wristwatch given to him by Bontu. A holo-image appeared above his arm.

    "Hello? Mr. Hardy? Are you in need of help?"

    Mace asked, "Question. How small do your generators run? Both physically and output."

    Bontu replied, "Are you in need of a generator?"

    Mace nodded. "For our RV. We have a diesel generator setup to keep her charged, but the electronics that govern her are fried. We really would like some assistance in melding one of your generators into that system. If that falls within your interaction guidelines."

    Bontu thought for a moment. "I believe we may be able to help you in that regard, Mr. Hardy. I can send a team your way if you wish. There are no restrictions on ground transportation. And in fact, we are working with some of your military commanders to get some of your trains back in operation for food distribution. Perhaps our help here would be a good way for us to show our appreciation for your assistance."

    Mace smiled. "We'll be here waiting."

    When the comm closed, Tres asked, "So, what was it like on the big ship?"

    "Not bad. They were very accommodating. I would say the part I liked best was their balconies. They have these balconies that extend out on a catwalk. You can go out rain or shine and stand there looking down while still within the environment of the ship. Bontu said something about a gravity wall that separates the walk and balcony from the outside. No wind, and the temperature remains moderate no matter what's going on outside."

    "You see any other ships?" asked Johnny.

    Mace nodded. "Two. Was very cool seeing them up close when they pulled alongside us."

    Jasper crossed his arms. "You notice anything suspicious?"

    Mace thought for a moment. "They did have a number of discussions in their own language while I was standing there. I can't say that was suspicious, but I will say I didn't care for it. Hard to build trust when you don't know they're talking about."

    The group pulled a number of chairs out on the porch and sat down. Jane and Vanessa brought out food they had prepared for lunch. The choices were nutrient bars or egg sandwiches made with home-baked flatbread. Tres and Vanessa opted for the nutrient bars while the rest had sandwiches.

    Johnny shook his head. "I don't know how the two of you eat those things. I still don't trust them."

    Vanessa replied, "They really are addictive, in a good way I mean."

    Tres put his arm around Vanessa. "And they give you a lot of energy."

    The two giggled and poked at one another before sitting down."

    Jasper said, "I'm actually with Dumbo on this one. I ain't eatin' nothing that ain't from this Earth."

    Jane asked, "What did they feed you on the ship?"

    Mace replied, "Well, Bontu seemed a bit put out by it, but I managed to pick up food at most of our drops. I figured I'd give it a few months before I tried those bars. If there's anything wrong with it, we should know by then."

    Jane reached for a sandwich before changing her mind. "These two have been OK on it. Maybe it's time I gave it a try."

    She took a few nibbles. "Not bad. I can taste the berries in it. Texture's good as well."

    Vanessa remarked. "You won't be sorry. I seriously feel much better since starting on those."

    Tres pulled at her hand. "Come on, let's go for a walk."

    Vanessa smiled as she stood, still chewing on an alien-supplied bar.

    As they walked up the drive in front of the gift shop, Mace said, "They sure seem to be hitting it off."

    Jasper scowled. "Almost sickening. On the one hand I can appreciate seeing the sparks fly from young love, but at some point you're ready for the lights to come up and the movie to be over."

    Johnny laughed. "I'll be glad when your movie is over."

    Jasper scowled. "You best watch yourself in your sleep tonight, Tretcher. The boogieman might just be paying you a visit."

    Jane shook her head. "And I'm waiting for that movie to be over."

    Johnny finished off his sandwich in three bites. Jasper looked on with his usual scowl.
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    A shuttle landed in a field on the cave property. Two Mawga scientists emerged carrying a generator similar in size to a shoebox. Two hours after the landing, the RV was powered up.

    One of the scientists, Maala Heeb, offered a smile: "The generator requires you keep an adequate supply of water in your tank. Under load, I would expect it to use no more than three gallons a day. The generator is self-filtering, but no harm in using filtered water."

    Johnny asked, "How self-filtering is it?"

    Maala returned a proud smile. "Quite. You only need make sure the intake does not foul."

    "So I could piss in it if we need power?"

    "I suppose, but you will need a constant supply. Should the fuel run short, the reaction will die. And you do not have the means to restart it."

    Mace gestured. "That small box you have in your hand, that the starter?"

    Maala moved the box to behind himself. "Indeed it is. And if you were going to ask, I'm afraid I cannot leave it with you. It is not a technology we are prepared to share."

    Johnny tilted his head. "Can it be used as a weapon or something?"

    Maala pursed his lips. "I am sorry, Mr. Tretcher, I am not at liberty to say."

    Jane said, "We thank you for your efforts here today, Mr. Heeb. It will be nice to have the RV running again."

    "You are welcome, Mrs. Tretcher. And thank you for the kind words."

    Maala looked over at the Jeep. "If you'd like, we could convert that vehicle to also run on a generator. Would you be interested in such?"

    Mace walked toward the Jeep. "I would love to have that done. How long do you think it will take?"

    "Before sunset. Should we begin?"

    "I would say yes."

    Maala barked several commands into his comm. Four additional crewmen emerged from the shuttle carrying several boxes.

    Mace gestured. "Keys are in the ignition."

    As the Mawga team got to work on the Jeep, Mace stood beside Johnny and Jane. "Gotta like the prospect of having my Jeep back."

    Johnny shook his head. "I'll have to say, they've been doing all the right things to make me a believer. But I just can't get over them showing up at such a convenient time. I mean, what are the odds they were here observing us when that hit? I would bet dollars to donuts they knew this was gonna happen and probably had something to do with it."

    Mace replied, "Well, I did see Bontu get a little hot under the collar when that was suggested to him more than once. You aren't the first to have that suspicion. In fact, we had four military commanders and their bases that refused the food and power. If they're still holding out a couple weeks from now, Bontu said he might enlist my help again."

    As the sun was setting behind the trees, Maala approached. "Mr. Hardy, would you care to give it a try?"

    "You're done?"

    "We believe so. I performed an analysis of the prior power. You should be pleased. The fuel tank has been converted and filled with water. With that size vehicle, the sixteen gallons should last you for six to eight weeks of continuous use."

    Johnny said, "Isn't that about what you said for the RV?"

    Maala replied, "It is. The reactor operates at a constant burn. The slightly larger model in the RV operates at a higher level and therefore uses more of the water fuel."

    Mace waved his hand as he walked toward the Jeep. "Six to eight weeks is great. You've been quite generous today, Maala. I thank you for that."

    "It was my pleasure. It is not often my team gets to perform such duties. Most of our lives are spent on the ship ensuring the systems perform at the optimum level. Such distractions are quite satisfying. I should thank you for asking."

    Mace sat in the driver’s seat. "Any special instructions?"

    Maala shook his head. "Only keeping the fuel available, as we spoke of before. Otherwise, just turn the key and press the accelerator. Although, I would caution you about the power available through the reactor-motor pair we installed. Do not depress the accelerator fully unless you are willing to risk the remainder of the drivetrain."

    "Johnny? Go for a quick ride?"

    Johnny walked around, getting into the passenger seat.

    Maala added, "I would suggest you buckle up."

    Both men complied. The key was turned, the gearbox put in reverse, and the accelerator lightly pressed. The four large tires on the Jeep squealed as the Jeep sped backwards.

    Mace jammed on the brakes as he leaned his head out through the now unzippered window. "I barely touched it!"

    Maala replied, "Perhaps I should dial down the output for you."

    Mace laughed as he pushed the shifter into first gear. "No, I think I can handle it."

    The tires again squealed, spitting small rocks from the drive as it lurched forward. Once out on the road, the acceleration was put to a further test, the only noise being a whine by the motor and the roar of the large tires on the pavement. Johnny let out a yell as they sped away.

    Jane shook her head. "Boys and their toys."

    Maala nodded. "Humans males do appear to be enthusiastic about their automobiles. I suppose the freedom offered by personal transport would be welcome."

    "You have a family?"

    "If you are making reference to the traditional Human family, the answer would be no. Each of us gets our identity from the birthing center where we were grown. I share the Heeb name with about thirty thousand others."

    "That's a lot of Heebs. Must be difficult to get your own identity."

    Maala inquired, "How so?"

    Jane laughed. "I know I'd have a tough time if there were thirty thousand Jane Tretchers running around."

    "Ah. We each have a different first name that is drawn from a database of available names. Until a name has passed, you are assured it belongs to you."

    Jane watched as the Jeep passed the drive doing close to eighty. "What kind of schooling do they put you through? You've studied ours, I'm sure. How does it compare?"

    "Our first five years are without name. We are taught the basics and tested for aptitude. I was selected for the science field of study due to my scoring."

    Maala looked back at the rest of his team, who were gathered around the shuttle ramp. "However, we have some who are allowed to select their course of study due to their family name. Take Jolli Fredda over there. He is the one who is sitting. His scores were well below our lowest team member, but the Fredda name is four lines removed from the throne."

    Jane lifted her eyebrows. "Throne? You have a king?"

    "An emperor, but, yes. The Degiis family has been in power for three hundred years. Emperor Sasrah Degiis has been on the throne for twenty-six of your years."

    "Is that a long time?"

    "An emperor's longevity is directly tied to his ability to not only protect the realm, but to expand it."

    Maala's facial expression changed. "I must apologize, Mrs. Tretcher. My blathering on about my species must be boring."

    "Not at all. I find it fascinating and would love to hear more."

    Maala offered a half smile as the Jeep pulled back into the drive. "Perhaps one day we can further discuss our cultural differences. I will say that I find the study of Humans fascinating as well."

    Mace stepped out of the Jeep with a grin on his face. "I'm impressed with your work, Maala. Acceleration was smooth and pinned us back in the seat."

    Johnny nodded. "Would have gotten killed in that thing if I'd had it as a teenager."

    Maala said, "Mr. Hardy, again we thank you for your service with Mr. Montak."

    A crewman from the shuttle walked up with a box.

    Maala reached in, pulling out a small device with a leather strap that was meant to be worn on the wrist. "I have another gift for each of you. I believe Bontu spoke to you about comm devices. Each of these, to be worn on the wrist, has a unique ID number. Enter the number of any other device and you may speak with the other wearer. Multiple comms can be linked together if a larger conversation or audience is required. It is relatively easy to build lists of common IDs, and each can be tied to a voice command. With a few minutes of trial and error, you can easily master the device."

    Jane was the first to take one, lashing it to her right wrist.

    Maala turned to face Mace. "Mr. Hardy, the comm device given to you by Bontu can perform the same functions. You will all have the instant communications with one another that you desire. And before you ask, these will be distributed in the coming weeks to all who would like one."

    Johnny entered the ID for Jasper. "Hey, jackass two... this is jackass one. Do you copy?"

    Jasper replied, "How could I not? I'm standing three feet away from you. Mr. Heeb? Please tell me these have call blocking on them."

    Maala replied, "There are many features, including a guided tour of how to use them. Just ask the device for the guided tour at any time."

    Johnny gave Jasper a scowl, which was immediately returned.

    With the comm devices delivered, Maala and his team boarded the shuttle and lifted off. With only a whisper, the gray craft slipped up and over the treetops, disappearing into the increasing darkness from the already-set sun.

    Jane looked down at her wrist comm. "If they outfit everyone with one of these, maybe we can get some semblance of a government working again."

    Mace looked down at his arm pad with concern. "Depending on who's in charge, that may or may not be a good thing. Some of the military outposts had commanders that seemed quite happy with the status quo. And in our current state, who could say if justice would be justice? I have no doubt those men who were hanged for rustling were guilty, but who's best to make those judgments?"

    Tres and Vanessa returned from their long walk. "We have an announcement, everyone."

    As they formed into a semicircle, Tres continued: "Vanessa and I are getting married. I asked, she said yes."

    The group erupted in hugs and congratulations. Smiles were on everyone's faces as a comm from Bontu came in on Mace's arm pad.

    "This is Hardy."

    "Mr. Hardy. I would like to enlist your services next week should two of the remaining base commanders continue to hold out. A Colonel Lafayette and a Captain Rollings have not only refused our assistance, but they have made veiled threats against us. I would like your assistance as we attempt to calm the growing tensions. If the commanders persist, I will be there Tuesday to pick you up."

    Mace replied, "Tuesday is fine, Bontu. I'll be here. Just give me a heads-up that you're coming."

    The holo-image of Bontu Montak smiled. "I thank you again for your assistance, Mr. Hardy. Hopefully, this will resolve itself before that time comes."

    As the week passed, Mace, Johnny and Jane made repeated trips into town. Alcohol was bartered for standard Human food. A special trip saw Tres and Vanessa married by a minister. With the festive event, some semblance of normalcy was returning to the valley.

    The following Tuesday, Mace received a call from Bontu. His services would be needed. The shuttle landed in a nearby field, and Mace walked up the ramp as it slowly lifted upward.

    Bontu said, "It is good to see you again, my friend."

    "So what are we looking at here? Give me the lowdown."

    "Colonel Lafayette has repeatedly told us to stay away from his territory. The Marine Reserve base in Cincinnati is under his control. Unfortunately, that keeps the entire city from receiving aid. The colonel has threatened to attack our ships if we enter his airspace. While he has every right to refuse our help, we will not be threatened with violence when on a strictly humanitarian mission."

    Mace paced out on a walkway as the great ship flew toward the base. "And what is it exactly that you want me to do?"

    "We would like you to talk him down from his rhetoric. We do not wish confrontation, but neither will we be bullied into giving up our mission."

    Mace leaned on a railing as the tree-covered hills and farmlands passed below. "I'll see what I can do, Bontu. No guarantees, of course."

    The ship came to a stop just short of the base. Mace Hardy joined Bontu on a shuttle that was soon on the ground, landing in a cemetery across from the base. An irritated colonel was waiting with four Marines.

    Mace turned to Bontu as he began to walk down the ramp. "You stay here. Let me talk to them alone. Maybe I can persuade them to ease up. Or at least find out what their real beef is."

    Bontu nodded as Mace descended the ramp.

    Seconds later, he was standing in front of the Marines. "Colonel, Mace Hardy. I'm here merely as a facilitator. I'm not on one side or the other. I just want to find out from you exactly what your position is on all this."

    The colonel returned a scowl. "Our position, the American position, is that we not only don't want their help, we want them out of our city, our state, and our country. They will be our destruction, and naive people like you are helping them do it."

    "Please explain, Colonel. I've been traveling around with these... beings, for the better part of a month. They've brought much-needed food supplies and reconnected power in most places. Just last week we were given comm devices so we could communicate with each other without having to be face to face. I'll admit to being suspicious of their motives, Colonel, but until they give me solid reasons to not trust them, I have to give them my support. I can say this, the hunger killings have stopped since they arrived."

    The colonel stepped forward with an angry expression. "You are blind, sir! They are making us dependent on them. They control the power systems, not us. And they are the ones who are making the food drops, while our farmers stop tending fields. Our citizens, instead of pushing hard to prepare for the future, are content with sitting in their homes enjoying their A/C. All the efforts we made over the past six months or so to bring about a sustainable civilization as we rebuild have been abandoned. Meanwhile, these gray rats are scampering in and poisoning our people's minds and spirits."

    Mace crossed his arms. "It's funny, Colonel, I've had many of those same thoughts. We had a number of co-ops set up to get sustainable farming going in the valley we've spent almost a year in now. As soon as the food and power came, the people there dropped everything we had been working hard to accomplish. It was a lot of effort put forth that turned out to be for nothing. I'll admit to being unhappy with that outcome as well, but we're a nation of individuals, Colonel. People have to make up their own minds. And right now, they would rather relax and live than work hard and struggle to survive."

    The colonel shook his head. "They're giving up our sovereignty, Mr. Hardy. And you are helping them. As to the benevolence of these little hairless rats, I don't trust them. Everything has a price. And mark my words, they will be extracting theirs when the time comes."

    Mace talked with the Marines for another fifteen minutes before returning to the shuttle.

    He walked up the ramp to a questioning Bontu Montak. "Well, Mr. Hardy? Should we be concerned?"

    Mace stopped, turning back to look at the colonel and his men as they stood defiantly among the grave markers. "I would give them more time, Mr. Montak. While the threats may only be bluster intended to keep you away, I could see the colonel escalating those to actions if pushed. I think if you give them another month or two they might come around."

    As the ramp raised, Bontu replied, "I am sorry, Mr. Hardy, but we cannot allow open threats to our people and our ships. My superiors have been very clear about not provoking violence, and we have made every effort to prevent such, but I have also been given orders to protect our people. And these skies do not belong to the colonel and his men. They belong to your nation, and the leaders in charge have given us the only permission we need to fly wherever we want, when we want. Should your colonel attack, we will be forced to respond in a most unpleasant way."

    "Let's hope it doesn't come to that, Mr. Montak. Humans can be quite loyal to each other if they feel threatened by outsiders. You make the wrong moves and you might find a large number of the populace asking you to leave. And that would be 'leave the planet,’ not just their city or town."
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    As the shuttle lifted into the air, Mace stood looking out a portal. A flash rose from a clump of trees to their left. The view from the window spun upward as the shuttle pilot attempted to avoid the incoming threat. An explosion rocked the shuttle, sending smoke and debris into the cabin as the craft dropped toward the ground. Mace grabbed at a rail before being thrown forward into a bulkhead wall. The shuttle, having hit the ground hard, came to a stop.

    A half dozen Mawga soldiers emerged from a closed room wearing what looked like hardened battlesuits with weapons in hand. Mace winced in pain as he watched the soldiers from across the cabin. An emergency hatch was opened and the Mawga fighters dropped out onto the ground below.

    Bontu was soon standing over Mace, flipping his face shield shut. "It seems the colonel has made a decision. Since it is violence he seeks, we will respond in kind."

    Bontu walked to the hatch before taking a weapon from a crewman. He glanced back at Mace as he dropped through after the others.

    Thunderous explosions could be felt, and then heard, as the Mawga ship above unleashed her weapons. Mace, holding his bruised shoulder as he rose, ran to a portal that faced the Marine base. Beams of energy from the ship above sent dust and debris into the air, followed by fireballs of heat and flame as the beams impacted their targets. Whole buildings were soon in flame, and the complete Reserve compound destroyed. Mawga soldiers took positions just in front of their downed craft in an attempt to protect it.

    As the great ship above pounded positions on the ground, a bay door opened and a second shuttle descended toward their location. In an instant, two missiles rocketed up from cover. One, coming from a clump of trees to the north, impacted the nose of the incoming shuttle, most certainly taking out the cockpit and her pilots. A second missile, coming from a set of buildings to the east, carved a large hole in her side. The shuttle plummeted to the ground, crashing into the center of the cemetery before bursting into flame and then disintegrating with a horrifically bright flash.

    A concussion wave bowled over the crouched Mawga soldiers. Mace's face slammed into the transparent substance that made up the shuttle portal. Falling back to the deck, he quickly pulled himself back up to observe the big ship retaliating, eliminating the clump of trees and buildings where the missiles had originated.

    A dozen Marines sprang into action just in front of the shuttle’s portal. The dazed Mawga soldiers were pushed and prodded into a group surrounding Bontu, their weapons taken before a shot was fired. Mace turned as a Mawga crewman moved toward the hatch with a weapon in hand. As the crewman took careful aim, the heel of a boot struck the center of his back, pushing him through the hatch opening to the ground below. Two Marines were quickly upon him.

    Three missiles rose from somewhere further away in the surrounding area, striking the big ship hard, sending sprays of debris from its outer hull before the great ship pulled up to a much higher position. Dozens of energy pulses shot earthward, impacting the areas the missiles had come from with devastating accuracy.

    A lieutenant looked up through the hatch. "How many of you up there?"

    Mace turned to look back at the two Mawga pilots, who were now standing behind him. "Me and two others. They're unarmed."

    The lieutenant gestured with his M16. "Come on down. All of you."

    Mace looked back at the nervous pilots as he waved toward the hatch. "Just do as they say and you'll be treated fairly."

    The pilots walked to the hatch and dropped through. Mace did a sweep of the remaining space aboard the shuttle before pulling the remaining four Mawga weapons from their small armory. The weapons were dropped through the hatch before Mace hopped down after. The Marine motioned for him to join the others.

    With the group subdued and checked for additional weapons, and the Mawga ship having moved up to high altitude, the lieutenant said, "OK, move 'em out. We're taking them to the culvert, and then to the compound for interrogation."

    Bontu said, "You have made a grave mistake here, Lieutenant. My people will come with an overwhelming force."

    The lieutenant smirked as they walked through the trees toward an open culvert. "Well then, your people will be overwhelmingly dead. Now keep your trap shut and keep moving."

    The wide culvert passed under a roadway, where it turned into a large drainage system. After walking nearly a quarter of a mile underground, they climbed up a ladder into the basement of a windowless building.

    Minutes later, they were joined by the colonel. "Glad to see you survived that, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace asked, "What are your plans for us, Colonel?"

    The colonel gestured for the captive group to sit. "You are now prisoners of the U.S.M.C., Mr. Hardy. If the Mawga pull back from our skies, we might be able to arrange a release. We aren't savages, we just want these gray invaders to leave. We are quite capable of taking care of our own."

    Bontu slowly raised his hand. "I apologize for our transgressions, Colonel. Perhaps we have been too forward in our attempts to deal with you and your men. We wish no further hostilities, and if allowed, I will call off the fleet that will soon be gathering above. If you desire to maintain your airspace, who are we to not comply?"

    The colonel raised his chin in mistrust. "And just who are you to make such an offer?"

    Bontu slowly stood and bowed his head. "I am Bontu Montak, High Regent of the Virginia to Michigan territory. Those ships out there are under my command. Allow me to make contact and we can bring this violence to an end."

    "Mr. Hardy, is this true?"

    "It is. Mr. Montak controls the area from Virginia up through Michigan."

    Daniel Lafayette leaned in. "Well, well, it seems we have a big-shot among us."

    Bontu continued, "Release me and my men and I will establish a no-fly zone going from this location out five kilometers in each direction. I have the power to do so. We wish no animosity or violence between our peoples."

    Lafayette scowled. "No animosity? You fly our skies daily even though asked not to. And no violence? What do you call that bombardment out there. You killed Humans!"

    Bontu took a deep breath, holding back the urge to lash out. "Again, my apologies, Colonel. My crews were merely reacting to the situation."

    The colonel stood tall. "Tell you what, you give us a twenty-five mile perimeter around this city, and I will release you and your crew. Respect our airspace and we'll leave the rest of the country up to overseeing theirs. If they want you circling overhead, that will be their business."

    "Allow me to contact my people and I will set those rules immediately."

    After some thought, the colonel gave a single nod. "Call your people to pick you up in the cemetery. And only in one of those small ships. I don't want to see another one of those cruisers in my space. And you can leave that downed craft where it sits. Consider it our property, compensation for your transgressions."

    Bontu opened a comm to his command ship, giving orders in his alien language. "A shuttle will depart for the cemetery after you give me an assurance that it will not be shot down."

    The colonel gestured for the prisoners to stand. "You have my word, Montak. The lieutenant will see you to your pick-up point."

    Mace Hardy stood with the Mawga.

    Daniel Lafayette held out his hand. "Not you. You'll be staying here for a bit."

    Bontu Montak looked back as he was escorted from the room. He offered a look of concern and a nod of thanks as the door closed behind him.

    The colonel crossed his big arms. "Hardy, spill your guts here and now. Why is it you're flying around with those clowns? Tell me why I shouldn't shoot you for treason?"

    "Colonel, all of this, the power issues, the starvation, and then the Mawga showing up, I've just been trying to survive and to do what's right by my people. When they first landed, our local sheriff was there to greet them. Bontu and his people were nothing but kind and helpful. When he asked me for assistance, my first thought was that I would at least get a good idea of what they were really up to. Believe me, Colonel, I don't place a lot of trust in their story that this interference happened because of some distant supernova.

    "But over the past month I've been assisting with the distribution of food and power, and they haven't given me reason to pause. That doesn't mean I fully trust them either, but people are starving, and putting an end to that has been my rationale for my continued assistance. From what I understand, there have only been a handful of us holdouts."

    The colonel scowled. "Handful? We have nine other bases in Ohio alone, Mr. Hardy. And believe it or not, we have our methods for communicating with command. I don't think this world under the Mawga occupation is anything like what you perceive. They are not all kind and benevolent."

    "How so, Colonel? Tell me what you know."

    The colonel pulled up a chair and gestured toward a couch. "Have a sit, Mr. Hardy. First off, our people are reasonable. We evaluate the situation before pulling the trigger. The Russians, the Chinese, the Iranians, and a half dozen other countries with militant regimes, came right out on the defensive. I have word the Russians took out six of those big ships on the first day and another three or four since. Fighting there has been fierce, as has been the response by the Mawga.

    "The Chinese managed to down two ships before the Mawga started kicking the crap out of them as well. And the Iranians … from what I have heard, most of Tehran is in shambles. These Mawga are not altogether as peaceful as they've led you to believe. They're here for a reason, and it's not because they want to help."

    Mace asked, "How have you been able to communicate, Colonel? We haven't found anything that works."

    Lafayette leaned in on his chair as he replied, "I can't divulge that and I'm not going to talk about it. You need to make a decision, Mr. Hardy. Are you on our side or theirs? It's a very simple question and one that I need to know the answer to before we proceed."

    "Make no mistake, Colonel. I'm 100 percent Human. My only struggle is with how to best deal with all this. If I could snap my fingers and they were gone I would do so. As you said, we need to be focused on making it out there on our own."

    "Good. Because I'm going to be asking you for help with our fight. You've been on those ships. What can you tell me about them as far as any weaknesses?"

    Mace organized his thoughts. "Well, they run on fusion power, same as those generators they've been distributing. And I'm not certain, but they appear to have some command over gravity. Those ships have inertial dampeners that allow them to move quickly without it affecting those inside. And those balconies that jut out, those you can walk out on at any time, rain or shine, hot or cold. They are protected by some sort of invisible gravity wall. It's no different out there than it is inside the ship."

    Lafayette asked, "And what about the weapons? What do you know of those energy cannons?"

    Mace shook his head. "Only what you now know, Colonel. Hell, that's the first I've seen them fire. And as to their hand weapons, I couldn't say what they do."

    The colonel glanced toward a door. "We have a half dozen of those now. We can test them on our own."

    "I can tell you a little about those suits they wear. The material is pliable until impacted. You've seen those liquids that harden when a sound wave is applied, well, think of those suits as similar. They go from soft and flexible to hard and rigid in an instant. I could have used one of those over in the Middle East back in the day."

    The colonel raised his chin. "You spent time over there with the cleanup?"

    Mace nodded. "Two tours."

    The colonel frowned at the thought. "I did three, but we can talk about that later. Here's what I want out of you, Mr. Hardy. I want you to be our inside man. I want you back on his ship and I want you to send as much intel on them as you can. Does that sound like something that would interest you?"

    Mace offered a half smile. "I'm sure I could be persuaded, Colonel. What I want to know first, is this a real resistance? Is it widespread, or just among a few of you?"

    The colonel sat back on his chair. "We have a military command structure set up elsewhere. Where that is, it's best that you not know. Same with home, many are involved. I can only say that it's substantial."

    The colonel stood. "I'm hesitant to do this, Mr. Hardy. But I'm going to place my trust in you. I have a device I would like you to make use of. It looks like a standard smart phone, only it has a comm device of sorts built in. For you, and for the Mawga, it will look and act just like a music player. However, it's going to be your link to us."

    A sergeant brought one of the phones into the room.

    The colonel held it up. "This little baby will be your link to us. You see this? It's a highly sensitive laser diode emitter and receiver. We will send you the occasional text message with instructions, you will send us the data we're looking for. It has your standard camera and microphone as well as a keyboard. We have a special app on there you will use to make a connection for any downloads.

    "You talked about those walkways. Those should be a perfect place to send data from. Record, say, or type what you want, go out on one of those walkways, find a connection point using the app, and blast the data. We're placing receivers all across this country, with Ohio, West Virginia and Virginia being the first areas to receive them."

    "So laser bursts with outgoing data in a tight beam, I can guess?"

    "And constantly on the move. Sweep the phone with the app active to find a receiver, point it until you get a connection, and bam... the data is sent. All the while the Mawga will think you're playing music."

    Mace asked, "And what if they catch me using it?"

    "You train it to clean itself up with one of several voice commands. Also, if you neglect it for more than eight hours without giving it a similar command, it will wipe itself. If that happens, and you find yourself in need of a replacement, we'll make sure you get one."

    "A music player that still works? They might have a problem with that."

    "We've found items that still function. Not many, but some. Tell them you bartered for it. Traded something of value."

    The colonel handed Mace the phone. "This is our best hope, Mr. Hardy. Guard it with your life."

    Mace looked over the device. "Colonel, I have two other people in my group that I would like to get one of these to. What are the chances of that happening? They could be an extra set of eyes and ears on the ground back where we reside."

    "How well do you trust these people, Mr. Hardy. And what training do they have?"

    "Their training is limited to them being competitive target shooters prior to all this, and to helping me defend our residence. I have trusted them with my life a number of times over, Colonel. They are true patriots, and one is already very suspicious of the Mawga."

    The colonel thought for a moment. "If you vouch for them, I'll go with your word. Since they'll be on the ground, I'll have a set point for them to communicate with using that laser. You're in Organ Cave, am I correct?"

    Mace returned a questioning expression. "How'd you know that, Colonel?"

    Daniel Lafayette laughed. "I know that because you've been riding around with the enemy, visiting every other military bases in Bontu's area. Your name is well known to us. As is your service record."

    "I'm impressed with your operation, Colonel. Given what I've seen out there flying around with the Mawga, I never would have guessed you existed."

    "Cincinnati is only the first of our attempts to reclaim our airspace. Over the next six months, we plan to push our boundaries out to cover the entire state. Within a year, this region. And we need the help of every patriot we can get to accomplish that, Mr. Hardy. We'll be fighting this war one small battle at a time."

    The colonel turned and yelled toward the door: "Sergeant Leon! Show this man to the garage and get him in a vehicle!"

    A sharp, "Yes, sir!" came back from a voice in the other room.

    Fifteen minutes later, Mace Hardy was on his way back to the cave.
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    Mace arrived back at the cave in an 1961 Austin-Healey Sprite. It had been acquired from an auto museum and pushed back into service after the EMP wipeout of most electronics. The bright red auto stood out on the largely empty highways. Several rainstorms revealed a poorly sealed convertible top. The drive home had otherwise been a pleasure.

    Tres was sitting up by the roadway when the Sprite arrived. "Mace!"

    The Army Ranger raced the engine as he pulled into the drive. Everyone gathered on the porch in front of the gift shop.

    Johnny asked, "Where'd you get that? Bontu give you a reward?"

    "Nope. We ran into some trouble with the people of Cincinnati. They shot down our shuttle. Bontu made a deal with them if they'd let him go, and afterwards they let me go as well. Even gave me the Sprite to get back here."

    Jane said, "Wait, your shuttle got shot down?"

    "Yeah, I banged up my shoulder pretty good, but it'll be OK. The Mawga retaliated with their big ship before a ceasefire of sorts was reached. The Marines in Cincinnati agreed to stop shooting if the Mawga gave them the twenty-five miles around the city as a no-fly zone of sorts. There are pockets of people out there who don't trust the Mawga to offer truly unrestricted help."

    Tres was the first to reply. "Those people are idiots! The Mawga have been nothing but kind and generous to us."

    Mace returned an uneasy look to Tres. "I wouldn't call anyone idiots. They're just being cautious."

    Vanessa moved closer to Tres. "I agree. We should be thankful for all they've done. I can't believe anyone would attack them. And why? What did they do?"

    "People have their reasons. Most of it is trust. You don't let people into your home without some level of trust. Simple as that."

    Tres stood. "Come on, hon. We don't have to listen to this nonsense."

    The two walked off the porch and began walking up the drive, all the while bickering to each other about what had happened.

    Mace asked, "What was that about?"

    Johnny shook his head. "I can't say if that's married life or because of those nutrient bars. My visit to town this morning brought back some of the same responses. I made some stupid joke, and two townies almost took my head off for it. I think those bars are drugged. That's almost a zombie response right there. Completely out of character for those two."

    Jane shook her head. "I've eaten a dozen of those over the past week. Are you saying I'm a zombie?"

    "Now even I'm not stupid enough to touch that question."

    Jasper said, "Maybe we get doc to run some tests on that food?"

    "Has he been eating them?"

    "Ask him yourself. He's in the cave tending the still. Tres seems to have abandoned it the last few days. Those two lovebirds have the serious googly eyes for each other. Always sneaking off. And I think we know why."

    Mace laughed. "Well, let's not condemn them for that."

    Mace walked into the cave to see a working Jeff Moskowitz. "How's she running, Doc?"

    "Not sure what happened to Tres. He just seemed to lose interest all at once. Has kind of been belligerent the last couple days, too."

    Mace looked over at the crates of food bars. "When did we get those?"

    "Just after you left. Johnny and Tres brought them back from Ronceverte."

    Mace asked, "Have you been eating them?"

    "I had one. Got real paranoid afterward."

    Mace walked over to the closest crate. "You think they have something in them?"

    "Couldn't say. I had eight or ten out of the first batch we had. Didn't have any complaints. Not sure why I had that reaction and I'm not sure it was related to eating those. Might just be a stress reaction related to all this."

    Mace picked up a bar and sniffed it. "Smells just like the others. And Tres and Vanessa, other than being combative just now, seem to be in their own little euphoric world."

    Jeff walked over to the crate. "You know, if there is some type of drug in there, different people might have different reactions. Take something as simple as marijuana. Some people get all mellow, others get paranoid."

    "You think they laced this batch with marijuana?"

    "Or something similar."

    "One way to find out."

    "I'm not eating another one of those bars, if that's what you're suggesting."

    "No, although that might be conclusive as well. I was just going to see if you could run any type of experiments on them."

    "I like that suggestion a lot better."

    "Do we have any of the old stockpile left?"

    Jeff stepped around to the back of the crates. "We have a couple boxes left. The people in town said the Mawga asked that the old be thrown out. This new batch was supposedly made from nothing but Earth ingredients."

    "I'm thinking we might conduct a little Human experiment while we're at it."

    "What are you proposing?"

    "We'll need Jane’s help, but I think we should feed the old bars to Tres, while Vanessa keeps getting the new ones. Or the other way around, just so we have a few Human data points to go with anything you come up with."

    Jeff winced. "Can't say I'm eager to make test subjects of our friends."

    "Look at it this way: if there is something harmful in there, we've already helped one of them. If not, then no foul."

    Jeff thought for a moment. "I guess that's a reasonable argument. You know, it could be something as simple as the Mawga using something like marijuana in the makeup of those bars without realizing their mistake."

    "I have a hard time buying that with them having observed us for several years. They have to know what that is and what it does or can do. No, if there's anything in there, it was purposefully done."

    "You get Jane to be their supplier, and I'll take notes of their behavior. And no one but the three of us can know about this. Not Johnny and not Jasper."

    "I'll get Jane to eat a few of the old bars along with them. We'll see if they try to strike up an unusual link with her."

    Jeff moved over to the still. "I'll see about running a few basic tests once I'm done here."

    Mace walked out to the porch where Johnny, Jane, and Jasper were sitting.

    Johnny laughed. "I still can't believe you got shot down."

    Mace said, "Let's take a walk."

    Mace removed Johnny's wrist comm, laying it out on the porch. As the two walked to the field at the back of the property, Mace pulled Johnny to a stop.

    "I think we have trouble brewing with the Mawga."

    "I knew it! What kind of trouble?"

    Mace looked up at the blue sky overhead. "Possible war trouble. And that wrist device, I think they're probably tracking us and listening to our conversations. I have word from sources who tell me the Russians, Chinese, and even the Iranians, are not faring well under the Mawga."

    "They would be the ones to fight without first asking questions."

    "They were... or are. And word has it they're losing badly. The colonel we interacted with in Cincinnati, he set up a fairly large no-fly zone around the city. I don't think the Mawga are going to honor that. I've helped Bontu with his attempts to spread the food and power, but I'm wondering if that was a bad choice."

    "How so? What else have you heard?"

    "Nothing specific, but I'm starting to come around to your way of thinking. Their arrival was all too convenient. They come in when nearly three quarters of our population has died off and those who remain are completely disorganized. The timing couldn't have been better for them.

    "And the reaction we just got from Tres and Vanessa. That was out of character. I think whatever we do, we shouldn't be eating any of those new nutrient bars."

    Johnny winced. "Laced with something?"

    Mace crossed his arms. "We don't know. Just don't eat them if you have a choice."

    "You don't have to worry about me. I haven't trusted those from the start."

    Mace held out a phone. "There's something else. I want you and Jane to join me as eyes and ears for our military."

    Johnny offered a confused look. "Eyes and ears?"

    Mace nodded. "This phone has an app that's tied to this emitter diode and receiver. The diode sends out a focused beam. The colonel in Cincinnati will be setting up a receiver for you to contact. You'll get a short text instruction if they want to see or hear about something. You then beam the results back to the receiver they set up for you. I'll be doing the same with Bontu, if he'll have me back on his ship."

    Johnny laughed. "Wait, now we're spies? And this all happened in the last couple days?"

    "The colonel needs information. And we're going to give him what we can. If it turns out the Mawga are indeed harmless, our efforts won't make any difference. If they're here for another purpose, the intel we gather could be crucial, not only to our defense, but to our survival."

    Johnny glanced up at the skies. "Those black eyes spooked me the first time I saw them. You can count me in. Just let me know what to do when and where, and I'll be your man."

    Johnny turned, aiming the phone as if it was a handgun. "Agent jackass-one... at the ready."

    Mace shook his head. "Maybe I should have taken this right to Jane first."

    "You don't trust her?"

    "It's not that. Given her repeated defensive statements about them, I'd rather ease her into it."

    Johnny took a deep breath. "I think I can safely say she would be fully on board with this. She's a pragmatist, and likes to look at most issues from both sides, but don't mistake that for any lack of patriotism. She loves this country, and if called on, she'll do her best to fight for it."

    With the recruitment walk ended, the two made their way back to the porch. A man was standing in front of Jane and Jasper. She was holding a gun on him. The two ran up to get a handle on the situation.

    "Jane? What's going on?"

    Jane lowered her AR. "Charles, this is my husband Johnny. This is Charles Miller. Says he's from Bedford and came up to talk to Mace."

    Charles held out his hand. "Mr. Tretcher."

    Johnny slowly shook it.

    Charles turned to Mace with his hand out. "And I would assume this is the gentleman I have come to see?"

    A firm handshake ensued. "Mace Hardy."

    Charles gestured toward the drive. "Shall we take a walk, Mr. Hardy?"

    "I suppose we could."

    Jasper shook his head. "What's with all the walks today? You people planning to bump me off or something?"

    Johnny laughed. "No, those meetings are on Tuesdays."

    Jasper returned his usual scowl.

    Mace walked with the visitor.

    "Mr. Hardy. I've just come from Bedford. I'll be joining your little camp here for a few weeks, and I'd like you to facilitate that."

    "I don't see that as a problem. If this is about what I think it is, you'll be needing a cover story."

    Charles Miller nodded. "What needs do you have here at the cave or in this valley?"

    Mace thought for a moment. "We had a good co-op movement started. That all fell away when the Mawga arrived. I'd like to work on getting that started up again. You have anything like that around Bedford?"

    "We do. And, in fact, I think that's an excellent suggestion. I could be here in an attempt to establish trade with your farmers and ranchers for their goods and services."

    "Your accent. Sounds British."

    "Western suburbs of London. I was on assignment in D.C. with a defense contractor when this all came down. I followed a co-worker to Bedford in the aftermath. Have been there ever since. Call me a new American patriot if you will. This was chosen as the ground to first set up a resistance. I'm sure Colonel Lafayette filled you in?"

    "I thought this might be related to that. Tell me, Mr. Miller, what makes you qualified for this work? This is spy work we're talking about, right?"

    "Let's just say I have experience in the field of intelligence gathering and leave it at that."

    "MI6?"

    "Let's just say that both of our former governments liked to keep the occasional eye on one another. In the defense field, companies can sometimes chase dollars that aren't coming from the best of sources. My government, as well as yours, preferred to be informed. Nothing more sinister than that."

    Mace patted Charles on the back. "Didn't mean to imply anything with that. If you have that experience, it's welcome here."

    "Good. Now, I've been given this assignment for thirty days. During that time, I'll attempt to impart to you the methods of intelligence-gathering that will help you to go undetected. Our goal here is for you to be a mole they don't suspect. You will continue to be Mace Hardy, all around good liaison. If you questioned their actions before, continue to do so. If you thought prior actions by your hosts to be untoward, continue to offer those feelings. We want them to believe they have the same Mace Hardy they already knew."

    Charles came to a stop. "Your contacts, other than me for the coming weeks, should be the same as they were before the Cincinnati venture. And if asked about what happened there, brush it off as unfortunate, but nothing major."

    "If asked, I can say it looked like an overly aggressive colonel just trying to protect his town. Someone probably got trigger happy and the shuttle incidents occurred."

    Charles smiled. "Excellent."

    The discussion continued for another half hour before the two men returned to the gift shop.

    Mace was the first to speak. "Well, everyone, Charles here is from Bedford, and he's looking to establish trade with our co-ops. I told him they had largely disbanded, but he would like to start with those who are left to see if we can get a sustainable and thriving trade network going. I think it's a great idea. We don't want to be totally reliant on the Mawga. What if they should decide to up and pull out? Where would that leave us?"

    Jane replied, "The Mawga have given us every assurance they will be here for as long as we want them to be."

    Jeff joined the group on the porch. "Who's the new guy?"

    Mace replied, "This is Charles Miller. He'll be here to help us establish trade between our valley and the Bedford area."

    Jeff smiled as he shook Charles' hand. "Nice. Glad to hear someone's thinking along those lines."

    Jeff turned to Jane. "Mrs. Tretcher, I have some questions about our food stocks, if you'd care to walk with me to the cave?"

    "Sure. Lead the way."

    Jasper scowled. "Another walk. It's like an epidemic around here."

    Johnny laughed. "Maybe if you weren't so decrepit, you could join in."

    Jasper feigned a horrified look. "You... you really hurt me with that one... not."

    Mace waved them off. "Prepare yourself for a non-stop battle between those two. They're in a constant duel to be the king of comedy over their private nation of two."

    Jasper smiled. "I'm the king and he's the duke... as in dookie. Ah-hehehe!"

    Mace said, "If you two seventh graders are done, I'd like to take Charles over to meet with some of the farmers. And, Johnny, I think you should go with us. I don't want a brawl breaking out here on the porch while I'm gone."

    Jasper scowled. "Oh sure, abandon the old man. I'll just sit here by myself, rotting away in my final hours."

    Johnny pointed to Jasper as he looked at Mace. "I'd kind of like to wait and see that, if possible?"

    Mace sighed. "OK, Jasper comes with us, too."

    Mace made a trek into the cave to tell Jeff and Jane of the plans. Soon after, the fusion-powered Jeep was speeding down the road. Three hours were spent visiting various farmers and ranchers who still had viable crops and herds. The news of potential trading partners was welcomed.

    As each of the co-op members were met with, Mace quietly warned them of the potential dangers of the new batch of alien food. Each agreed to make every effort to avoid it.

    When the welcome tour had finished, a trip was made to Ronceverte. No longer were guards monitoring the bridge. The towns streets, usually bustling with the day's activities, were largely quiet. The citizens were in their homes, snacking on the nutrient bars and enjoying their A/C.
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    In the weeks that followed, Jane was brought into the fold. Mace, Johnny and Jane were given instruction on intelligence gathering. Jeff's testing of the alien food revealed a drug of unknown origins. After being told about the nutrient bar experiments, Tres and Vanessa moved into Ronceverte to be with "like-minded" people. Jasper continued to be ornery old Jasper.

    As the dawn turned into full day, a shuttle sprinted over the treetops, landing in the usual spot. Bontu walked down the extended ramp of the ship as the others looked on from the comfort of the gift shop porch.

    Bontu approached as Mace stepped off the porch to meet him. "Mr. Hardy, I would like a word with you if I could?"

    Mace obliged as he shook the gray alien's hand. "What can I help you with, Mr. Montak?"

    The alien fidgeted. "I've been asked by my superiors to bring you back as a liaison, if possible. Pockets of unrest remain, and I—they—believe you to be best suited to deal with them in a sound, rational, and friendly manner."

    "You want me to go back up after getting shot down?"

    "I can assure you, Mr. Hardy, there will be no further incidents as such. We have taken the precautions needed to protect ourselves. I know I never had the chance to say this before, but I must apologize for what happened. Perhaps if we had waited the extra weeks to begin with, as you suggested, the unfortunate incident would not have occurred."

    "And Cincinnati? The no-fly zone still in place?"

    "It is. And we've extended it out to fifty kilometers. Our ships no longer fly in the Cincinnati airspace."

    "I'm glad to hear it."

    Mace looked over his shoulder at the others. "Would it be too much of an inconvenience if I discussed it with my friends? I know that's an unusual request, but I'm a bit hesitant to go at the moment."

    Bontu asked, "How long do you need?"

    Mace rubbed the black beard on his chin. "Could you come back this afternoon? I know this is a lot to ask, but as I said, after my last trip, I have some reservations."

    Bontu bowed. "Think nothing of it, Mr. Hardy. I will be back after your lunchtime. And, Mr. Hardy—Mace—please keep in mind that your work will primarily be helping your people."

    Mace smiled and nodded as Bontu turned away.

    As Mace stepped up onto the porch, Jasper said, "You're not going for another joyride with that kook, are you?"

    Mace laughed. "I probably am. There's something to be said for having knowledge about what's going on elsewhere, don't you think? And who knows, maybe I'll be able to pick up a few leads on other co-ops for Mr. Miller."

    Charles Miller nodded. "That would be appreciated, Mr. Hardy. I'll be heading back to Bedford later today. You should expect another visit from me in another three weeks."

    Mace reached out his hand. "Thank you again for everything, Mr. Miller. I'm certain the information you've provided us with will be put to good use. Open trade will help us all."

    After lunch, the shuttle returned. An eager Montak was waiting at the ramp for a decision.

    Mace stopped short, placing his hands on his hips. "Bontu, if we're going to do this, I have to insist on you providing me with one of those suits."

    Bontu returned a curious look. "One of our suits? Whatever for? I would think that would make you appear to be one of us, which I don't believe to be in the best interest of any negotiations. Your impartiality is key to you offering unbiased advice."

    Mace crossed his arms. "Fine then. I take the suit off before we come down the ramp. But I want to wear it while we're in the air. I got banged up pretty good that last go-round. My shoulder still smarts from it."

    Bontu thought for a moment. "Mr. Hardy, your terms are acceptable. I will have our engineers outfit you with one of the suits. But I must insist you only wear it while on our ship or in a shuttle. You will not set foot on the ground with the suit on. Do we have an understanding?"

    Mace hesitated before offering a slight grin. "Does it come with a helmet? I must insist on a helmet."

    "I believe we can accommodate that, Mr. Hardy. When would you be ready to leave?"

    Mace looked back at the porch and waved. "I'm ready right now. What do we have on the agenda?"

    Bontu turned and followed Mace up the ramp. "Our first mission is to Bedford. We wish to distribute the personal comm devices, which the commander there refuses to allow."

    "Has he said why?"

    "He only stated that he was not interested at this time."

    The shuttle lifted off and quickly docked with the larger ship.

    Mace followed Bontu onto the catwalk on the port side. "I'll have a talk with him and see why he's holding out. Maybe there's an easy resolution to this. I would think communications would be desirable."

    "Glad to have you back aboard, Mr. Hardy. I always find your pragmatic reasoning refreshing."

    Mace walked out on a balcony, leaning on the rail and looking down as the landscape moved past below. "I have to ask you, Bontu. Can the comm device be tracked?"

    Bontu hesitated before answering. "I suppose it could be. The broadcast signals all bounce through the nearest ship before being relayed to the receiver. If you were in need of finding someone's location, I believe we could do that for you. Did you have someone in mind?"

    Mace turned to face him. "Well, now that you mention it. I would like to locate my mother if at all possible. She's out in California."

    "All I need is the ID of her comm and I can tell you where she is."

    "I don't have her comm ID."

    Bontu stared for several seconds. "I see. That is unfortunate, Mr. Hardy. In our attempt to accommodate the Human desire for privacy, we do not have a directory available of who has what ID. That will be up to the wearers to discover. I'll admit the system has drawbacks, but it should be far superior to not having any communications at all."

    "The offering of comms is appreciated, Bontu. Hopefully I can get the commander in Bedford to see that as well."

    The shuttle set down in a field beside the National Guard building. Bontu Montak followed Mace down the ramp as Captain Jordan Crawford came out to meet them.

    Mace turned to Bontu. "You should wait here, Mr. Montak. I'll see what his grievances are and we can work from there."

    The Army Ranger began to remove his arm pad.

    Bontu questioned. "What are you doing?"

    Mace replied, "If I'm wearing your stuff, it looks like I'm one of you. I need to go into these discussions as fully Human. It would otherwise cause a trust issue."

    "Please proceed."

    Mace approached the Marine captain. "Mr. Crawford, before you speak, I would ask that you turn and face the other way."

    "OK... unusual."

    "I say that because I would rather they not know our full conversation. With all the gear they have, they could easily have a lip reading app. I want to talk in private."

    The captain placed a hand on Mace's shoulder. "Let's walk, shall we? Say what you want as we walk away. We can blow smoke to them as we come back. And just so you know, Mr. Hardy, I've been in touch with command and I have knowledge of your mission. Because of our prior meetings, they thought I should know. I trust you had a nice visit with Mr. Miller?"

    As they walked, Mace said, "Charles is a smart man. And thanks for sending him. I have a much better understanding of how I should operate, and I'm thankful for that. These comm devices they're offering, what's your real objection?"

    The captain scowled. "My objection is they can listen into our conversations, and they can track us."

    "I share your concerns with both of those. Bontu admitted the signals from these comms all bounce through their ships before being routed to the receiver. I would guarantee they can both track and listen. We each have one back at the cave, and I have that arm pad you saw me taking off. Everyone is aware of our need to remove them before having any sensitive conversations. It's a huge inconvenience and we are bound to slip up while wearing them, so we've taken to removing them when we're at the cave, only putting them on for travel elsewhere. Of course we only have five people to keep on top of. Two of our group moved into town."

    "So I was right to initially refuse them. While I certainly appreciate the assistance, I don't at all like the direction it's going. And the past few days, a lot of my people have been acting strange."

    "We think it's the new food. It's got some kind of drug in it that's making people dependent. Gives them a slight euphoric feeling that manifests itself in anger if you question the Mawga's intent. We believe our two that moved to town were hooked on it."

    The captain stopped. "That's far worse news than the comms."

    Mace added, "This all started with the latest food drop. The stuff we had before was benign. You might want to figure out how to get your people off it without letting the Mawga know what we know. Maybe force them to eat only our standard Human food."

    The captain winced. "That means we need to warn our regular food suppliers off that stuff as well. I can see where this could get tricky."

    Mace put his hand on the captain's shoulder. "You're also gonna have a lot fewer friendlies when the townspeople get fully hooked on this stuff. Oh, and I noticed construction on the other side of town. What's being built?"

    The captain rubbed his forehead as they again began to walk. "I've asked several of those involved. They indicated it will be a meeting center of some sort. What concerns me is the size they're planning. I saw an entire city block being cleared, and word is that's just the beginning. I tell you, Mr. Hardy, I grow more uncomfortable with this every day."

    "Yeah, well, we just have to make the best of the situation while planning for the future. The Mawga have us pinned in pretty good right now. It will be up to us to make sure we maintain a way out."

    Mace stopped. "So, here's what we do. You take the comm devices: just be slow to distribute them. And make sure your people only wear them sparingly, and never talk shop while any are close by. I think that's the best we can do at the moment. And I would pull all of your people into one place before giving any of these out. Explain to them the potential for abuse by the Mawga, nothing definite, just your suspicions. And then tell them how you want the devices handled."

    The captain let out a deep sigh. "I suppose we don't have much of a choice. People have been clamoring for communications and the pressure to accept them has been growing."

    Mace frowned. "Not an ideal situation by any means. And as you said, I would extend the warnings about the device, and the food, to those who provide you with food. If they get hooked on the Mawga bars they're likely to stop producing altogether."

    "That's a tall order, Mr. Hardy."

    "I think at this point we're just trying to limit the potential damage."

    With the serious conversation over, the two made their way back to the shuttle.

    Jordan Crawford stood in front of Bontu Montak. "Well sir, I have decided to accept your offer for comms."

    Bontu smiled. "Excellent!"

    The captain held up his hand. "Hold on, though. What I would like to do is to schedule the first shipment of those for next Thursday."

    Bontu asked. "Why the delay?"

    "I prefer to do things with a plan, Mr. Montak. That will give me time to coordinate with my people on the best way to roll this out."

    "I don't understand. It's a simple device. It can be given out during food distribution."

    The captain scowled. "Now listen, Montak. I agreed to take this on. You let me work out the distribution parameters, or you can just keep them."

    Bontu slowly nodded as he bowed. "My apologies, Captain. We shall do this your way. I will see to it that you receive your shipment for this region next Thursday."

    "Thank you. And thank you, Mr. Hardy. You've been a big help."

    Mace smiled and offered a nod as he turned for the ramp.

    As they walked up onto the shuttle, Bontu said, "I continue to be impressed by your diplomatic skills, Mr. Hardy. I was certain the captain would not waver. How is it you convinced him?"

    Mace shrugged. "I just told him that we had them. They aren't perfect, but they seem to do the job. And if he didn't provide them, they would likely show up from some other region, so he might as well take credit while he can."

    Bontu looked up at the tall Human. "That talk was rather long for only saying that. I should like to hear the extended version some time."

    Mace laughed as he patted the gray alien on the back. "I'm sure you would, Mr. Montak, but I can't be giving away all my negotiating secrets. You'd no longer have a use for me."

    "As always, sound reasoning from you, Mr. Hardy."

    The shuttle was soon docked in the bay of the Mawga regional flagship. A short walk had the pair back out on the balcony, looking down at the scenery below.

    Mace asked, "Where to next?"

    Bontu pulled up a holo-display. "Next stop is the National Guard facility just north of Danville. We will be dealing with a Captain Jonathan Mayfield."

    "Hmm."

    "What is it, Mr. Hardy?"

    Mace crossed his arms. "I just find it curious that we're having most of our issues with the smaller National Guard posts, that's all."

    "Should that be of some significance?"

    "I suppose not. Just a pattern that stood out to me. Guess it doesn't matter, though. We want to get these out to everyone."

    The talk with the post commander stretched out to almost an hour. Jonathan Mayfield was not familiar with the mission and as such held out high suspicion when it came to the requests by Mace Hardy. When the discussion had ended, Mace returned to the shuttle.

    Bontu asked, "Did he accept?"

    "Not exactly. Ironically, he wants to hear from someone higher up in his command chain. I explained that he could do that with the comm device, but he was unwilling to relent. I think if we revisit Mr. Mayfield in a couple weeks, I should be able to turn him."

    Bontu frowned. "Are you telling me you were unsuccessful?"

    "Unfortunately so. But hey, you win some, you lose some. And as I said, we come back in a couple weeks when he's had a chance to think on it and see its merits, and I think we'll get him aboard."

    Bontu sighed. "I had hoped for a better result, Mr. Hardy. The patience of my leadership can sometimes grow thin."

    "Well, Mr. Montak, as you said before, you don't want to force these things. Give it a little bit of time and I think we can close this one out. We don't want to push it and end up with another Cincinnati on our hands."

    Bontu bowed. "I would agree."

    The next two weeks were spent with one visit after another. Bontu was pleased with twenty-two out of thirty-two holdouts in Virginia agreeing to accept the comms. Mace assured him the others would soon fall in line.

    As they lifted from the last effort, Bontu called Mace into an interior room. "Mr. Hardy, my engineers have completed the suit you requested. You will find it in the closet behind you. Should you require any assistance in putting it on, please do not hesitate to ask."

    Mace smiled. "It's about time. I was beginning to think you were going to renege on that deal. I'll give it a shot right now."

    Several minutes passed before Mace Hardy came from the room. "Not a bad fit. A lot more flexible than I would have thought. It's actually very comfortable."

    Bontu replied, "Yes. Some of our crew and most of our soldiers actually sleep in theirs. They claim it keeps them prepared. I however, think it leads to poor hygiene. Of course, the lower classes of the Mawga have never been much on hygiene. If we were to go down to the lower decks, you would know immediately what I am talking of."

    Mace laughed. "Yeah, we have our share of smelly Humans. I guess that might be a universal thing."

    Mace put on the helmet and promptly ran toward the nearest wall. A heavy thud saw him bounce and fall backward. Bontu stood with a shocked expression.

    Mace rolled over and pushed himself to his feet. "That was interesting. My mass was evenly distributed throughout that suit. I would bet I could hit that wall at twice that speed and still come out OK."

    Bontu shook his head. "Please warn me next time before doing such. That is not something I would ever expect from a Mawga. Is that something Humans are prone to do? Just erupt in an abnormal manner?"

    Mace smirked. "Well, in fact we do. It may not be often, but most Humans are capable of a similar outburst. If we want to know how something will perform, we take the steps needed to test it. In this case it was one, two, four steps!"

    A trip was made back to the cave with Mace taking a day of rest to catch up with the others. After several hours in the evening on the porch talking, the group retired to the Davidson house. Dawn came early in the middle of summer.
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    Johnny stepped up onto the gift shop porch. Jasper was in his usual chair.

    "What's happening, old man?"

    Jasper winced. "This arthritis is killing me slowly. Took all I had to make it here from the cot."

    Johnny glanced in the windows. "I can't believe you're still sleeping on that thing. Plenty of houses around here with a bed."

    "Yeah, but it takes too much effort to get to them. Here, six-eight steps and I'm sleeping. Although haven't been sleeping so well of late. I think the dampness from staying in that cave all winter sunk into my bones."

    Mace and Jeff joined them on the porch. "What's happening, fellas?

    Johnny replied, "The codger's falling apart on us."

    Jasper scowled. "I ain't falling apart, just can't move."

    Jeff said, "You know, one thing I've been wondering about: what kind of medical facilities do the Mawga have? With their advanced technologies, perhaps they have something that can help."

    Mace nodded. "I can hit up Bontu with that when he comes today."

    Johnny looked around for comm devices before shaking his head. "I still can't believe you're up there with them. Have you had the chance to send anything down?"

    Mace returned an angry look.

    "What? If we can't trust these two and Jane, we can't trust anyone."

    Mace let out a sigh. "Look, we limit the information so we limit the possibilities of us being discovered. I'm not saying any of us would willingly give each other up, it's just that if one of us is taken away for interrogation, they would almost assuredly make us talk. You might have enough guts to overcome the pain of torture, but you can't outwit the drugs. And who knows, they may have some machine that can force you to talk."

    "OK, I'll admit to opening my mouth to these two, but I trust them with my life, and I thought they might also be of help."

    "No. The answer to your question is no. The best I've done is managed to get them to make me one of those suits they wear. It's actually very comfortable, and from what I was told, it will stop most bullets. A strike from one of our ARs would definitely leave a bruise, but it probably wouldn't penetrate."

    "I can't say that's good news."

    Mace took a deep breath. "No, it's not. And I want you to pass that info on over the military comm network. We need the word to get out that the majority of our weapons may not be effective."

    Johnny crossed his arms. "Why didn't you bring the suit with you?"

    "Bontu doesn't trust me enough to let me take it off the ship. The helmet has a heads-up display, but the one I have only has a couple symbols that show. Every one I've seen that had the shield down was sparkling with symbols and icons. I'd say while in-suit they have access to a substantial amount of information. Bontu just calls it a suit, but it's definitely battle gear."

    Jeff finished a quick exam of Jasper. "Check to see if the Mawga are familiar with arthritis. And if so, do they have any treatments?"

    "I can do that. Say, Jeff, how would you like to go with me on the next run with Bontu? I'm not sure if I can pull it off, but I can try."

    Johnny protested. "Now wait a minute. Why's the new guy get to go?"

    "Because you're our agent here on the ground and we need you to keep reporting."

    Johnny sat silent for several seconds. "Meh. Always something stupid."

    Jasper snickered. "You got the stupid part right."

    Jeff said, "What do you have in mind for me if I go?"

    Mace looked out toward where the shuttle would normally land. "I think you could work the medical angle. Quiz them on treatments, drugs, machines, diagnosis. Basically everything related to health. And not only our health, their health as well. Maybe we get lucky and they slip up and give us something we can use."

    "I would be happy to give it a shot, Mr. Hardy."

    Jane climbed up on the porch. "This the meeting of the local men’s club?"

    Mace gestured toward the chairs. "We might as well sit for this one. I'll fill you all in on what I know."

    Jane raised her hand. "If it makes you feel any better, I've been off the nutrient bars for a week. Kinda feels like a fog that had been settling over me has lifted. Jeff's tests with that stuff showed how potent it is."

    Mace sat forward in his chair. "It's like this: we're fairly certain the Mawga will be using the comm devices, not only to listen in on our conversations, but to also track us. There's still a slim chance it's all innocent, but given the drugged nutrient bars I'm having a hard time believing that. So please, always leave your comms put away unless we're heading into town or traveling somewhere. While I'm on that ship, I have comm available, so if an emergency arises where you might need my help, call. Just don't pass on anything sensitive."

    Mace's arm pad buzzed from inside the gift shop. A holo-image popped up above it. The small mouth of Bontu Montak smiled as Mace opened the door and walked in.

    "Mr. Hardy, please gather your people around, we are only moments away from a broadcast by your president. It seems many in your government have returned to their offices in Washington. The president will be addressing the public over the comms that have been distributed. Of course, not everyone will be able to listen, but this should only be the first of many such broadcasts as your government re-forms."

    Mace replied, "We're all here, Bontu."

    The gray alien looked over the image from the camera on Mace's arm pad. "Were there not seven in your party, Mr. Hardy?"

    Mace nodded. "There were. Two of us have recently moved into town."

    Bontu again smiled. "Perhaps they are working on the new community center? It is a worthwhile cause. I will be by to pick you up this afternoon, Mr. Hardy. I look forward to our continued work. Please hold for your president."

    The holo-image above Mace's arm pad turned to a view of the White House briefing room podium.

    "My fellow Americans. I come to you humbly asking for your support as we attempt to rebuild this nation. A nation I believe to be the greatest the world has ever known. It's in trying times such as these that I ask for your help. I ask for the help of all Americans to support our efforts as we slowly climb out of this horrific event that has plagued our world.

    "I would ask that every community return to following the laws and rules of this great nation as we work to overcome these trying times. Let the support each of us gives to one another be that which drives us forward. We have all seen extreme suffering and death. We have lost many of our family, our friends and our colleagues. Let this be the moment we pull together, and rise above these magnetic storms that have ended our former existence.

    "This is not the end of Man. It is the beginning of a new era. An era where the great ideals of this nation can be spread to the world as our ability to survive stabilizes. Let this great nation rise up and be the shining beacon for the world to follow, a world where we are all individuals, with rights and freedoms to unite us all. Let this be the beginning of a new day for Man.

    The president gestured toward a Mawga seated in an ornate high-backed chair beside him. "Today, I introduce to you His Highness, Emperor Sasrah Degiis, the ruler of the Mawga people, and the benevolent soul who has offered us so much assistance. The one being on this planet who has brought an end to starvation and a beginning to a new stability. Because of the kind spirit and caring nature of this... benevolent being, we have food, we have power, we have returning communications. And here today, I would like to announce the first national community center here in Washington, D.C.

    "With the Mawga generosity, and with the approval of your government, the first of thousands of such centers is opening to the public. The Capitol CC will be the hub of the people of this district. Housing, healthcare and medical, nutrition, and yes, even entertainment will be mainstays of each and every CC. Already, the doors are opening for this great center that will initially house twenty-five thousand citizens, expanding up and out to more than one hundred thousand within the next year.

    "Friends, we have been blessed by the presence of the Mawga. A people who have traveled the stars, a people who have already helped us tremendously, and a people who only ask our friendship in return."

    The president grinned as he raised his hand in the air. "Folks, let us not forsake this unique opportunity to show the world what wondrous help the Mawga have offered. As I said, let us be that shining beacon that brings the rest of the world to a better place. A place where our worries of survival are replaced by children with full bellies, and family gatherings where happiness and laughter are the norm. Folks, I beg you to open your eyes and your hearts to this new beginning. Support for our government, a government of the people and by the people, is imperative."

    The president lowered his hand and looked directly at the camera. "We have all lost loved ones during this crisis. It is a crisis caused by the supernova explosion of a star more than ten thousand light-years away. These massive magnetic storms swirl around us unseen, coming from this supernova explosion. We have been told they will continue for at least another seventy years. That means seventy years where our own generators won't produce enough power, where our reliance on electronics has failed us. It means seventy years of struggle just to survive."

    President David Cannon leaned forward on the podium. "My friends, I am here to tell you we no longer have to struggle. I'm here to tell you we can rebuild starting right now. So I ask for those of you who have been resisting, for those of you who have held out against the assistance of our friends, the Mawga, please join us now as we start anew, as we push to spread the ideals that made this nation great, out to the rest of the world. Join us now as these United States rise from the chaos of our situation!"

    David Cannon continued with his campaign-like rhetoric for another twenty minutes before signing off. When the holo-image melted away, the group dropped into discussion.

    Johnny shook his head. "Sounds like a campaign to elect the Mawga Emperor as our emperor."

    Mace replied, "That speech will have a lot of appeal to the masses. I'm now more curious about these community centers. If they're rolling in housing and entertainment, I would think those will draw in a lot of people. After what we've just gone through, having your existence provided for sounds like something most would want."

    Jane said, "I wonder how the military views this? Cannon is their commander. They're supposed to follow his orders."

    Jane looked over at Jasper. "I also wonder if Mr. Collins here wouldn't benefit from whatever healthcare they could offer."

    Jasper scowled. "Now wait a minute! You can forget about passing me off to those overgrown rats for care. I'd just as soon stay here on this porch and rot. I want no part of those hippy-communist communities."

    Johnny laughed. "And all this time I thought we didn't have anything in common!"

    Jane shook her head. "The two of you are common. I might as well be calling you Luke, and he might as well be wearing a black helmet."

    Jasper laughed. "Johnny... I am your father, Johnny. Hahaha!"

    A text came over the laser comm.

    "Avoid assistance with the CCs."

    Jane said, "Well, that at least tells us where they stand."

    Mace looked over at the field where the shuttle would be landing. "Jane, I think you and Johnny should pay a visit to the community center they're supposedly building in Ronceverte. Try to get the lowdown on everything they're planning. I want to be able to pass on when we expect completion, how many it will initially hold, and how big they plan to grow it. And see if you can get us status on Tres and Vanessa. I'd like to know they're OK."

    "We can do that. Bigfoot, let's go get ready for a run to town. Jasper, will you be OK here by yourself for a bit?"

    "I'll be fine just so long as you aren't making this trip with some plans of dumping me in town eventually."

    Jane patted him on the back as she stood from her chair. "I can assure you we won't be doing anything beyond your will. You were gracious enough to allow us to stay in that cave for the winter, and I for one am grateful for that."

    "While you're in town, can you see if you can scrounge a can of soda-pop from somewhere? Don't know why, but my mouth has been watering for a carbonated sugary drink of late. See if there's any left."

    Jane smiled. "I'll see what we can do."

    The Tretchers left for town in Mace's modified Jeep. The shuttle landed in the field a few minutes later. Bontu Montak was standing on the ramp in wait.

    Mace approached with a smile. "Thought I'd be seeing you right after the president's speech."

    The alien nodded. "We have much work to do today, Mr. Hardy. The people of West Virginia need their comms. We have fourteen visits to take care of."

    Mace stopped at the bottom of the ramp. "Before we get started, I have a couple requests."

    "By all means, Mr. Hardy. Please ask."

    Mace looked back toward the porch. "First up, my friend over there, Jasper Collins, he's in a lot of pain from arthritis. Has him almost crippled enough that he can't walk. Really starting to hit his hands as well."

    "Has he been eating the nutrient bars?"

    Mace shook his head, keeping his eyes on Jasper. "No, he's old and set in his ways. He prefers Human food."

    "The nutrient bars are Human food, Mr. Hardy. The ingredients now come from this planet."

    "I realize that, but just the same, he doesn't want to eat them."

    "He is stubborn like some of our elders, I see. I believe I may have another solution for him. It is a mechanical exosuit. It provides a stimulus of micro-currents for the joints that will alleviate some of the inflammation the arthritis causes. It's powered by a tiny fusion reactor, and it should allow him to walk or to move around without issue. I believe we have several on the ship for use with moving heavy object or with injuries to our crew. I believe I could spare a suit for Mr. Collins."

    "That would be greatly appreciated, Mr. Montak."

    "You said you had two requests, Mr. Hardy. What would be the second?"

    Mace pointed back to the porch. "I would like to bring my friend Mr. Moskowitz along with us. He's interested in these community centers that are being built, and would like to know about the medical facilities they will contain."

    Bontu looked over at a waiting Jeff. "I see no reason to deny this request. I believe your friend will be impressed, and it might be valuable to have another Human with us who understands these things. What credentials does Mr. Moskowitz bring with him?"

    Mace waved him over. "He's a doctor and a scientist. A very smart man. If there's anyone who would understand what it is your centers would provide, it would be him."

    Bontu held out his small hand as Jeff came up the ramp. "Welcome to the liaison team, Mr. Moskowitz. I look forward to seeing what you have to offer."

    Jeff replied, "If you show me what you're doing, I'm certain I can explain its benefits to anyone who will listen."

    Bontu smiled as he turned. "Excellent!"
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    The shuttle lifted and docked with the ship. Twenty minutes later they were parked over the community center in Washington, D.C. Another quick ride in the shuttle had them on a landing pad beside the monstrous new building.

    As they walked down the ramp, two Humans came out to greet them, and bowed.

    "Chancellor, we welcome you to CC-1. The first of many to come from the world over. I am Bob and this is Lisa. We will be your guides today."

    Lisa chimed in: "Yes, and we have so much to show you. So many wonderful things are happening. The Mawga have been so kind and helpful."

    Mace asked, "What happened to distributing the comms?"

    Bontu replied, "I thought a tour of the center would be appropriate before going out to the sites. This will allow us to tackle two issues at once, as many of the sites we will be visiting will receive a community center of their own."

    "I see. Smart planning on your part."

    "Thank you for the kind words, Mr. Hardy. Bob, Lisa, shall we proceed?"

    The two guides were eager to get the tour underway.

    Bob, all of five-foot-seven inches and two hundred forty pounds, was grinning from ear to ear as he turned the corner into the first room. "All tours begin here in the dining hall."

    Lisa, at six-foot-one, with the physique of a volleyball player, motioned: "And your first question would probably be 'Why have a dining hall when the food is all nutrient bars?' Am I right? You see, as it has always been before, the dining hall will also be a place to socialize. Traditional tables have been replaced by pod seating and sectional sofas. Everyone is encouraged to join with their family, friends, or just anyone. Here we are all one big happy family!"

    Bob pointed toward a wall that lined the west end of the great room. "Nutrient bars and beverages can be had over there. And before you ask... no payment required. And each pod has sound dampening built into its perimeter, making your conversations easy to hear by your party. Step into any aisle-way and you will notice how the volume increases dramatically."

    Lisa scurried over to an area that sat above the surrounding sections. "This one is my favorite. I love to sit here with my friends while watching everyone come and go. This place is full of so much joy!"

    Bob nodded and chuckled. "I have to admit, I frequent that section as well."

    As they continued to walk, Bob herded them into a sunken section. Four large holo-displays came into view, going from the floor up to the ceiling. Bob pressed several buttons on his comm device. The walls of the section were suddenly transformed to show desert images.

    Bob frowned as he switched views. "That's not my favorite. I prefer the moonscapes of Rianta. It's one of the Mawga worlds they have so kindly shared with us. I could just sit and watch all day. Oh! See! Over there! They call that little guy a donati. It hops around eating the little orange flowers. Oh, I do love Rianta!"

    Jeff reached out, poking his hand through the holo-image. The donati turned and dashed away.

    Jeff looked at Bob. "Is this somehow interactive?"

    Bob returned a comical look. "Nooo, it's just a projected image. I'll show you interactive when we reach the gaming concourse."

    Jeff glanced over at Mace. "The visualization of this is so real. By just standing back from it a few feet, it looks as though you're actually there."

    Bontu said, "The technology going into the community centers is some of our latest."

    Lisa frowned. "Mr. Chancellor, please, you're taking some of my lines."

    Bontu nodded. "I apologize, Lisa. Please proceed."

    The lanky woman twirled and spread her arms wide in a move that could only be described as balanced yet awkward.

    "The technology, as the Chancellor explained, is some of the Mawga's latest. These projectors were only introduced on their capital planet a few years ago. We're getting them before much of the rest of the empire. This complex is full of many such technologies and the Mawga are providing them all for free!"

    Bob added, "Yes. They have been and are being quite generous. And you might ask 'Why?'"

    Bob smiled as he paused for effect. "I will tell you why: they recognize the potential in the people of this planet. They know that with a little help, we will once again be able to thrive, and as such, will be a very profitable trading partner. And because all of this was offered out of kindness, they hope it gives them a leg-up when it comes time for inking deals or perhaps even one day joining the empire!"

    Lisa waved for the group to follow. "While there hasn't been any actual offer of joining the empire, there's no reason to not dream. Am I right?"

    The tour moved out into a hall that was quickly filling with smiling people. Green lights flashed down the hallway walls toward the dining hall. The happy new residents passed the small tour group. Conversations abounded.

    Bob looked over his shoulder as they walked. "Wow, we just made it out of there. That will give us a chance to get a good look at the housing area, which is just around this corner to the right."

    The housing area was a wide main hall bordered on each side by an offshoot corridor, each of a different color. Row after row of doors led into the individual or family style apartments. The guides turned down a sea-foam green hallway and proceeded to open the first door on the left, apartment 1201.

    Bob turned back to them. "This model houses a family of four."

    Jeff said, "I noticed you didn't use a key."

    Lisa grinned. "Yes! The comm device on your wrist grants you access to all the facilities you are registered for. In this case, as guides, we have access to this apartment."

    Bob continued: "There are four bedrooms, each with its own bath, and a large family room. In addition, each apartment comes with a bonus room that the family can make use of as they see fit. Most are opting for a holo-room where they can interact with the entertainment."

    Bob walked into the bonus room, which powered up from the ID on his comm device. The same moonscapes theme showed on the holo-walls.

    Bob smiled. "The system not only recognizes who you are, but where you were when last in the room."

    Lisa entered. Two of the walls changed to a field with horses.

    "It can be shared by up to four people."

    Jeff looked at the wall that contained the doorway. "Does that mean someone is left with the short wall?"

    Bob's and Lisa's smiled turned awkward as each was unsure of how to answer. The tour quickly moved to one of the bedrooms.

    Lisa took the floor. "As you can see. It's nicely decorated. And at the moment, you can choose from a palette of more than sixty-four colors that contain eight items each: two nightstands, two lamps, a headboard, a bedspread, a duvet, and pillow covers. In addition, each room has a closet with your daily tunics. They come in sixteen colors. As you can see, I prefer the teal."

    Bob opened a door into a bathroom. "We have a shower, a separate, generous tub, a commode in its own private closet, and of course double sinks."

    Lisa spread her arms out over the sink area. "And look at all the counter space. Isn't it divine?"

    Mace replied, "Very nice. Thanks."

    Jeff said, "I noticed there was no kitchen or dining room. And customary in every home I've been in is the television. Most American homes had one in the family room, or at least in the parents’ room. Often one in every bedroom."

    Bob nodded. "The kitchen and dining rooms are of course no longer needed. You could bring a supply of nutrient bars here to eat if you wanted, but where’s the fun in that? Same with the dining room."

    Lisa grinned. "And I have the answer to your TV question."

    A wall in the family room turned into a holo-image. "We're in the process of having every movie and every TV show converted and added to our database here. You can watch what you want, when you want, as much as you want!"

    The wall came to life with a black and white image of a 1950s actress as she marched around banging a pan.

    "Oh, I love this episode!"

    The guided tour moved back out into the main hallway.

    Bob gestured as they walked. "Next up is my favorite: the entertainment complex. It covers almost two hundred acres! In here, every holo-display is interactive! You can race cars, ride horses, even grow flowers and vegetables if you wish. Of course, they would grow at an accelerated rate, making the process much more enjoyable!"

    Jeff asked, "I only see rows and rows of chairs. Where's the interaction?"

    Lisa said, "Please, take a seat in this first chair."

    Jeff sat, leaning back. "Does it recline?"

    The chair tilted back.

    "Footrest?"

    A footrest folded out from the front.

    Jeff nodded. "OK. Where's this interactive holo-image?"

    A circular bar rose from the back of the chair, flipping over in front of Jeff's eyes. A holo-image of the Rianta moonscapes surrounded his head.

    Jeff remarked. "Oh wow. I have to say, this is pretty cool."

    Bob said, "The chair has sensors in the headrest, no need to move your arms if you don't want to, although it will sense those as well. The ones in the headrest monitor your brainwaves. Within a few short minutes you can master tens of commands. Once you become accustomed to its use, you will only need to give a command mentally to accomplish whatever it is you need to do. It really is quite remarkable. Most of our people spend their day right here in the chair."

    Mace asked, "Why not just put four chairs in every apartment?"

    Lisa replied, "These chairs require special sensing equipment and quite a bit a processing to render all of the mini-worlds that are available. And the Mawga know that it's in our best interest to continue to interact with each other. Otherwise, everyone would just go off into their own little worlds. Not really much of a living, hey?"

    Jeff said, "Bob, you'll be happy to know I just fed one of your little donatis."

    Bob grinned. "Yes! Aren't they something?"

    Jeff replied, "Uh oh. That's not good."

    Bob asked, "What is it?"

    Jeff pushed the holo-bar up out of his view. The image turned off.

    "I picked up a big rock and dropped it on the donati. I think I killed it. Made a mess."

    Jeff looked up to a shocked and horrified expression on Bob's face. "Relax, Bob, I'm just pulling your leg. I didn't smash the donati. Just having a little fun with you."

    Bob frowned. "I guess we each have our own ideas of what we consider having fun."

    Mace smirked. "I'd say you've been spending too much time around Johnny."

    Jeff laughed. "Actually, a prank similar to that one came from Jane."

    Mace smiled. "She is a treasure."

    Bob took back the floor. "Yes, well, the holo-interface has simulations of more than six hundred worlds. Most people sit in the chair wearing a holo-suit which offers feedback to your senses. You can feel the heat of the desert, smell a budding rose, or even take an ice cold plunge in the Arctic. All of course which are maintained with safety parameters that keep you from physical harm. It really is an amazing and immersive system."

    Lisa gestured toward the doorway. "Shall we?"

    As they walked, she continued: "Next, down here to the left, are the medical facilities. I'm certain you will be just as impressed with those as with what we've seen so far."

    Jeff replied, "Yes. This is what I've been waiting to see. I can only imagine the improvements that can be had over our current treatments when using some of this holo-technology."

    As they turned into the medical section, a long, broad hallway was lined with doors. Bob opened the first door on the right.

    "Gentlemen, meet the surgeon!"

    A standard looking gurney sat in the middle of the floor. A dozen armed devices hung from the ceiling above it.

    Bob gestured toward the gurney. "Mr. Moskowitz, can I talk you into lying on the table?"

    Jeff replied, "I'm not about to get my appendix removed or something, am I?"

    Bob laughed. "Goodness no, but after your prank with the donati, it might not be unwarranted."

    Lisa offered a scowl. "Bob! These are our guests!"

    Jeff held up his hand as he leaned back on the gurney. "It's OK. I know it was in jest. Right, Bob?"

    Bob hesitated before replying. "Rrright."

    Bob said, "Surgeon, please perform a facial skin exam, followed by corrective lasing."

    Jeff gave a worried look. "Corrective lasing?"

    An arm came up from the back of the gurney, clamping onto the sides of Jeff's head in an effort to immobilize him.

    "Uh, Bob?"

    Lisa replied, "Just relax. It's a completely painless procedure."

    A voice came from the ceiling. "Please close your eyes for the procedure to begin."

    Jeff complied. Seconds later, a bright red line swept across his face several times.

    The surgeon's voice remarked. "One hundred forty-six anomalies have been detected. Corrective lasing is beginning."

    Eight arms stretched down. A red beam from a laser on each pointed to a specific spot on Jeff's face. A quick flash from an extremely short pulse of infrared light was used to burn individual cells deep under the surface of Jeff's skin. The full procedure lasted all of ninety seconds. The head clamps retracted.

    Bob said, "You can open your eyes. It's over. See... no gall bladder!"

    Jeff smiled. "You're a funny one, Bob. I'll bet you're a big hit in the dining hall."

    Bob grinned. "I like to think so."

    Lisa said, "Mr. Moskowitz, you've just had every damaged cell, or group of damaged cells, in your dermis, ablated. In four weeks, your new skin will make its way to the surface."

    Lisa looked up. "Surgeon, did you also run the smoothing procedure? Or toning?"

    The voice from above replied, "The smoothing and toning procedures were not run."

    Lisa frowned. "Too bad. I just had my first procedure done on my face last week. I can't wait to see the full results. I've already noticed a decrease in the bumps on my nose and a reduction in large pores. I'm so excited to begin the full body process. The Mawga say this procedure alone should put an end to skin cancers. That and the fact that we will spend most, if not all of our time, in this building rather than out in the harsh sun. With the simulations in the gaming center, you really don't miss it."

    Bob said, "The health benefits of being in this community center will be a boon to... well, to our health. I've lost fifteen pounds in the last three weeks just from eating the nutrient bars alone. I no longer crave sweets and I'm no longer depressed. It has just been a tremendous help to my health and psyche in so many ways! And you will be receiving all of these same benefits when you join your local community center!"

    Lisa added, "A similar procedure to this one can be performed on all cancers. They can remove plaque from arteries. They can reverse liver damage. I've been told, Bob, they can even regrow hair!"

    Bob grinned. "One step ahead of you, Lisa! Already had my first treatment!"

    The group was led out into the main hallway. "We have one final tour stop, the fitness floor. Lisa, would you like to lead?"

    Another two hundred acres was covered with a variety of machines, surrounded by a jogging track. Each machine had an interactive holo-display to enhance the user’s workout. After a trial run on an exercise bike for Jeff, the tour came to an end.

    Bontu said, "Mr. Hardy, what do you think?"

    Mace took a deep breath. "Looks like you've put a lot of thought and effort into this."

    Bontu nodded. "Yes, yes we have. And it is all for the benefit of your people. With the establishment of these centers we can facilitate the rapid rebuilding of your governments and bring stability to everyone's lives. One thing Bob and Lisa neglected to mention in their excitement was the education systems. Those are built into every holo-display. Our scientists tell me, with this equipment, your average child could receive the equivalent education of elementary level through a doctoral degree by the time they are fifteen years of age. Wouldn't that be remarkable?"

    Mace shook his head with a half smile. "Hmm. Not sure I like the sound of being surrounded by a bunch of fifteen year-old know-it-alls."

    Fifteen minutes later, the shuttle docked with the ship.
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    Jeff stood out on the catwalk deck with Mace as the great ship sped toward its first assignment. "Wow, Mace, you weren't kidding. This is a treat. Hard to believe we're standing out here while traveling at this speed and we don't feel a thing. No wind, no sound. Very peaceful."

    Mace replied, "Yeah, this is where I spend most of my time."

    Jeff leaned on the rail as he looked at the landscape three thousand feet below. "Remarkable."

    Bontu joined them. "Mr. Moskowitz, what did you think of the tour?"

    "Impressive. But I have to ask, the people living there, what do they do? I mean, for work?"

    "Ah. You see, Doctor, they don't have to do anything. Participation in the community center is completely voluntary. We ask nothing from you other than civil behavior."

    Mace asked, "And what if someone doesn't behave?"

    Bontu looked confused for a moment. "I suppose we would ask them to leave. Yes, leave. We have not had any issues to date."

    "You have what, fifteen thousand people in there? You'll have problems. Humans can be temperamental and unpredictable at times."

    Jeff nodded. "Yeah, just wait until you get your first domestic disturbance. Someone will have a little too much to drink and get in a nonsensical argument with someone else."

    Bontu slowly shook his head. "This center currently houses twenty-five thousand. And I don't anticipate that will be a problem, Mr. Moskowitz. There are no alcoholic beverages in the community centers."

    Jeff laughed. "Now, I'll admit to being a teetotaler, but there are a lot of Humans that are hardcore. They won't give up their beer or wine, or any booze for that matter."

    "I believe that to be a false understanding on your part, Mr. Moskowitz. The nutrient bars and beverages provide a balance to both mind and body. Alcoholics will no longer crave a drink, just as smokers will no longer desire the puff of a cigarette. These minor addictions will quickly become a thing of the past. And with the balance of the mind comes happiness. You saw the reactions of both Lisa and Bob. I can assure you they are typical for the average community center member."

    Mace said, "Just one big happy family, huh?"

    Bontu nodded. "I believe that to be an accurate description."

    Jeff looked back over the rail at the passing terrain. "I don't think you'll have any problem with volunteers, Mr. Montak, or should I say Chancellor Montak?"

    "Whichever you like, Mr. Moskowitz. Titling is only important to me within my culture. From you, I only ask that you be civil."

    The ship came to a stop over Charleston. A shuttle ride had the three on the ground a few minutes later. An Air Force captain came out to meet them.

    "I'm Captain Bill Turner, commander of the base here. I suppose this visit is about the comms?"

    Mace noticed a euphoric look on the captain's face. The same euphoric look as was displayed by Lisa and Bob.

    Mace walked forward. "Come with me, Captain."

    When the two were out of hearing range, Mace asked. "You're ready to accept the comms, am I correct?"

    The captain replied, "We are. Well, most of us. And as the CO, we will all be accepting the devices."

    Mace nodded. "I see. Can I ask you a few questions, Captain?"

    "Please, Mr. Hardy. Ask whatever you like."

    Mace glanced over his shoulder to check his distance from the ship. "Have you been distributing and eating the newest batch of nutrient bars?"

    The captain smiled. "Why, yes, I have. And I have to say they are delicious. I'm full of energy!"

    "You indicated that some of your troops weren't interested in having the comms? Can I ask, have they been eating the nutrient bars?"

    The captain's expression turned to a frown. "No. We seem to have about half of our outfit that has no desire for anything alien. Even though this latest batch has been made with all Earth ingredients. Some are just stubborn that way, I guess."

    Mace stopped walking. "Would it be OK if I were to talk to the highest ranking among them?"

    The captain thought for a moment. "I can't see where that would hurt. Perhaps you can deliver the message to them in such a way that they will respect it coming from you. I could give the order, but the Mawga have been clear that any acceptance has to be voluntary. If you think it will do them good, Mr. Hardy, by all means, please be my guest."

    They returned to the ramp of the shuttle.

    Mace patted the captain on the back. "Mr. Montak, the captain has given permission for me to talk to the highest ranking of the soldiers who are holdouts here. The captain is prepared to accept and distribute the comms in this district. I'd like to take a shot at talking to his group of holdouts."

    Montak clasped his hands. "Excellent, Mr. Hardy, please do so. We have a busy schedule ahead of us, but full participation in the program is desired."

    The captain turned. "Lieutenant Dalia. Get Master Sergeant Holmes out here ASAP!"

    The lieutenant, saluted, turned and sprinted away. The master sergeant and two of his cohorts walked out onto the field.

    "Captain, you sent for us?"

    The captain replied, "I'd like you to go for a walk with Mr. Hardy, Jack. He has some things to discuss with you."

    Mace reached his hand out for a shake as they walked. Master Sergeant Jack Holmes looked over and huffed.

    "Working for the grays, I see."

    Mace replied, "I take it you have no interest in the food, power, or comms they're offering?"

    The master sergeant scowled. "You know what I see? I see a bunch of zombies running around here all gleeful that someone wants to be in charge of us. I have to say I don't care for being made dependent on these... beings. They're making it all too easy. I'm just waiting for the other shoe to drop."

    "Well, Sergeant, maybe today is the day you join the resistance."

    Jack Holmes replied, "Not sure what you're referring to there, Mr. Hardy. I haven't seen any kind of organization against the Mawga. You aren't trying to bait me, are you? I saw you came in with that alien. Why are you pitching for their side?"

    Mace stopped. "Sergeant, you might have to call me a double agent in that regard. It's true, I am out here talking to the holdouts on behalf of the Mawga. But I'm also out here finding out who we have left. That latest batch of food they started delivering a few weeks ago, it's tainted. With exactly what, we don't know. I'm betting your captain was just like you before it was delivered."

    Jack nodded. "A complete about-face. He's the one that trapped himself, though. I've seen him eat those bars off and on out of expediency when he didn't want to leave what he was working on. I advised against it, but after having had a couple himself, and having seen others eating them, I guess he figured they were safe. Big mistake."

    "Mr. Holmes, I think we're dealing with a silent insurrection here. On the surface, all this assistance is very much welcome; however it all seems geared toward making us dependent, just as you say. Our farmers have quit growing, and our towns and cities are now building these massive community centers.

    "I expect to see everyone who's eating those bars moving into one of those centers as soon as they're open. We just went on a tour of the one in D.C … and I can't say anything bad about anyone who would want to live there. The Mawga are providing everything, including healthcare and entertainment."

    The sergeant growled. "This all just chaps my ass, Mr. Hardy. Half my guys, the ones who are still sane, feel intimidated. There's a lot of pressure to just accept all that's being offered without question. And as you said, they're making it all too easy. If there's a resistance forming, we're gonna have a tough time keeping it going. At the moment, this is all voluntary. If that changes, or if they turn the screws on these zombies, well, I'm not sure what we can do to stop it all."

    "For now, Sergeant, I want you and anyone with you to keep resisting the food. And as for the comms, the Mawga have as much as admitted to me they can track your whereabouts and listen in on your conversations."

    Jack scowled. "They're like all those free Internet services. Everybody rushes to sign up, only to find out a year later they know way more about you and your personal life and habits than you'd like. All this free stuff will come at a price, and the masses are all too happy to rush right in."

    "Well, Sergeant, that's where you and I come in. It will be up to us to make sure we aren't all taken over the edge. Surround yourself with only those you completely trust. Have them be your eyes and ears.

    "If we can't save more than just a few of us, we won't be able to accomplish much if the time comes for action. When we go back, just act like you're sitting on the fence, haven't quite made up your mind. My next status to the resistance, I'll make sure they put someone in contact with you."

    Jack let out a sigh. "Thanks for this talk, Mr. Hardy. It gives me hope to see others out there besides myself who aren't blind to what's going on. The axiom of this Mawga stuff being free might not be so true. And I look forward to having contact with this … resistance."

    When they had returned to the ramp of the shuttle, Bontu stood with his short arms on his hips. "Mr. Holmes, I hope the talk went well?"

    The sergeant stood silent for several seconds. "He gave me a lot to think about, Mr. Montak. Those community centers sound interesting. I'll be giving all this some deep thought."

    Bontu clasped his hands and smiled. "That is all we ask, Mr. Holmes... consideration."

    As they walked back up the ramp, Bontu turned to Jeff. "Mr. Moskowitz, how went the pitch for a community center?"

    Jeff replied, "He was all for it, Mr. Montak. I think that place easily sells itself."

    After running through their list of required stops, the great ship turned back toward the cave. When the shuttle landed, Mace and Jeff said goodbye to Bontu and proceeded down the ramp.

    Bontu held up his hand. "Mr. Hardy, please, one moment..."

    Two Mawga crewman carried a container down the ramp, setting it on the ground."

    Mace asked, "What's this?"

    "I promised you an exosuit for Mr. Collins. I had the instructions converted to standard English. I believe you will find it easy to assemble and a good fit for your associate. If your diagnosis of arthritis is correct, you should see a marked improvement in his mobility. This suit by the way, is a staple for our warehouse workers back in the colonies."

    Mace nodded. "How many colonies are there in your empire, Mr. Montak?"

    Bontu began to answer and then caught himself. "Ah. Very good question, Mr. Hardy. However, I'm not at liberty to discuss such things. Perhaps once we are all better acquainted?"

    Mace offered a nod as he stooped to pick up the exosuit container. "Let me know if you're in need of my assistance again, Mr. Montak. It's always an interesting ride."

    The ramp closed and the shuttle lifted up toward Chancellor Bontu Montak's command ship. Seconds later, with a hush, the great gray vessel slipped off over the tree line.

    The container was set on the porch.

    Jasper looked at it curiously. "What we got?"

    Jeff grinned. "We brought you a gift."

    After flipping it open, Mace pulled the small instruction booklet from the container, handing it to Jasper. "Read up on how to use it. Montak says this should give you some mobility."

    Jasper pulled a pair of reading glasses from his shirt pocket and began looking over the booklet. Mace pulled seven sections from the container, laying them out on the planks of the porch.

    Jeff pointed, "We have legs, arms, spine, hips and shoulders. I'd say that looks simple enough."

    Mace gestured toward the items. "Have at it, Doc. Jasper, where's Johnny and Jane?"

    Jasper motioned in the direction of the town. "They're out doing recon. Should be back within the hour."

    Jeff looked over the legs before snapping them into place in what appeared to be hip-joints. Next was the spine connecting the hips to the shoulder, and finally the arms were snapped into place on the shoulders.

    Jeff stood looking at the device for several seconds. "Mr. Collins, you ready to give this thing a try?"

    Jasper glanced up from his reading. "Hold your horses, I'm on the first page still. Gotta be twenty-five pages in the how-to section."

    Jeff laughed as he stood the newly formed exo-frame up against the wall beside Jasper. "Whenever you're ready, just set your feet here and lean back. The suit will strap itself on. It has its own power source built into the spine."

    Jasper continued to read for most of a minute before tossing the booklet to the floor. "What the heck. I never was one for reading instructions."

    Jasper slowly stood, shuffling his feet as he moved the four steps to the exosuit. After turning and leaning back against it, the straps of the suit bound the thin frame to his arms, legs and abdomen.

    Jasper asked. "What do I do now?"

    Jeff shrugged. "You walk?"

    Jasper took a deep breath as he stood up from the wall. "Whoa, what's that? What's going on?"

    Jeff moved closer. "What's wrong? Something hurt?"

    Jasper shook his head. "No … just strange, that's all. I feel this vibration in my joints but not on my skin. Is it supposed to do that?"

    Jeff laughed. "You read the instructions. What'd they say?"

    Jasper looked up. "They said I should punch your smart ass in the nose."

    Jeff reached down for the booklet. "Tell you what, you try to walk around the porch while I read what you can do."

    "Sounds fair."

    Mace took a seat as Jasper took his first two steps, still shuffling his feet. "I'd say it's already worked wonders."

    Jasper stopped and looked down with a mocking scowl. "I'd say it's already worked wonders. What, are you fillin' in for Bigfoot while he's gone?"

    "Interesting…" Jeff said to himself as he read.

    Jasper asked, "What's interesting? Not this suit, it's not doing a thing for me but wasting my time."

    "Says that vibration you're feeling should last two to three minutes. Is it still there?"

    Jasper glanced down. "Hmm. Just stopped."

    "Says you should have better mobility in your joints now. And that exosuit, the more you use it, the better it will learn to respond to your movements. Says you should be able to lift and carry a two hundred fifty kilogram load. That's about five hundred fifty pounds. If so, this could get interesting."

    Jasper attempted his standard shuffle step and moved three feet with each foot plant. "What the…? Did you see that?"

    After several hops and a quick walk around the porch, Jasper came to the steps. "Mr. Hardy, if you would be so kind as to get out of my way..."

    Mace stood and moved to the side. Jasper gently stepped down the first step before hopping down the other two onto the gravel of the drive.

    A grinning Jasper turned. "I think I might just like this rig!"

    Jeff read on: "It says to take it easy until you get a good feel for how the suit will react."

    Jasper waved his hand. "I've walked before. I know what I'm doing."

    Jasper moved at a hurried pace up the drive and back. A smile ran wide across his face. After sliding to a stop in front of the gift shop steps, he began to hop up and down in place. On his fifth hop, his feet reached two meters off the ground.

    Jasper came to a stop. "Who wants to play some basketball? Ah-hehehehe!"

    After running in a small circle, the previously immobile Jasper Collins sprinted across the drive, over the creek, and up into the field beyond. Several loud hoots could be heard coming from his direction.

    "I think we've created a monster," said Mace. "Look at him. You'd think he just won the lottery."

    Jeff winced. "Still looks a bit off-balance, though. He might want to watch himself."

    As Jasper raced down through the field and across the bridge, moving faster than a teenage track star, he lost his footing. After a hard flop on the grass and a slide, he came to a stop face down on the gravel of the drive.

    Mace rushed over, helping him to his feet. "You OK there?"

    Jasper took a deep breath as he reached up to touch the large scrape on his forehead. "Yeah, I might have overdone it there a bit."

    Jeff was standing on the porch. "He OK?"

    "Just a few scrapes. He'll live. Let's get that cleaned up."

    Jasper stood firm as Mace attempted to help him walk. "I ain't no four year old. You don't have to hold my hand."

    Mace laughed. "OK. Just try not to fall on your face again between here and the porch."

    "Smartass."
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    Jane and Johnny pulled up in the Jeep. Johnny was the first up on the porch. "They're building like crazy over there. Hey, what happened? And where'd he get that? The townies are all wearing those skeleton things as they build that center."

    Jasper replied, "It was a gift from the little gray rat."

    Mace chuckled as he looked over at Jasper. "Please make sure you don't call him that when he's here with us."

    Jasper waved his hand and scowled. "I wouldn't say that where he could hear it. Not stupid."

    Johnny cut in: "Not stupid. Who told you that?"

    Jasper stood and walked to the edge of the porch, hopping off onto the ground. "Johnny Tretcher! I've had about enough of you!"

    With a single jump, Jasper Collins flew up and landed on the metal roof of the gift shop.

    Johnny asked, "Did he just do what I think he did?"

    "You’d better watch yourself," said Jeff. "He can supposedly lift and carry five hundred fifty pounds now."

    Jasper impacted the ground with a thud as his feet sank two inches into the soft West Virginia dirt.

    A scowl and a look of pain covered his face. "I think I just dislodged a kidney."

    Johnny began to laugh, which brought swift retribution from Jane.

    Jeff said, "Maybe it's time you took a rest and read the rest of this manual."

    Jasper slowly walked up onto the porch, holding his lower back. "That might be a good idea."

    Mace asked, "What'd you learn from your recon runs?"

    Jane sat in a chair. "They have people working around the clock on that building. Looks like it will eventually hold everyone in town and then some. They all have on these same contraptions for doing the work. It's all highly coordinated and moving along at a fast pace. They'll have the exterior, walls, and roof, up in a week if not sooner."

    Are there any Mawga helping?"

    Jane shook her head. "Just a few supervising. It's an impressive undertaking."

    Johnny added, "Get this. They tore down half the town. That building is huge."

    Mace nodded. "We went for a tour of the one in D.C. It's five stories at the moment, and they're adding on. Each floor holds twenty-five thousand people. The housing, medical facilities, and even the entertainment they have planned, I'm sure the people moving there will love it. Did you happen to see Tres and Vanessa out there working?"

    Jane sighed. "We did, and they both had these gleeful grins on their faces. I'm starting to think we need to steal them out of there. They wouldn't go willingly, I can tell you that."

    Johnny sat by Jane. "We saw something else happen that was alarming. A newly-constructed column fell over before it was complete. One of the people got caught under it. Crushed their leg. Under the supervision of the Mawga, they were carried over behind a wall. The people went back to work with smiles on their faces. Anyway, the Mawga stayed behind the wall for a minute or two before we saw the reflection of a bright flash. The Mawga came out a few minutes later. The injured guy never did."

    Jane nodded. "Nobody else went over there for the rest of the day. I half think they might have vaporized him."

    Mace rubbed his forehead. "We're at such a huge disadvantage to these Mawga. They already have most of our people drugged. We can't compete with their technology. Even our communications are superficial."

    Jasper said, "Maybe we should go pick up a few of these suits. We're already bigger and stronger."

    Mace replied, "In battle I suspect they strap these suits on over those hardened ones they wear. They'd be fast, strong, and tough to kill."

    Jeff said, "I could work on ways to defeat their suits if you could get me one. I did a stint at a company working for DARPA where I evaluated a number of materials for combat use. A lot of that work included ways to defeat it."

    Johnny looked over at Jasper.

    Jasper crossed his arms. "Not taking mine. It was a gift from the chancellor."

    Johnny asked, "The chancellor?"

    Mace nodded. "That's what they were calling Bontu in D.C. I'm guessing it's the title given to their regional managers."

    Johnny half laughed. "I guess it does sound a bit more impressive."

    Jane said, "I say we do another recon run and look for a way to swipe a few of those suits. They have a single building where the people were putting those on."

    Johnny asked, "That building has been busy 24/7. How are we supposed to get in there?"

    Jane thought for a moment before smiling. "We could just walk in there, put on a couple of those suits, and walk out."

    Mace turned. "Jeff, you think you could determine if Jasper's suit has a tracking beacon? Not gonna do us any good to walk out of there with suits if they can track us."

    Jeff slowly nodded. "We have power now. I think I could rig something up. It would be limited, but I should be able to cover the standard frequencies we use. If they go any higher than say … five gigahertz, forget it."

    "Make it happen."

    Jasper closed the booklet he had been looking through. "I want to go this time. Plop me down on one of those hills outside of town as an observer. I won't be able to get any word to you, but when you get back, I can tell you what else happened."

    Johnny began to open his mouth but was cut short by an angry stare from Jane.

    Mace replied, "I think it's a good idea."

    Jeff raised his hand. "Anyone else think it might be a better idea to just ask Bontu for a few more of those exosuits? He may give them to us without us having to risk anything."

    Mace thought for a moment. "No, I'd rather he not know we have them. We're looking for anything that will give us an advantage. If they know we have them, that advantage is lost. You focus your energies on finding out if those things are bugged."

    Johnny rubbed his chin. "You know, each of the Mawga on the ground in Ronceverte was sporting a weapon on their side. I wouldn't mind getting a hold of one of those so we know what we might be up against. Maybe Jeff could figure out how to defeat it, or at least reduce its effectiveness. You ever have access to the weapons when on the ship?"

    Mace shook his head. "Closest I've been is walking by the armory room when one of their crew was coming out. Just looked like rows of rifles lining the walls. However, the colonel in Cincinnati has a half dozen. Next time you converse with the resistance, see if they can tell you anything about them."

    Johnny replied. "Would be nice if we could take down one of those ships and overrun that room. I'd like to know what other weapons they have available."

    Jane crossed her arms. "Sounds like we're going to war here."

    Mace sighed. "I've been wondering if it's not going to eventually come to that. With the drugged food, they already have control over a large part of our remaining population. With these community centers, they will have the masses concentrated. One of the things I noticed in D.C. was the number of people in and around that center. And most seemed to be moving toward it."

    Jane took a deep breath. "What we need is someone on the inside. I wish Tres and Vanessa weren't all doped up. We could use the intel of what's really going on in there."

    Mace replied, "They gave us a thorough walkthrough. I didn't see anything that would make me suspicious they were up to no good, but my gut says otherwise. Take the medical facilities for instance: they claim they can eradicate cancer by identifying and zapping every defective cell … no more heart disease. Those in themselves would be hard for most families to turn down. Here, eat this food and we'll cure your family member. Who would refuse?"

    Jeff added to the conversation. "One thing we haven't discussed much is their reason for drugging everyone. What if their motives are pure and this is their way of managing the populace until such time as order and government has been restored? What if they do actually have our best interests at heart? Is that not what we would want to do if the roles were reversed?"

    Mace turned to Jane. "If we managed to get someone in with the others, how would we keep them fed? They can't be eating that food."

    Johnny took a deep breath. "I know I might regret it, but I'll take on that challenge. Worst case, I just leave and come back here. After all, this is all supposed to be voluntary, right?"

    Jane frowned. "I can't see any of us going in there as being good for us. What if they drug you in some other way? How do we know their water isn't tainted as well?"

    Jeff said, "If you can bring me a sample, I can check."

    Jane shifted in her chair uncomfortably. "If you were to go in there, and I'm still saying if, I guess we could try to set up a system whereby we could drop off food and water for you to pick up. Not sure how you would slip away without them noticing, but we could set that up."

    Johnny shrugged. "Who's to say they'll even care if I bring my own food?"

    Mace replied, "He's got a point. Maybe we just send him in with a week of supplies and let him volunteer. Could give us some good insights into just how zonked our people are. And another thing: who here would be opposed to us grabbing someone to detox from that stuff?"

    Jane winced. "You talking kidnapping?"

    Mace nodded. "I am. If these people are being drugged without their knowledge, we might just be doing them a favor."

    Johnny said, "They do have workers moving all over town getting materials and such. Much of it's being supplied by the Mawga, but we've seen them scavenging for some items. We could probably grab one when they're out on one of those runs. Question is, how do we get around the exosuit they would be wearing? I don't want to get in a fight with some fanatic wearing one of those."

    Jeff said, "We have a taser in our supplies. I traded for it on one of our last runs into town. But one thing I don't get: we took five gallons of shine in there about ten days ago. If they're all zonked out on the Mawga drugs, why would anyone want it? They were still eager to trade, at least the ones we dealt with."

    Johnny agreed. "We saw some people in town who didn't look so gleeful walking around."

    Jane added, "More like stumbling around."

    Jeff leaned forward in his chair. "If we grab someone, maybe we can run some tests with the alcohol."

    Johnny laughed. "Wait, you saying we get them drunk to get them off the drug?"

    Jeff thought before replying. "Not exactly, but that's actually a possibility. I was thinking of using it to ease any pain of withdrawal they might have. But I suppose it is possible that alcohol inhibits the effects of whatever drug they’re using. If you're seeing drunks walking around when everyone else is gleefully working, our moonshine might be more valuable to us than we think."

    After the discussion ended and a short lunch was had, Johnny made his decision. "I'll do it. Give me a pack with food and I'll volunteer."

    Jeff said, "We have a small hand-operated water filter you can use with any decent supply, just in case they’re drugging that, too."

    Johnny nodded. "Sounds like the plan. Let's get it underway."

    Jane said, "I'll take you in the Jeep as far as the river. You can walk in from there. Give us three days and we'll put an extra stash of food under our end of the bridge. If you end up having to eat their food for some reason, just get up and leave immediately after. One helping won't turn you, but several will."

    Jasper raised a hand to get in a word. "Tres and Vanessa were acting all funny a day after the new food arrived. So as Jane says, watch yourself if you have to eat it."

    Johnny grinned. "Well, didn't know the old man cared so much."

    Jasper scowled. "I don't."

    Johnny was dropped at the far end of the bridge. Jane and Mace returned to the ridge on their side of the river to observe. As they settled into their usual spot, footsteps could be heard coming through the leaves behind them.

    Jasper squatted down, wearing his exosuit. "Sorry, I just felt like taking a little run. What's happened so far?"

    Mace asked, "You ran the whole way here with that suit?"

    Jasper nodded, "Yeah, with this thing I can haul ass. I don't know what it does to my joints but they've never felt better. Just wish that would last. I take this contraption off and within a couple hours I'm right back where I was."

    Jane said, "Guys, he's almost to the building. He's walking up to a Mawga. Still smiling, so everything must be OK."

    Johnny was guided to a place where he could stow his pack. His next stop was to be fitted with an exosuit.

    Mace said, "They don't waste any time, do they?"

    Jane pointed, "See over by the old post office building? The two guys standing there? I think those are two of the drunks we've seen stumbling around town."

    Jasper looked through a pair of binoculars. "They don't look so drunk right now. In fact, they look kind of angry."

    Mace looked over at Jasper. "The Mawga already know you have that suit. Maybe it's time we put it to good use."

    Jasper asked, "What'd you have in mind?"

    Mace pointed back at the Jeep. "We have two gallons of shine back in the car. I think it's time you paid a visit to our two friends. Sort of a peace offering. See what they can tell you about the going's on around there. They should be more than happy with that trade. And find out what they've been eating. If it's the Mawga food, Jeff's reasoning about the alcohol might be right."

    Jasper sprinted back through the woods toward the Jeep, moving nimbly like a northern buck. A minute later they saw him crossing the bridge into town. He slowed to a walk as he approached the two men. The expressions on their faces told of their desire for the moonshine surprise.

    Several drinks were taken. Smiles and laughs were exchanged. When Jasper gestured toward the Mawga and the immense building that was under construction, the expressions on the men's faces returned to their prior scowls. Jasper began to talk and the men replied, repeatedly pointing at the Mawga taskmaster and spitting.

    After a number a swigs, the angry looks turned to expressions of joking and laughter. Jasper glanced up at the observation point shaking his head. Whatever information the men had been giving had come to an end. They were once again the happy town drunks and were of no further use. Jasper thanked the men, turned and sprinted back toward the bridge. Two Mawga taskmasters watched as he ran.

    Jane turned her attention to her husband. "Here comes Johnny, but they only have half an exosuit on him."

    Mace looked through his binoculars. "Might be that long upper torso he's got. They might be having to make him a special suit."

    Jane smirked. "Wouldn't be the first time. Practically every article of clothing I've bought for him has been tailor-made. I've already been having thoughts about what I'm going to have to do for him in a few years when his current clothes are worn out."

    Mace half smiled. "I think that might be an issue for all of us. They aren't making clothes anymore, you know."

    Jane sat down her binoculars as she looked down at the camouflaged shirt she was wearing. "Guess I hadn't even thought about it like that."

    The binoculars returned to her eyes. "Guess we'll be back to animal furs in a few years, huh?"

    Mace shook his head as he smiled and watched the happenings in the town. "Let's just hope it doesn't come to that."

    Jane smirked. "I don't know, I think you could pull off a good buckskin shirt and pants. Might give you a kind of Davy Crockett vibe. Would make you a real mountain man with that beard."

    Mace sighed. "You know, the thought just occurred to me. Your proposed woman hunt for me has already failed. They're all under the influence of the Mawga now."

    Jane peered through her binoculars. "No worries. We'll just have to try a different approach, that's all. Take that brunette on the far corner over there. What do you think of her? Lean, well proportioned, a good skin tone..."

    "Are you suggesting we kidnap a woman for me?"

    "Maybe. I mean, if we're planning on doing that anyway, why not grab someone that's useful?"

    Mace laughed. "Useful? We don't even know if either of us would be interested. I was never one for just going for whatever was available. I'd like to think a woman of similar tastes would be a better fit for me."

    "Sounds like you're already making excuses, Mace. And just look at her. We already know she's a hard worker. And she has a beautiful smile."

    "That's a zonked-out smile. Although I'll have to admit, she does have potential."

    Jane grinned. "Good, it's settled, then. We grab her at our first opportunity."

    Mace chuckled. "Take a look at Johnny's face. He doesn't look all too happy right now."

    "Yeah, and he needs to stop throwing dirty glances our way. He's the one that volunteered for this."

    "Wait, there's a smile. It seems all he needs is a little blond zombie to talk to."

    Jane sighed. "Let's just hope his flirting turns into useful information and not a waste of time."

    Mace pressed. "Wow. She's grinning ear to ear and fawning all over him. Either he's a witty talker or she's really enamored."

    "If you're trying to spin me up, it won't work. Johnny would never stray."

    Jasper rejoined them on the ridge. "Drunks don't know anything. Zombies don't even acknowledge them when confronted. The Mawga just move away. And those angry faces, they were angry because they were out of booze."

    Jane asked, "And what have they been eating?"

    Jasper replied, "Same as everyone else, the Mawga bars. Maybe Doc Jeff is right. That shine might be an inhibitor."
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    On the second day of observation, the Mawga updated the exosuit Johnny wore.

    Jane shook her head. "I can't tell if he's grinning because of that suit or if he's been eating the food."

    Mace replied, "He's still chummy with that little blonde. Actually looks like he's enjoying his volunteer assignment."

    Jasper commented. "I'd say the Mawga are enjoying it. They've been staring at him non-stop for about an hour. Look over to the left. Got three of them gathered in one place now, and they're all watching him."

    Jane offered a half frown. "Hadn't noticed that. Was hoping he'd just blend in with the others."

    Mace laughed. "Since when has Johnny ever just blended in?"

    A shuttle slipped over their heads, quickly settling on the old football field beside the new construction. Four Mawga soldiers emerged, following a fifth with a bright blue stripe running vertically down the center of his hardened suit. The five headed for Johnny.

    Jane said, "Can't say I like the looks of this."

    Mace replied, "That blue stripe, I've seen it before. It's a lower level diplomat. They're usually the ones who first talk to the community leaders when they're setting up deliveries, like the food and such."

    Jane offered a worried look. "They're heading right for him. OK, he's seen them. And with that reaction we know he's not been eating their food."

    The diplomat and the four soldiers who followed him stopped in front of Johnny as he was carrying a steel beam. After setting it down, he was directed toward the shuttle by a hand gesture and bow from the Mawga diplomat.

    Jane shook her head. "Turn them down, Johnny. We can't help you if they take you away."

    Johnny glanced toward the ridge with a worried look before turning toward the shuttle. After word from the Mawga, the blond co-worker grinned, grabbing his arm as the two of them walked to the shuttle, the diplomat leading the way.

    Jane said, "OK, you big oaf, don't get on that ship."

    Jasper said, "If you want, I can run down there with a message."

    Mace watched through his binoculars. "The soldiers have sidearms, but I haven't seen any of them threatening him. I think this is still voluntary."

    Johnny walked up the ramp into the shuttle, followed by the others. The ramp closed and the shuttle lifted, slipping silently over the hilltops as it headed in an easterly direction.

    Mace said, "If they keep going, that's toward D.C."

    Jane stood. "When he gets back I'm going to wring his neck. Flying off in a shuttle was not part of this deal."

    Mace replied, "If it's any consolation, they haven't shown any animosity toward anyone. On my flights with Bontu, the crews were always respectful. Some even seemed excited to be here."

    Jasper waved his hand as he continued to stare through his binoculars. "Sun's starting to set. This might be a good time to get that girl. She's been making treks to that building supply place and back by herself. If you want, I could grab her and bring her back."

    Jane said, "What are you proposing exactly?"

    Jasper pointed. "What I'm proposing is that I go down there, taser her, and carry her back. Simple as that. The three gray rats have all gone to the north end of the building. She's all by herself. I can be in and out in a couple minutes’ time."

    Mace looked over the situation. "I think he's right. We may not get a better opportunity. And we get one of the exosuits with her."

    Jane slowly shook her head. "I think it's a bad idea, guys. We still don't know if those suits have trackers in them. I think we should wait until we know."

    Jasper shrugged. "So we leave her tied up in one of these farmhouses out here. If they come get her, we know they can track it. If not, we have our hostage for Doc Jeff's experiments."

    Mace took a deep breath. "OK, I say we go with it. But, Jasper, if you see anything at all that looks like they are on to you, or if the taser fails or anything else, just leave. Don't try to make something happen that's just not there."

    "I can do that."

    A dozen quick steps saw Jasper over the ridge and out of sight.

    Jane turned to Mace with a scowl. "I can't say I'm happy with this. I'd rather not start anything up while they have Johnny."

    "Understood, but I don't think you have anything to worry about in that regard. Johnny went willingly, anything they want him to do will be as a volunteer. Bontu seems to be adamant about stressing that point."

    Jane replied as she looked for Jasper on the run. "Yeah, well, Bontu's spouse isn't out there flying around with some strange aliens, so I'm not really concerned with what he says."

    Jasper sprinted across the Ronceverte bridge. Seconds later he crossed the ball field and was entering the building supply.

    Mace said, "He doesn't waste any time with that suit, does he?"

    Jane shook her head quietly without looking up.

    Jasper emerged only seconds later with the girl in his arms. As he sprinted back across the ball field, Mace watched for indications of the Mawga taking notice. Everything seemed normal.

    After a walk up and over the ridge and down to the Jeep, Jane and Mace met up with Jasper and his victim.

    "Where do you want her?"

    Mace said, "How about the Dannely place? They're gone, and it's in a direction that's not toward the cave. And let's take this suit off her. If she comes to, we don't want her kicking our asses."

    The exosuit was removed and thrown in the back of the Jeep.

    Jane nodded. "That Dannely house has a well pump, too. And I'd feel better about taking someone there than back to the cave."

    A short drive had the three carrying the semi-conscious, and now blindfolded, Ronceverte woman into the abandoned house. The exosuit was carried in and the woman tied to a bed in a back bedroom. Jane and Jasper stood watch as Mace headed back to the cave to get Jeff. He returned with the doctor twenty minutes later.

    "I really wasn't expecting this. You just grabbed her?"

    Jasper smiled. "That would be me. I tasered her, carried her back, and now she just sits with that frown and won't say a word."

    Jeff pulled a chair up beside the bed. "Sorry we had to do this to you, but there really was no other way."

    The woman remained silent.

    Mace rubbed his beard. "We're gonna have to leave someone here at all times."

    Jeff replied, "Well, I'll need some of my things before I can get started. She looks to be healthy enough. The restraints are tight, but not so much so they cut off circulation. I'd like to go back and mull over what I'll need here. I can come back first thing in the morning to get started, if someone can take this first shift."

    "I'll take it," said Mace. "And, Jasper, do me a favor. Go back and bring me a jug of that moonshine. I want to test a theory. Jane, I know you want to get back to the ridge. Just don't stay too late. We can take that watch up again in the morning. You need rest just like we do. Maybe try to be back at the cave by eleven."

    Jane said, "Well, if I'm not at the cave, I'll be on the ridge. Not going to rain tonight, so I might just carry a sleeping bag up with me."

    Jasper said, "I'll stick with her to see that she's safe."

    Jane shook her head. "That skeleton suit sure has changed you. You're charging in wherever we go and are looking to be involved with every decision."

    "Just makes me mobile. Not much use in trying to participate when you're not physically able. Would just slow everything down. And I ain't never been one for charity. Now, if you want to get back up on that ridge, let's get moving."

    Jeff said, "Can you drop me back at the cave?"

    Jane nodded. "Mace, will you be OK here?"

    Mace replied, "Just bring back that jug. I'll be fine."

    Jasper entered the room a short time later carrying a fresh jug of the homebrew. He was quickly back out to the Jeep with Jane. The two sped away.

    Mace leaned back in the chair with his arms crossed. "You know, you can talk to me if you'd like, even if it's to ask what I'm doing, or why we grabbed you. My name's Mace, by the way. I'm from Norfolk. We've been over here in the valley for almost a year now. You from Ronceverte? I like that town and its people. It's a shame to see what the Mawga are doing to you."

    Mace poured two small glasses of moonshine. "Now, you don't look like the drinking type, but I'm afraid over the next few days you're going to come to like this stuff. Has quite the kick to it. But if consumed in moderation, you won't get a headache."

    The woman's silence burst: "Keep that foul liquid away from me. With the kindness of the Mawga, soon that swill will no longer be available."

    "Swill? I can assure you this isn't swill. It's actually pretty good for a homebrew. If you haven't had it before, it still might take a little getting used to, but you've got the time."

    The woman said, "Why?"

    Mace raised his eyebrows as he leaned forward. "Why? Now that's a good question. Why would you give up your free will to an alien race that just showed up at a most convenient time?"

    "They are here to rescue us, to save us. It's men like you that led us into this catastrophe. You with your guns and wars and immediate needs. Well, your time is at an end. You can join us as we rebuild or you can get left behind."

    Mace sat back slowly. "I've got a little advice for you... do you have a name?"

    "Nancy Davis."

    "Good country name. You don't hear it used much anymore. Anyway, Nancy, that building you're working so hard on out there, it's not a community center, it's a prison. It's a trick by the Mawga to get everyone in one place where they can control them."

    Nancy snarled. "And why would they do that? What benefit do they derive from doing that, exactly? If they wanted our resources, they would just take them. They're far more powerful than we are. Why wouldn't they just take it all?"

    Mace stroked his beard. "That's a good question. The Mawga have been very upfront with what they've asked. To date, almost everything has been done through volunteering. Only, there's one important thing they didn't tell you. Your food, it's been drugged."

    Nancy shook her head. "I've been eating it for weeks. It hasn't affected me."

    "Hasn't affected you, huh? Well, ask yourself this, would you have volunteered to build some monstrous building a month ago? Is all this manual labor something the old Nancy would do?"

    Before Nancy could answer, Mace pulled one of the newest food bars from a front shirt pocket, placing it on the night stand beside the bed.

    "So, Nancy, have you had your dinner yet?"

    The woman stared intently at the food bar. "No I haven't. Is that for me?"

    Mace shrugged. "It might be … if you cooperate."

    "If I cooperate? You kidnapped me. You're holding me here for who knows what reason … and you expect cooperation?"

    Mace reached over to the glasses of moonshine on the table. "I’ll tell you what: you down one swig of this and I'll give you a quarter piece of the food bar. How’s that sound."

    Nancy scowled. "For what purpose would you want me drunk? I'm already tied up. I can't stop you from doing anything you want."

    "I don't want you drunk. If I did, I'd hold your mouth open and pour this down your throat. Would you rather I do that or would you like to do this with dignity?"

    Nancy stared at the food bar. "Give me the swig."

    Mace poured a small portion into a third glass, holding it up to Nancy's lips and tipping it up. When the glass was empty, he set it back on the nightstand and reached for the food bar.

    "Now, see, that wasn't so bad."

    Nancy slowly leaned forward, spitting the swig into his face. "You can keep your liquor! I'll never drink it!"

    Mace wiped the dripping moonshine from his face with a small towel. "OK, no dignity then. You'll hate me for this now, but appreciate it later."

    The woman screamed at the top of her lungs as the Army veteran slowly pried open her jaw with his left hand. "You can swallow or you can gag and swallow—your choice."

    Slowly he poured the moonshine into her mouth while applying a slight pressure to her chest. Without the air to blow the swill from her mouth, she was left with no choice but to swallow. After a third of the glass, Mace released the crying woman's jaw.

    "Hey," he said, "just so you know, I'm not enjoying this one bit."

    Half a nutrient bar was broken from the rest and waved in front of her teary eyes. "This is yours. You've earned it. And don't worry, there won't be any more hooch tonight. The rest of this is for me."

    An hour after the drink had been forced down her throat. A sleepy Nancy Davis passed out. Mace stared at the half glass of moonshine sitting on the nightstand, leaving it as it was. When daylight arrived, Jeff Moskowitz came through the door with Jane and Jasper in tow.

    "How’s she doing?"

    Mace stood. "I took a little initiative to get things going. She wasn't talking other than to say how much she despised me, so I forced a third of a glass of the shine down her throat and then gave her half a food bar."

    Jane said, "Wait, you did what?"

    "I made her drink and then I fed her a half bar. She didn't like it one bit but she'll get over it. Do what you need to do to get her over the drug, Doc. She's going to fight you, but you have to think of this as a sort of intervention to save her life. And if we can cure her of this, we can do it to others."

    Mace asked, "Any sign of Johnny coming back?"

    Jane replied, "We stayed there all night. They didn't bring him back."

    Jasper walked around to the other side of the bed. "She looks peaceful enough."

    Mace shook his head. "I would expect her to start screaming when she wakes up. And as I said, Doc, do what you can for her. She doesn't deserve any of this."

    Mace took a step toward the door. "I'm heading back to the cave for some rest. Wake me if anything important comes up."
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    As Mace arrived at the house next to the cave, a Mawga shuttle was setting down in the field. The tired soldier made his way to the shuttle. Bontu was standing on the ramp waiting for him.

    "Ah, Mr. Hardy. I should like to enlist your services for the day if possible."

    "Why didn't you just call me first?"

    "We attempted to do so repeatedly. It would help if you were wearing the arm pad."

    Mace looked down at his arm. "Oh, yeah, took it off yesterday while I was doing some work with water."

    Bontu nodded. "I see. Although I would like to say that it is both waterproof and fire resistant. There's no need to take it off."

    Mace shrugged. "Well, truth is, sometimes I don't even know it's there, and others, well, it bugs me, so I take it off. What is it you need me for today?"

    Bontu pointed up the ramp. "I'd like you to have a word with a community commander up in Charleston. This is the captain you met when we were last there. I'd like you to hear his proposal and give me your opinion."

    "I suppose we could do that. Anything else? I had a rough night last night, couldn't sleep. Was just about to take a nice long nap."

    "Just this one item today. We'll have you back here in no time."

    As the shuttle lifted, Bontu continued: "So, the captain in Charleston, he would like to organize a military command for my district. I would like you to openly discuss it with him, and then offer your opinion as to the merits of his plan."

    Mace replied, "We already have a military, with a command structure. I don't see the point in even having a discussion about it. With comms, we now have direct lines up to the commander-in-chief. Our bases can communicate with each other and there are no current threats. What's he trying to put together?"

    "He hasn't mentioned being in charge. I believe he is just intent on helping however he can. And with the community center in his area nearing completion, he is looking for other ways to help."

    "Do you think his proposal has merit?"

    "That is not for me to decide, Mr. Hardy. Humans must make decisions with regard to the well-being of their people. That is not for the Mawga to impose or deny."

    Mace leaned over his favorite spot on the rail as the big ship sped toward Charleston. "Have you heard any more from that sergeant I talked to out here? What was his name, Holmes?"

    "Yes, Mr. Holmes, he continues to be a holdout from using the comms and from the food services. The captain has him locked in the brig for the moment, because of his refusal to assist with the distribution of the nutrient bars."

    Mace turned. "I thought these acts were all voluntary?"

    "They are."

    Mace crossed his arms. "Then why don't you tell him to let him out? Certainly this kind of action won't sit well with any other holdouts."

    Bontu slowly shook his head. "In that I have to disagree. Fully a third of those who had withheld support of our efforts have crossed that line. However, I do see your point, but there is nothing I can do. This is a Human decision, and we are not to interfere. It is not our place to govern the actions of your military commanders. Perhaps you can discuss this with Mr. Turner when we see him."

    An aide to the Mawga Chancellor came up behind them. "Chancellor, we will be arriving within the minute, if you would care to move to the shuttle."

    Bontu turned with a nod. "Mr. Hardy, shall we?"

    The shuttle landed with a smiling Bill Turner standing at the ready. "Chancellor, I'm so glad you came. I believe this idea for a unified command in your district to be of value in bringing everyone in line with our goals."

    Bontu held up a hand. "Mr. Turner, I would first like to thank you for your enthusiastic and heartfelt welcome. As to talk of your proposal, is there no better place than in this field to discuss this?"

    The captain slapped his forehead. "My apologies, Chancellor. I have a conference room available. Over this way."

    Mace asked, "Would it be possible to bring Sergeant Holmes in on this?"

    The captain sighed. "The sergeant is in the brig for direct insubordination. He and his kind are precisely why I've put forth the proposal I have. I have the sergeant and thirty of his men under lock and key for failing to cooperate. I know there are other commanders having the same issues. And it takes valuable resources to lock those men and women up—they themselves are wasted resources."

    "Captain, these are fellow soldiers. The Mawga have been very clear that any actions taken should be strictly voluntary. You've placed a strain on the chancellor's effort in his district by taking it on yourself to make these actions mandatory. I understand your frustrations with these men when it comes to this issue, but again, the efforts here are wasted when force or threats are used for compliance. Don't you see the damage you are doing?"

    The captain got an uneasy expression on his face. "I'm only trying to speed things along, Mr. Hardy. These men disobeyed direct orders. They are causing a disruption. I believe my actions have been justified by the seventeen men and two women who joined with us."

    "So you've picked off the low hanging fruit," said Mace as they walked. "Intimidation is obviously the wrong path for these others. Unless you want to make them haters of you and the Mawga, you should let them go. They have to be won over to the side of cooperation, not forced or coerced."

    The captain looked to Bontu Montak for direction. None was forthcoming.

    As they entered the conference room, Mace reiterated his request: "Again, I ask that you bring the sergeant in for this discussion. If your plan has merit, he is a reasonable man and will agree. If he doesn't, you'll have a hard time convincing me that it should be done. If you choose to not entertain my request, I won't entertain your proposal."

    Mace turned to face Bontu. "Fair enough, Mr. Montak?"

    Bontu reluctantly replied, "I brought you into this discussion for a reason. I won't interfere."

    Ten minutes of silence passed as the sergeant was fetched. As he walked into the room, he looked sullen.

    Mace stood. "Mr. Holmes, are you OK?"

    The sergeant eased himself into a chair. "Not really. I haven't eaten in three days."

    Mace turned an angry stare toward the captain. "Mr. Turner? Doesn't sound like you’re sticking to your military codes here."

    The captain looked distraught. "I assure you, Mr. Hardy, Chancellor, I knew nothing of this. Lieutenant, why has this man been mistreated? Why hasn't he been fed?"

    The lieutenant replied, "Sir, I believe your words were 'make this man see the light.’ The others were only following your orders, sir."

    Mace stood. "Captain, I demand this man be freed immediately. And all of his men, for that matter. This is abhorrent behavior coming from a professional military officer. What do you think the chancellor and the Mawga think of us now? That we can't conduct our affairs in a civil manner? Mr. Turner, you've not only besmirched the U.S. military in this affair, but the entire Human race. These Mawga want to be trade partners and potential allies with us. What does this behavior tell them?"

    The captain let out a long sigh. "I must apologize profusely, Chancellor. It was not my intent that any of this should happen. Lieutenant Dalia, please see to it that the men in question are immediately released, and pass down that further reprisals against them will not be tolerated."

    Mace leaned over the table. "The chancellor here is not the one you should be apologizing to, Mr. Turner."

    The captain again sighed. "I apologize to you to, Mr. Hardy. Perhaps my plan wasn't fully thought out."

    "It's the sergeant here you should apologize to. If you can't win someone over to your side with words, you take the long view. You do it through your actions and deeds over time. Show him that you're right—you can't make him think it. He has to come to that conclusion on his own. Sergeant, come. Take a walk with me."

    The sergeant stood and walked to the doorway following Mace. As they left the building, Mace pulled a nutrient bar from his shirt pocket.

    "Here, eat this. It's from the old batch. It's not laced with the drug. I'd give you something else, but that's all I have."

    The sergeant asked, "So you've been eating their food?"

    Mace shook his head. "Not the new stuff. I take a few of these bars out with me just so they think I'm open to the idea of eating their tainted food. I'm sure they're scratching their heads over why I'm not slobbering over them like the captain back there. Take this, eat it. This one is actually good for you."

    The sergeant nodded as he tore into the food bar. "You wouldn't happen to have anything to drink on you, would you? I'm a bit dehydrated as well. Only been taking sips out of fear the water's tainted, too."

    "I don't think they've messed with the water yet. They haven't had to. They probably already have 95 percent of the population in the bag. I shouldn't say this, but we took one captive last night. Gonna see if we can bring her down from the drugs, give her a life back. If it works, there's still hope for us all."

    Mace stopped. "Did anyone from the resistance get in contact with you?"

    Jack Holmes nodded. "Two days before the captain went completely nuts on us. It was just an initial contact. He was supposed to return with further instructions about how we should organize and what we should do. That's when the captain put us in the clinker.

    "And thanks for that speech back there. You hit the captain right in his conscience. He's a good man, just a little too wrapped up in the Mawga cause. It would have been good to still have him on our side."

    Mace placed his hand on Jack's shoulder. "There may still be a way. It's unconfirmed, but we're starting to think alcohol might inhibit or counteract whatever drug they have in the food. It's only a theory, though, no hard proof that it would work on someone who's already under the drugs influence. The captive we have, it's one of the things we're trying out on her."

    Jack smirked. "Great, so we get rid of the addiction, but only if we're drunk? Sounds like we've got a hard road to walk either way."

    "Just be happy we're still walking at the moment. I get the feeling when those community centers are in full bloom, people will also get addicted to the entertainment systems they have in there. They have a big fitness area in there as well."

    "Sounds like paradise."

    Mace glanced back at the buildings before turning away. "Actually, it is. They have food, sleeping arrangements, entertainment, medical and health, all under one roof where they never have to leave. And the entertainment... wow, it's 3D immersive holograms. You can interact with whatever's in front of you. I can see people getting hooked on that, more so than what we've seen with some videogames."

    "So... they're letting us out. What are we supposed to do?"

    "Not sure. For now I would say just try to stay out of trouble. If the captain orders you to do something that's related to the Mawga but clearly not voluntary, call him on it. Play off his guilt complex. Other than that, wait for contact and direction from the resistance."

    Jack scratched under his arm. "Sorry about the smell, Mr. Hardy. They haven't let us shower the last couple days."

    "You are a bit on the ripe side, Sergeant. When we get back, you might want to sit next to the captain just so he gets a good whiff of what you have going on. He's at least deserving of that."

    "I guess that means we're done here then. Thanks for your efforts to spring us. I'll let the men know it was you."

    Mace winced. "I'd almost rather I be viewed as a sympathizer, Sergeant. That way, if any of your people fall over to the other side, they won't be ratting me out."

    Jack Holmes nodded. "You always seem to be one step ahead, Mr. Hardy."

    "Problem with that is I don't know where I'm walking. Could be into a field of daisies or a field of landmines. Sad thing is, I won't know which it is until I get there."

    "Just keep doing what you’re doing, sir. We're in need of more men like you."

    Mace smiled as he turned. "As with you, Sergeant. From the looks of it, I've been on the easy end of this struggle."

    The captain's plan was listened too and taken under advisement for a later decision. The shuttle lifted off and docked with the Mawga ship. A short ride later, the ramp lowered on the field outside the cave.

    Bontu walked Mace down. "Once again I thank you for your service, Mr. Hardy. Your powers of persuasion continue to impress me. You had the poor captain practically groveling at your feet."

    "No, he was groveling at your feet, Mr. Montak. It’s you he wants to impress. Sorry that I used you as the hammer on this one, but you can't force people to believe what you want, you have to win them over. It's a simple argument, and an argument whose misuse has been the cause of many wars among Humans. You can't force beliefs on free thinking people. It just doesn't work."

    Bontu Montak bowed. "You would make a great statesman for your people, Mr. Hardy. It seems the understanding you have is one that is missing from most of the species in the galaxy. Wars are fought all too often over that very subject."

    Bontu turned and threw up a hand as he walked back up the ramp as it closed. "Have a good day of rest, Mr. Hardy. I'll let you know when I'm in further need of your assistance."

    Jane was standing behind him. "Did you ask about Johnny?"

    Mace shook his head. "Never had a good opportunity. But I think I just averted a military campaign to rid the entire district of those who haven't eaten from the Mawga's apple tree. Managed to get a sergeant and thirty-something of his troops freed from jail over not complying with their captain's orders to eat the Mawga food. Is the girl up? Nancy?"

    Jane nodded. "She's up. And she's been screaming almost non-stop at poor Jeff. The man certainly has patience."

    Mace walked toward the gift shop porch where Jasper was sitting in his rocker. "She did some of that screaming at me last night. Of course, I was in the process of prying her jaw open to force liquor down her throat. She wasn't too happy about that."

    Jane laughed and shook her head. "You really need to learn how to treat a lady, Mace. No wonder you've been single for so long. I hope you didn't act that way on other first dates."

    "You still fixated on this being the one for me?"

    Jane put her hand on his shoulder as they climbed the steps onto the porch. "She was handpicked, wasn't she? Pre-approved?"

    Mace laughed, "More like hand-carried after being Tased."

    As Mace plopped down in a chair, Jasper asked, "What we doing?"

    Mace replied, "I need a rest."

    Jane gestured toward the town. "I'd like to go back and observe. Come with us. You can sleep while we watch."

    Mace grinned. "You want to watch me sleep?"

    Jane sighed. "No, you can sleep while we watch... the town. In fact, Jasper, you should get in a few hours of rest yourself. Did you even sleep last night?"

    Jasper shrugged. "Didn't need to. I think this exosuit stimulates you somehow. I haven't felt tired at all since I put it on yesterday."

    Mace looked him over. "How about this: when we get there, the suit comes off. We both try to get at least a few hours of rest under our belts. If you stay awake, fine. Just do it without the suit."

    Jasper frowned. "I really don't need the rest. But if it makes you sleep better, I'll give it a try."

    Mace nodded. "Please give it a try."

    After reloading with supplies, they returned to their perch on the ridge overlooking Ronceverte. The walls of the community center had been completed, along with the roof. A steady stream of workers carried materials through the main entryway as shuttles delivered the technology that made the center a virtual paradise.

    Mace assisted Jasper with the removal of his exosuit. Three minutes later, Jasper was sound asleep.

    Mace lay back on the sleeping bag he had brought with him as he looked over at Jasper. "I thought that might be the case."

    Jane replied, "Yeah, I wonder if he'll be sore when he wakes up. The suit seems to reduce inflammation of your joints, but his muscles aren't used to moving that much. Hope he's not stiff and in pain."

    Mace nodded as he closed his eyes. "Say goodnight, Gracie."

  


  
    [image: collide]   Chapter 17

    
    
    

    


    

    Throughout the day, the shuttles landed and equipment was carried into the five-block-long building. Five hours after their arrival on the ridge, Jane shook Mace's leg.

    "Hey, get up. They just brought Johnny back. I'm going down there."

    Mace rubbed his eyes as he said, "Hold up, I'll go. I'm on good terms with the chancellor. I should be able to walk right in. After that, we should check in with Jeff."

    Mace picked up his binoculars and surveyed the area below. "One thing I find interesting. They never sent anyone out to look for the girl, Nancy. Maybe those suits aren't trackable."

    Jane replied, "Or maybe they're too busy to notice. Having one lost sheep might take backstage to the rest of the production."

    "Possible. Although they seem way too organized to let something like this go. Hang on a minute."

    Mace hustled up to the top of the ridge, looking back across the valley at the house where Nancy Davis had been taken. Three homes down, a shuttle was parked in a nearby field. Half a dozen Mawga soldiers were standing just off the open ramp. Two others stood at the doorway to the house.

    Mace ran back to the others. "We've got problems."

    Jane asked, "What'd you see?"

    Mace rolled over a still sleeping Jasper, lifting the exosuit from beside him and laying it on his slumbering body. The automatic straps for the arms, legs, torso, hips and shoulders wrapped themselves around the sleeping senior, reconnecting him to the Mawga device. Seconds later, Jasper woke.

    "What's going on?"

    "We need to check on the doc. A shuttle is parked a couple houses from him. Mawga soldiers are in the house."

    Jane pointed at the town. "What do we do about Johnny? We can't just leave him."

    Mace looked through his binoculars. "He's standing next to the shuttle he came in on … talking to a Mawga. Doesn't look to be under threat or duress."

    Jane said, "If the shuttle is still in the valley, we can't very well go snooping around. And since we're going to be waiting for it to leave, I think you should go down there. At least talk to Johnny and see if he's OK."

    Jasper nodded in agreement. "I think she's right. Until that shuttle leaves the valley, we can't check on Jeff."

    Mace glanced at the top of the ridge. "I can't disagree with that logic. Keep a watch. I should be talking to him in about ten minutes. If you see me stretch my arms up over my head, you'll know that everything's OK."

    Mace moved over and down the backside of the ridge, returning to the roadway below. A short jog had him across the bridge and into town. He walked up to Johnny, who was still standing beside a shuttle ramp.

    "Johnny, everything alright?"

    Johnny turned. "Everything's good, Mace. Just discussing a few things with my friend here. Tarrok, this is Mace Hardy. He's the one that's been assisting the chancellor."

    Tarrok bowed. "I am aware of Mr. Hardy. And thank you, sir, for all your help. The chancellor has had nothing but good things to say about you."

    Mace stretched his arms high in the air as he looked over at the community center building. "Looks like it's really coming along. When do you expect to have it open?"

    Tarrok replied, "The Ronceverte center should be fully operational in another three days. The townsfolk have been a wonderful group to work with. Everyone is so very kind and helpful."

    Mace gestured toward the valley. "I noticed a shuttle landed just over the ridge. Is everything OK? You guys normally stay in town when you're on the ground."

    Tarrok glanced toward the valley. "A member of our volunteer force went missing last evening. She was wearing one of the exosuits. The suit has been found, but the woman remains unaccounted for."

    Johnny asked, "Is this the first volunteer to up and leave?"

    "Yes. And our concern is about her well being. If a volunteer wants to leave, they can do so of their own accord. However, several of the townsfolk have inquired about her whereabouts, and we'd like to put their minds at ease."

    Johnny crossed his arms. "So she ditched the suit and ran. Sounds like man troubles."

    Tarrok crossed his arms. "Perhaps. You see, Mr. Tretcher, this is precisely why we asked for your assistance. You know and understand Humans and their reactions. And you remain reserved in your responses to questions about these topics. Most of the other volunteers seem too excited about the coming center to give a well-thought-out response."

    Johnny said, "The Mawga—Tarrok here in particular—have asked me to be the Human liaison for the Ronceverte center. I would be responsible for the interim government of the center until such time as an elected government is in place. According to a decree by the president, each community center will have at least one district representative, and each state will have two senators, just as before. The centers should all be in place within three months. After that, we hold new elections for the House and Senate. The president still has two and a half years left of his term."

    Mace asked, "Did you give them an answer?"

    Johnny took a deep breath. "No, I wanted to mull it over for a few days. Mayor Thompson wants someone in the position when the people start moving in. I told Tarrok here that I'd let them know by then."

    Tarrok said, "Yes. And if you decide sooner that you would not be interested, please let us know so the mayor may continue his search efforts."

    Johnny gestured toward the bridge. "You ready to head home?"

    Mace nodded. "Lead the way."

    Goodbyes were said. Fifteen minutes later Mace and Johnny were standing by the Jeep as Jane and Jasper came down from the ridge.

    Jane grabbed and hugged her husband. "What was that about? Where'd they take you?"

    "I got the same D.C. tour they gave Mace. He was right. Most of these people would jump at the chance to relocate, regardless of any drug."

    The shuttle in the valley lifted off, heading over the mountains toward Richmond.

    Mace said, "Let's get over to the house to check on Jeff."

    "What happened with Jeff?"

    Jasper replied, "We kidnapped a woman for Mace. Jeff was interrogating her at a house in the valley. That shuttle was out looking for her."

    The group piled into the Jeep. "A woman for Mace, huh? Sounds like Jane's doing."

    Mace shook his head. "It... she wasn't for me. She was for Jeff to see if we could get her off the drug."

    Jasper stuck his head forward between the seats. "Mace had her tied up and was forcing that moonshine down her throat."

    Mace laughed. "No, well, not exactly anyway. We spotted a couple drunks in town. They had been eating the food but weren't under the influence of that drug. Jasper took them a couple jugs of shine to loosen up their tongues. Long story short, we think alcohol might prevent the drug from taking effect. If so, we might have just the cure we're looking for. Our problem then becomes, how do we get the people to drink?"

    Johnny answered, "I don't know how far you went with the tour, but I insisted on a behind-the-scenes version. The beverage they serve to everyone, it all comes from one giant vat. Only problem then is spiking the punch for twenty-five thousand people at a time. They were adding a sixth floor to the D.C. Building. Already had people lined up waiting to move in."

    The Jeep pulled to a stop in front of the house the woman had been taken to. Mace was the first in the door.

    "Jeff? You here?"

    Jeff poked his head out from the door. "I'm here. Everything OK? The Mawga have been walking all around this place."

    Mace said, "We saw them at the house just up the road."

    Jeff nodded. "After you left, I was looking over that exosuit. It had an extra module attached on the back as compared to Jasper's. I think that might be a tracker. Anyway, I got spooked and took the exosuit up to that house, left it in the living room as if it had been taken off right there. Just a lucky effort on my part. Two hours sooner and they'd have come here instead."

    Jane stepped behind her husband. "This the module you're talking about?"

    Jeff walked around. "That's the one."

    Mace took a deep breath. "Crap. Johnny, you head back to the cave. We'll meet you there. We need to move her. They could be back at any minute. I saw a bag of flour still in the cupboard. Take it. If they ask you why you stopped by this house, tell them you were scavenging."

    Johnny was quickly out the door. Nancy Davis was untied from the bed and moved to the Jeep. Jane and Jasper stayed behind to clean up any evidence of the home's occupation. Minutes later, another abandoned location was selected and the woman moved inside and secured.

    Mace said, "She sure is quiet today."

    Jeff replied. "Flat drunk. She had a rough morning, but half a glass of the shine calmed her right down."

    Mace looked at her eyes. "Just try not to overdo it, Doc. We don't want to hurt her. Has she had anything to eat?"

    "I gave her one of the untainted nutrient bars. She took two bites, frowned, and put it down. I'm thinking this process might take the better part of a week to flush that out of her system. By tomorrow, we should know if this has a shot or not."

    With the test subject secured, Mace returned to the cave. Jasper, Jane and Johnny were sitting on the porch.

    Jane said, "We got nabbed."

    Mace raised his eyebrows. "What?"

    Jane smirked. "You didn't see the shuttle come back down?"

    Mace replied, "I was inside the house with Jeff. What happened?"

    Jane sat forward. "I had just finished cleaning the room when they came in the front door. I was caught flat-footed. One of the Mawga asked if I was OK. I said yes, but I could tell he was looking for why we were there. Jasper came walking out of the dining room with an armload of china, asking if it was the type I had been looking for. Couldn't have been a better cover story. The Mawga looked it over, smiled, and then left."

    Johnny placed his hand on Jasper's shoulder. "Old fart still has a little juice left in the old brain."

    Jasper shrugged. "It was the only thing I could think of. If you were supposed to be scavenging, why not us?"

    Jane said, "Well, I think we moved her just in time anyway. The Mawga detail that paid us a visit staked a ten foot pole in the ground that was covered with sensors on top. They'll be monitoring that road. We should keep an eye out for other poles."

    Mace sat in an open chair. "At least we picked up a valuable piece of info from all this. Those exosuits have tracking beacons. We can't just go in there and walk out with one."

    Johnny sat scratching the side of his head. "You know, I was just thinking about the suits. If the Mawga are so trusting, why won't they let you wear that hardened suit they gave you all the time, even while down here?"

    Mace shook his head. "We don't face any real threats. That's a tech they don't want us scrutinizing."

    Johnny leaned back in his chair. "Do you think Bontu would allow it for his favorite Human if he was under threat?"

    Mace turned. "You have something in mind?"

    "I do. We stage an attack on this place. Tip over a few chairs, break a window, maybe paint 'traitor' on the side of the building here. Make it look like someone doesn't like your cooperation."

    Mace thought for a moment before returning a half scowl. "Think the more likely result of that would be the Mawga poking around and then spiking one of those sensor poles down. That's the last thing we want."

    Jasper added, "And I don't care for the breaking windows or painting everything up."

    Johnny sat forward. "You aren't still harboring the thought of opening this place back up to tourism, are you?"

    Jasper sighed. "Nope. I fully realize that ship done sailed. But I still live here. This is my property."

    Jane said, "I actually think it's a decent idea. Only we don't do it here. Pick somewhere that we don't care if they monitor. Stage the event there. Just have to say we were out scavenging and were attacked. If they free up that suit, good for us. If they just spike the ground for monitoring, who cares?"

    Johnny smiled. "Now, that could work. And if Bontu thinks you're such a good salesman, this is your opportunity to prove it. Insist that you take possession of it while here on the ground."

    Jane asked, "I still don't get why he hasn't asked you to start eating the food bars."

    "I told him it’s best I give the impression of not being biased. If I'm holding out on eating that stuff, it makes me far more believable as a neutral party. I think Bontu sees that."

    Johnny stood.

    Jane asked, "Where you going?"

    Johnny pointed toward a far ridge. "It's time I checked in with the resistance. I'll give them a heads-up of what we know. Hopefully they have some direction for us in return. I hate to think we're lacking leadership on all this. If we're the best the resistance has, it doesn't speak well of our future."

    Johnny walked off the porch to set up his end of the laser comm. Several minutes later he could be heard talking to someone on the other end. When the conversation ended, he returned to the porch.

    "There's been some fighting. Resistance around D.C. is heavily splintered. Seems a group took it on themselves to down two of the Mawga shuttles as they were approaching the community center there. Word is twenty-two of the grays are dead. Everyone in D.C. within five kilometers of the center are on lockdown. Mawga troops are scouring the streets where the barrage of RPGs were fired from."

    Mace asked, "They have any idea of who it was?"

    Johnny nodded. "Rumor has it there's a fanatic running a group of hardcore vets. They think he came out of the Midwest. Has upwards of a hundred followers. Command feels they're going to bring undue pressure on the rest of the holdouts at a time when they're just beginning to organize. Contact said they estimate we have about ten thousand holdouts remaining in the Virginia to Michigan region."

    Jane frowned. "Ten thousand? That's not much considering how outgunned we are. And when those centers are all done, they'll know who the holdouts are. We'll be the only ones not in them."

    Mace asked, "Any word from overseas? Anyone still fighting there?"

    Johnny shrugged. "They just don't know. Rumors say the Russians and Chinese shot down another dozen of those big ships, but they've supposedly taken a pounding for it."

    Mace took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. "If the population numbers are anything like what Bontu said, the Mawga are feeding a billion people. To do that, they must have tremendous resources at their disposal. I can't imagine any Earth army is going to overcome that."

    Jane said, "Well, what do we do? We can't just give up."

    Mace sat back in his chair, crossing his arms. "I'm not suggesting that. It drastically changes the face of the potential conflict, though. The resistance will have to be through the use of guerrilla tactics. Make them pay a price for being here so they'll leave on their own."

    Jane leaned her head back in frustration. "There's one huge problem with that scenario. Let's say we do get rid of the Mawga. How will we feed the billion zombified Humans they leave behind? We have no infrastructure for that, only a handful of farms. And even if we could grow enough food, we have no delivery system to get it to the masses. Right now, if the Mawga left, within weeks we'd be facing the same dilemma we did over the winter: too many people and not enough food."

    Jasper said, "They've got us boxed in pretty good. If we're planning to go all guerrilla on 'em, we're gonna need to start doing some recruiting of our own. And we're gonna need a lot more than those pea-shooters we've got. Mace, what are the chances you can get us some of the heavy duty weapons?"

    Mace shrugged. "We have the contacts. I just don't know how willing they will be to give any of them up. When everything shut down, those all became finite resources. They aren't making them anymore. And as far as putting up any kind of a fight, we don't even know what we're up against. They might have another ten thousand of those big ships up there in orbit."

    Jasper waved his hand. "I might have an idea. We could use the Green Bank Telescope for that, if we can find someone at the place to run it. It's a radio telescope. If there's anything up there, we should be able to see it. That dish is huge."

    Johnny said, "Where is it?"

    Jasper pointed northeast. "Right up highway 92, about sixty miles from here. But they may not have power. It's kind of out in the boonies. Don't know how far the Mawga have run power out."

    Mace gestured toward the RV. "The reactor in that RV can put out way more than we can use. And we're rigged up for tapping into it already. I suspect they reserved the general power for in close to the community centers, something extra to draw us in with. When on tour with Bontu, I was told a lot of the rural areas wouldn't be getting hooked up anytime soon."

    Johnny nodded. "Gentlemen and Mrs. Tretcher, I think we might be due for a road trip."

    Mace stroked his beard. "We can't all go. We need someone to stay here to support Jeff. And, Johnny, so long as you have on that exosuit, we can't take you anywhere."

    Johnny replied, "What? This old thing? I have no issue with losing it. I mean, don't get me wrong, it's amazing, but I can do without it if needed, unlike bag-of-bones over here."

    Jasper chuckled. "Strange, I kind of missed that banter the last few days."

    Before Johnny could comment, Jane replied, "I didn't. Believe it or not, you two peacocks strutting around all the time gets tiresome."

    Mace said, "Here's what we do. Johnny, you and Jane stay here in support of Jeff. Just make sure you lose the suit before going over to the house where he is. I'll take Jasper and the RV to investigate the telescope. At sixty miles, we should get there before dark."

    Jasper said, "You know that's a radio telescope, right? It don't need darkness out to work."

    Mace stood. "You said that. I just don't want to be driving at night where we have to have our lights on. Kind of makes us stand out more than normal."

    Supplies were loaded in the RV and they were soon on the road. The ride to Green Bank took them through Caldwell. The barricades that had held the hungry hordes at bay were down, the town largely empty of her citizens.

    Jasper scowled. "Looks like they all left for Ronceverte."

    Mace turned onto the ramp for a vacant I-64. "They all fought hard to survive, only to be sucked in by those food bars."

    Jasper slapped Mace on the shoulder. "Yeah, well, we just have to suck them back. The way this exosuit has me feeling, I'd take on all those little gray monsters myself if I had to."

    Mace laughed as he dodged a handful of abandoned cars. "I bet you would. Nothing like getting that second wind to make you want to get back in the fight. I've experienced that high a few too many times. All I can say is don't let yourself get too cocky. You might be fast and strong in that suit, but you won't be outrunning any of their weapons."

    Jasper smiled. "Sage advice, and duly noted."

  


  
    [image: collide]   Chapter 18

    
    
    

    


    

    They pulled into the parking lot of the giant radio telescope just as the sun was setting.

    Mace said, "Hang back here while I check out the perimeter. If it all looks good, we try to go inside."

    A walk around the main building yielded no threats. Jasper stood by Mace's side as the door to the observatory was knocked on. No one answered.

    Mace tried the handle. "It's locked. You can see the pry marks where someone tried to get in. Doesn't look like they were successful, though."

    Jasper sighed. "Well, if you want, I'm pretty sure I can tear that door down with this rig I'm wearing. If I just flip this knuckle shield around, it makes one heckuva battering ram."

    Mace shook his head. "Before we start destroying things, let's have a look around. There's a couple trailers out back. We should check them out."

    Jasper followed as Mace again walked around the back of the building. A quick check of the trailers found them to be padlocked.

    Mace said, "Go check that back door. See if you can see anything through that window. I'll check this other building."

    As Mace made his way across a gravel lot, Jasper yelled, "It's locked. And I can't see a thing through the window. Dark tint. You want I should punch a hole in it?"

    Mace laughed. "Just hold on. If this one's locked as well, you can take your punch."

    As Mace arrived at the small building and reached for the door, it opened in his face. A thin bearded man stood with a handgun at the ready.

    "This is my property. You need to leave."

    Mace slowly raised his hands. "Sorry. Wasn't looking to intrude. If this place is yours, we won't contest it. We aren't here to take anything."

    The man shook the gun toward the roadway. "Good. Then you’d best be going. There's nothing here for you to take."

    Mace looked up at the massive dish looming almost over his head. "Was hoping to find someone who could run this thing."

    The man scowled. "Even if that man existed, the control room doesn't have power. What could you possibly want to use it for?"

    Mace pointed up. "I'd like to get a look at our friends up there. Might be useful to know how many of them there are. You know how to operate that thing?"

    The man raised his chin. "What if I do?"

    Mace glanced back at the RV. "If you can operate that dish, I have a power system that can run this whole complex."

    The man returned a suspicious look. "What? On that bus? It'll take a lot more than the generator on that thing to power this place."

    Mace smiled. "I don't think so. We have a small fusion reactor on there. We could power fifty homes with it if needed. And we have external feeds we can hook straight into with only a minor amount of work. Basically, we clip your main power line coming in, attach it to that rig, and you're in business."

    The man thought for several seconds before lowering his weapon. "OK, go around front and get started. I'll open her up."

    Mace nodded as he turned to walk. "You set OK on food? We can spare a couple days’ rations if you need them. Oh, and my name's Mace by the way. Mace Hardy. My friend over there is Jasper Collins. You familiar with Organ Cave?"

    The man looked confused. "What does that place have to do with anything?"

    Mace laughed. "The old guy. He owns it."

    The man squinted his eyes as he looked. "Oh yeah. I recognize him. I think he led the tour I went on a few years ago. You holed up in the cave?"

    "We were, all winter. Tough winter."

    The man sighed, "Yeah, can't tell you how many people pounded on the door to my shed back there trying to get in. I was terrified I'd have to shoot someone. I mean, I know they were just looking for food, but I only ever had enough to last me for a week or so. Can't tell you how many nights I went to sleep hungry."

    Mace stopped and turned, holding out his hand. "What's your name?"

    "David. David Yancy."

    Mace continued to walk. "Jasper, this is David Yancy. He's letting us in the building and we're gonna see if we can get this thing fired up."

    Jasper frowned. "So I don't get to smash the window?"

    David replied, "Please don't."

    Mace asked, "You have a main breaker for the building?"

    David nodded. "There's one around the side, but it's locked up. I have a main panel inside we can switch, though."

    Mace turned the corner to the front. "I have to ask: you think any of your electronics are left working in there? That EMP event knocked out just about everything we had."

    David again scratched his chin as he walked. "The main gear is in a Faraday cage. This is sensitive radio gear, so we try to block out all the noise we can. Most of the computers will be outside the cage, and this is a metal building, so..."

    Mace shook his head. "Won't matter. We had stuff twenty feet underground that got zapped. That was far more powerful than any EMP we could produce. Funny, though. The Mawga tried to convince us it was from ionization of the upper atmosphere that all bled off at once."

    David asked, "The Mawga?"

    Mace stopped by the RV. "Oh … I'm guessing you haven't seen them. I'm sure you've seen those ships passing overhead, though?"

    David stroked his scraggly beard. "So they have some kind of communication device that translates their speech?"

    Mace laughed. "Better. They claim to have been watching us for several years, studying all of us. They taught themselves to speak English and just about every other language during that time. They're pretty fluent in it. Anyway, I've been on one of their ships. Somehow I've befriended the guy who's in charge of an area from Virginia up to Michigan. He's nice enough, and they've pretended to have our best interests at heart, but we're pretty sure they're up to no good."

    David asked, "What do they look like?"

    Jasper replied, "They're built like us, but only three feet tall, gray in color, with a little rat-face, and big black eyes. Probably weigh all of fifty-five pounds."

    Mace pulled a pair of heavy duty bolt cutters from a side bay. "You'll have to give me a few minutes to climb that pole. I'll need that footage of line to connect in over here."

    Jasper reached out, snatching the cutters from Mace's hand. "I'll do it. This suit will make it a cinch."

    Jasper walked over to a position just under the power line, near the connecting pole. With a single leap, he reached the wire, catching it in the jaws of the bolt cutter before snapping the handles hard shut. He landed gracefully, but a grimace soon fell over his face.

    "Ugh. I've gotta stop doing that. My kidneys are gonna hurt for two days now."

    David looked on in awe. "He just jumped fifteen feet in the air! How's that possible?"

    Mace grabbed the downed power line and began dragging the severed end to the RV. "The Mawga gave it to him. Without it he can hardly move around. Arthritis swells up his joints."

    Jasper came to the RV door, gently climbed the stairs and eased himself into the passenger seat. "I'm gonna have to rest here for a while."

    Mace pointed at the doorway. "You hungry?"

    David replied, "Always."

    "Go up, to the left you'll see the refrigerator. We have some deviled eggs, potato salad, and a roasted chicken. Have whatever you like."

    David hesitated. "This isn't some trick to get me on that RV, is it?"

    Mace laughed. "Now how am I supposed to respond to that? Look, I've got about five minutes to finish hooking this up. Eat what you can in five. Then we'll see if your dish still works."

    David hustled up the steps, jerking open the refrigerator door.

    Jasper spun his chair slowly around. "Hey, careful, you'll tear that door off its hinges!"

    David apologized as his eyes grew big, pulling a half a chicken from a shelved container. With a ravenous smile, he stripped the chicken of every bit of edible meat.

    Mace laughed as he came up the stairs. "Don't overdo it. You'll regret it later."

    David pulled back from the fridge as he let a deviled egg slide down his throat. Oh, deviled eggs. I haven't even thought about deviled eggs for so long."

    Mace gestured toward the door. "Power's hooked up if you want to give it a try."

    Jasper asked, "You a drinker, Mr. Yancy?"

    A nod followed. "I was. Ran out the first month after this started. Are you telling me you have booze, too?"

    Jasper smiled. "On the counter to your left. It's our own special brew. I'd recommend you only put about an inch in the bottom of a glass until you get used to it. Will pickle your gizzard, that stuff."

    David poured a shot, his hands shaking with anticipation. The glass was tipped back and the smooth but hot liquor consumed. A deep grin spread across his face.

    Mace waved toward the door. "You ready? We get this place running and we can bring in that whole jug."

    David set the glass down and walked for the door. "Let's gather some radio waves, gentlemen!"

    The door to the building was unlocked and the three men went inside. A breaker was flipped and the interior lighting brightened the room. David moved around to the tech area attempting to power on equipment. Nothing showed life.

    He turned for the Faraday room. "Now we find out if what's left still works."

    Several switches were thrown and buttons pushed. Lights appeared on three key pieces of equipment. When the monitor in front of him came to life, David sat in front of it.

    "Come on, Bessie. You can do it."

    Thirty seconds later the monitor flashed with a string of boot-up commands. "So far so good."

    The monitor again flickered as the operating system left David staring at a desktop. "Let me run a few checks and I can tell you if we can at least control her."

    Mace pulled over another chair and sat. Jasper remained standing, crossing his arms.

    David started a program for monitoring the status of the dish control system. A set of bars on the monitor were all green.

    "And now we see if we can receive and decode a signal."

    A new window appeared on the monitor, displaying a grid with a wavy line running across it.

    David turned with a smile. "She's working. Tell me exactly what it is you're looking for and I'll see if I can find it."

    Mace pulled his chair closer. "I'd like to scan the whole sky if possible, to get an idea if the Mawga have a fleet sitting up there."

    David nodded. "We can do that. Not used to looking for anything that close in, but I can set the dish to do a full sweep and record a broad range of frequencies. The whole sky might take an hour. After five minutes or so, we can open another process to look at the data we've gathered. I'm sure you don't know any specifics of what we're looking for, am I right?"

    Mace replied, "Don't have a clue. Just want to know if we can identify that there are ships up there, and if possible, how many and how big."

    David pushed an on-screen button and leaned back in his chair, clasping his fingers together behind his head. "Today might just be your lucky day, Mr. Hardy. I received my doctorate degree in radio astronomy with an emphasis on signal analysis. If they have ships up there that are emitting RF signals, I should be able to tell you how many, but I won't be able to tell you size other than the number of signals emanating from any given point."

    David glanced back at the screen. "Nice! We already have a hit."

    He typed away, jumping through several windows of data before coming to a stop. "I think we have our first confirmed source. And I'm seeing a half-dozen frequencies in use from two gigahertz up to twelve. Let’s have a look at the low end signal first. Our equipment is better at decoding at the lower frequencies."

    David continued punching keys and switching application windows. Fifteen minutes later he began to nod. "We have a half dozen hits so far. All within those same ranges."

    Mace sat back. "If they have most of their ships already in atmosphere, that's good news. We're guessing there's only one or two in our district, and there’s eight districts. That's maybe less than twenty ships or so covering the states. If we use a guesstimate of fifty times that for the planet, that puts them at a thousand ships. I think they have less."

    "Where'd you get the number fifty from?"

    Mace half frowned. "From what little intel we have. Could easily be twice that number or half, but I don't think so. We've yet to have a report of any of them grouped together."

    David leaned forward. "Awesome. We just had our first decode. It's a strong signal. Very tight bandwidth. And... it's a carrier signal."

    Mace asked, "Can we decode what they're sending on that carrier?"

    David held up a finger. "That's the million dollar question. We've identified the carrier, we can now strip that out. Whether or not what's left makes any sense or not, who knows."

    Several minutes passed before David again sat back in his chair. "Huh. It's analog. And it looks like it might be video. Although at a higher resolution than ours. Let's try a handful of pattern matches to see if we can break it into frames."

    David turned. "It's a huge long shot of course. We have no idea of how they would construct a broadcast. Wait... that's just like one of ours!"

    David again typed away at the keyboard in front of him. Another window opened and a clear video image appeared.

    He sat back. "Whoa. Look at that ship!"

    Mace leaned forward and started to laugh.

    David turned. "What's so funny?"

    Mace smiled. "I recognize that ship. That video is from a science fiction movie I saw a couple years ago. Looks like the Mawga are not only invaders, they're video pirates!"

    David looked back at the screen as the scene changed to two Human actors walking down a hallway.

    Jasper asked, "Do we have audio?"

    David pressed a button several times.

    "I'm telling you, Captain, we can't trust the Derathians. They have half a dozen ships parked around that jump point. If we try to go through—"

    David said, "They'll rip us to shreds. Yeah, OK, I saw that one, too."

    After stroking his beard for several seconds, he returned to the keyboard. "Maybe this is a good thing. We now have a basis for their framing that broadcast. Let's see if that same structure applies to any of these others."

    Jasper placed his hand on Mace's shoulder. "You have any idea what he's talking about?"

    Mace chuckled. "Only the vaguest. But I can tell you with certainty, if we were in here trying to get this running on our own, we wouldn't know where to begin."

    When the sky scan had completed, there were fourteen points of signal emission identified. David continued to work over the recorded signals from the first point identified. Two hours into his efforts, he sat back in his chair, rubbing his fingers through the long greasy hair on the sides of his head.

    "Well, gentlemen, we have the carriers stripped of all captured signals. We're left with seven unique channels identified. Six appear to be digital in nature but heavily encrypted. The seventh I believe is a radar type emission as it pulses at a constant frequency. If I had my normal access to the computers at the university and the ones at the NSF, I might have a shot at cracking that encryption. With this PC, it isn't happening."

    Mace replied, "You already gave me the basic information I was looking for. We know there are fourteen ships up there."

    David shook his head. "No, we know there were fourteen sources up there that are broadcasting using the frequencies we were monitoring. There could easily be another ten thousand ships up there using laser comms or something similar. Heck, they might even have comms we don't even understand and can't begin to comprehend. We just don't know."

    Jasper scowled. "Well, aren't you just the party pooper."

    David looked back. "I'm just saying, there are too many unknowns at the moment to draw any meaningful conclusions from. Sorry if I'm a skeptic, but in my field, if you come to a conclusion that you can't support, you'll get run out of town and won't be given access to the big-boy equipment again. We have to check, triple-check, ask our colleagues, post data up for peer review, and if there's a consensus, we can make an announcement. Sometimes that process takes years."

    The night was spent looking over the collected information. A second full scan was performed in the morning, identifying seven sources of RF emission. A third scan was conducted at the same time of day as the first. The original fourteen sources remained as all that were found.

    When the third review of data ended, Mace said, "Not sure what else we can conclude other than fourteen ships exist up there. Had we picked up any others I might say different, but I would bet money the fourteen ships and seven channels are it. And with that I think it's time I took that information back. There are people waiting who want to know."

    David frowned. "You're leaving?"

    Mace nodded. "I'm afraid so. We need to get this info back for evaluation."

    Jasper said, "If you want, you could come back with us. We're only sixty miles away. You could always make your way back here if you decide not to stay."

    David looked around. "It would be nice to be around people again. I've been terrified that any who have come snooping around here would just be looking to cut my throat and steal what little food I have left. What would be expected of me as far as earning my keep?"

    Mace crossed his arms. "You'll have to wash the RV twice a day and darn all Jasper's holey socks."

    David smiled. "Can I take that as a sarcastic way of saying 'Just do as you're asked?'"

    Mace held out his hand for a shake. "You passed the first and only intelligence test. Welcome to the colony."

    Jasper huffed. "What about my socks? He's still on the hook for that, right?"

    The building was locked, the power disconnected, and the journey home begun. Ninety minutes later they rolled to a stop in front of the gift shop.
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    Johnny stood from his chair. "Need a hand with anything?"

    Mace stepped down, followed by Jasper and David.

    "We picked up a stray. David Yancy, this is Johnny Tretcher. David ran the telescope for us. I have information I'd like to send in if you want to try to contact them."

    Johnny said, "What'd you find out?"

    Mace stepped up onto the porch. "We picked up signals from fourteen ships. According to David here, we were able to cover about three quarters of the space surrounding the Earth."

    Johnny hopped off the end of the porch. "I'll send that along right now."

    Mace pointed to a chair. "Have a seat. When Johnny's done we'll catch up on what we missed. After that, I'll take you up to the house. It has power. You can take a hot shower. And you're about the same size as the prior homeowner. You can take some of his clothes. He won't be needing them."

    Johnny returned a minute later. "Message delivered. I was told to check in again in a couple hours. If they have anything else for us, they'll tell us then."

    Johnny reclaimed his seat in a chair. "So, David, what's Mace told you about us?"

    "Well, you're married to Jane. You have another PHD in the group. Two of your people are in Ronceverte. And Jasper's your father."

    Johnny cringed. "What?"

    Mace laughed. "Sorry, I had to throw that one in there just to see your reaction."

    "Well, to tell the truth, that old man would probably have been just as good as my old man. I hardly got to see him. Part of the reason I spent so much time at my uncle's. My dad was in the Navy and spent a lot of years overseas. Took care of us well enough, but he just wasn't there much when I was a kid."

    Jasper said, "Had you been my kid, I'd have beat you every day."

    Johnny chuckled. "That would have lasted until I was about thirteen. That's the last time I saw two hundred pounds. I was six-one when I entered ninth grade."

    Mace asked, "Jane over with Jeff? Anything new there?"

    "Doc said she might actually be coming out of her funk. That was last night. She even answered a few questions about herself. I think that booze has been good to take the edge off whatever cravings she had for the food bars. All in all, it looks positive. Oh, and he confirmed this module on the back of this exosuit is a tracker. He said the signal is a simple digital code, like an ID or a number or something. That's all he could detect coming out of it. Said the pulse comes out about once every couple minutes."

    David said, "Here, let me have a look at it."

    Johnny stood and turned about.

    David poked and prodded the small rectangular device. It popped free of the suit.

    David said, "Simple slide connector to that suit for power."

    Johnny said, "Ah, yeah. Please put that back on. I don't want the Mawga to come looking for me."

    David smiled as he snapped it back into place. "You know, if we could test what the power is coming out of that suit, we could rig up a supply for it to work on. You could basically leave it here while you moved around with that skeleton on."

    Johnny replied, "Mr. Yancy, I think you may have just solved one of our other problems."

    "What's that?" David asked.

    "We were wanting to swipe enough of these suits for all of us to wear. If the beacon can be removed that easily, that now becomes a real possibility."

    David nodded. "As simple to remove as pressing the two ends together and sliding it off."

    David Yancy was taken to the house. He showered, put on a fresh set of clothes, and returned to the porch of the gift shop.

    Mace stood as David sat. "I'm going over to check on Jeff and Jane. I'll send her back this way. David, why don't you come with me. It'll give you a chance to see our current project."

    Jasper let out his usual huff. "You leaving me here with the ape again?"

    Johnny laughed. "Yep. You'd have made a fine dad."

    Jane had the Jeep, time was taken to start up the old Plymouth.

    David said, "You gotta love the simplicity of the old autos. I've only seen three vehicles pass by in the last six months. They were all probably as old as this one."

    They pulled into the drive in front of the house.

    Jane was waiting at the door. "Who's your friend?"

    Introductions were made and recent events swapped.

    Jeff sat after the three entered the room where the woman was being held. "Nancy, this is Mace Hardy. You met him before, but you might not remember."

    Nancy replied, "I remember. You forced a glass of that moonshine down my throat. Can't say that was enjoyable."

    Mace half smiled. "Yeah, I was hoping I'd have the opportunity to apologize for that later. Sorry, it had to be done."

    Nancy sighed. "No worries, you're forgiven. Jeff and Jane have been filling me in as to what's going on and what I was doing. It's crazy. I remember every bit of it, but it's like the memories in my head are from someone else. Had I known the effects of that food, I never would have eaten it."

    Jane said, "Nancy was just telling us what she did for a living just before you came in. Take a guess."

    Mace shrugged. "I don't know, school teacher? Doctor? Veterinarian?"

    Nancy smiled. "Close. I tended bar at the Tavern."

    Mace laughed. "I spent the last six years before all this behind a bar. That's where I met Jane and her husband. He was a regular patron."

    Nancy replied, "Well, we all gotta do something, I guess."

    Nancy looked back at Jane. "Say, I've been wanting to ask. Why did you pick me for this?"

    The corner of Jane's mouth curled up as she attempted to not smile. "You were a convenient target, going over to that building by yourself."

    Nancy nodded. "I remember an old man confronting me. He pulled out a taser. Where's he?"

    Jane gestured. "Back at our normal hangout. Sorry we have you tied up here. We have to until we're certain you're no longer craving the bars."

    Nancy glanced over at a glass on the table. "You just keep feeding me that shine and I'll be fine. Where's that stuff come from anyway? Was making a fortune selling it at the tavern before that food zonked me out."

    Mace pointed at Jeff. "Mr. Moskowitz, and our friend who's stuck back there at the center, brewed it up."

    Nancy shook her head. "Masterful with the taste. That little touch of Tabasco... genius. My regulars at the tavern loved it."

    Jeff replied, "We were using it for trade, so taste was imperative. The recipe came from one of the locals. He and his wife are both in town now. Ran out of food and didn't have a choice."

    Nancy nodded. "That would be most of us. When they dropped off that first load of those bars, man, I couldn't get enough of 'em. Once we saw there was plenty to go around, I kept a bowl of 'em right up on the bar. Seems like a week or two after that I found myself compelled to help with whatever they wanted."

    Mace looked down, shaking his head. "When they shipped in the second big load, the bars were tainted with some psychotic drug. Within a week, everyone who was eating them had to have their next fix. And since the fix came from the Mawga, you did whatever they suggested. Kind of a bloodless coup they were pulling on us all. The thing is, we still don't know if their intentions are good or not."

    Jane said, "What about the worker we saw taken behind that wall? Looked like they vaporized him or something. He never came back out."

    Nancy asked, "What worker? I don't recall anyone being taken away."

    Jane said, "There was a pillar structure that fell over, crushing a man's leg. They carried him behind a wall, we saw a bright flash, and the person never came back. The rest of you continued on working, seemingly oblivious to what was happening."

    Nancy smirked. "No, they didn't vaporize anyone. There's a door going down into what was a basement there. They removed the guy from his worker suit and carried him down for treatment. He was back in a couple days. The flash you saw was probably the fusion reactor pack going off on that suit when they blasted it. I heard them telling someone that if those reactors get damaged they can sometimes run out of control and cause a lot of damage to the surrounding area. They blasted it to shut it down."

    Jane shook her head. "Great. Now we're back to only having the food issue to suspect them on. Thought we finally had something concrete."

    Nancy said, "They are drugging us. That should be enough."

    Jeff replied, "We think there's a possibility it's their way of keeping everyone calm while they get us back on track. It's not without reason, though I'm sure most wouldn't do it willingly."

    Nancy glanced over at the night stand beside her bed. "Hey, would it be a reasonable request to have a small portion of one of the drugged bars? I mean, just a little, you know, kind of wean me off of them slowly?"

    Jeff glanced at the table and then reached for a glass. "Not a chance. This is where we give you another shot of the alcohol."

    "How long you plan on keeping me tied up like this?"

    Jeff put a shot glass of shine up to her lips. "Until you don't show any desire for that Mawga food."

    Nancy swallowed and rolled onto her side. "Wow, that's good fire-water. Well, since we're gonna be such close friends, Jeff, why is it you're clean shaven while the rest of them have beards? There's no shortage of razors in what's left of the stores yet."

    Jeff rubbed his chin. "I don't know, I just prefer it. I don't like when the stubble gets to a quarter inch or so. It starts itching, drives me nuts, so I shave. More of a habit than anything now."

    The small talk continued until Nancy dozed off.

    Jane asked, "One thing I don't get: why is it she conks out after you give her a shot of that stuff? I would think a single shot would just get her going."

    Jeff smiled. "Normally it would. That jug, though, I ground some sleeping pills and mixed them in. Not enough to be toxic, but enough to make her drowsy. I figure the more she sleeps over this first week, the easier it will be on her."

    Jane said, "I'll sit with her for a while. Why don't you go back and take care of anything that's needed?"

    Mace, Jeff, and David arrived at the cave a few minutes later.

    Johnny pointed as they walked in. "Mace, your arm pad has been buzzing since just after you left."

    Mace walked into the gift shop, picking up the device and strapping it to his arm. "Mr. Montak, this is Mace. You in need of something?"

    The holo-display on the pad turned to an image of Bontu Montak. "Yes, Mr. Hardy. I have a new proposal I would like to discuss with you. I'm not sure how you would accept it, but I have been asked to discuss something with you. Something the Emperor himself deems to be important. If you are available, I can be there in a few minutes."

    "I'm here. Come on down."

    Bontu's expression went from serious to a smile. "Excellent. I would like a word with Mr. Tretcher while I am there as well."

    Mace glanced out the door. "He's right here with me."

    The comm ended. Mace walked back onto the porch.

    "What was that about?"

    "Bontu wants to talk to both of us. About what, I haven't a clue. He sounded serious, though. Something the Emperor wants."

    Johnny frowned. "That doesn't sound good. The leader of the entire Mawga empire has something he wants us to do. At least this should be interesting."

    Jasper said, "If he's got a mission for you, I want to come along."

    Johnny laughed. "Well, look at you. Mr. Gung-ho all a sudden."

    Jasper replied, "I'm every bit as capable as you now, Tretcher. If not more so."

    Johnny leaned back in his chair. "How do you figure?"

    Jasper held up his arm, looking at the exoskeleton link that graced his forearm. "I can carry as much as you, run as fast, jump as high. And I have the wisdom of my years. I also have about half as many pounds to lug around."

    Johnny smirked. "Well, you've got me on arrogance, that's for sure."

    "That's called confidence, something you're too young to understand."

    A few minutes later, Bontu's shuttle topped the trees and settled in the usual field. Mace, Johnny and Jasper walked out to its lowered ramp as Bontu came down to greet them.

    "Gentlemen, may I talk with the two of you in private?"

    Mace replied, "Whatever you have to propose, Mr. Collins can hear. We're a tight-knit group here."

    Bontu glanced over at the porch. "You have someone new?"

    Mace nodded. "David Yancy. Just joined us over the last couple days. If we deem what you have to say worthwhile, we'll fill him in. He has yet to see or to meet any of you, so he's probably feeling a bit intimidated at the moment."

    Bontu gestured toward the ramp. "I see. Well, if you gentlemen would care to join me for a few minutes, I can fill you in on the Emperor's request."

    After sitting around a table in the cabin of Bontu's shuttle, the discussion got underway.

    "Mr. Hardy. As you know, we've been impressed with your negotiating skills and reasoning. Mr. Tretcher, our people are impressed with your stature. And after your visit to the community center in your capital, we are equally as impressed with your leadership abilities."

    Jasper laughed. "Leadership abilities?"

    Bontu nodded. "Yes, Mr. Collins. Mr. Tretcher handled himself well during the tour. A tour which we have given to numerous Humans. He impressed us with his reasoning when answering questions about the current situation. You have two very intelligent Humans in your small group."

    Johnny smacked Jasper on the shoulder. "Very intelligent. Hahaha!"

    Bontu continued, "Yes. Well, gentlemen. I have some troubling news. We believe a hostile species might be coming this way. They call themselves the Kaachi. They are a ravenous lot. We have been in a state of war with them for more than three hundred years."

    Mace asked, "So, why are you telling us this?"

    Bontu hesitated. "I'm telling you this because the Emperor feels you might be able to help us help you. You see, the Kaachi are conquerors and enslavers. If they come here, it would not end well for your people. We are traders, Mr. Hardy. We benefit through having strong trading partners, allies if you will. While I'm not saying you should join us, I believe it would be in the best interest of all Humans if you do."

    Mace sat back, crossing his arms. "I'm still a bit confused here, Mr. Montak. Exactly what is it you are asking of us?"

    Bontu took a moment to reply. "I am asking the two of you to lead a Human army. We can provide ships, crews, weapons, and training. What we need are warriors. And not warriors to fight for us, warriors to fight alongside us in an allied relationship. I am very serious about this proposal, Mr. Hardy. This discussion has been deemed necessary by the Emperor’s own hand."

    Mace looked around the room. "We'll need time to discuss this."

    Bontu stood. "I will be waiting just outside, gentlemen. Please, take your time."

    Bontu left the cabin.
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    After an hour of heated discussion, the Mawga Chancellor was asked back.

    Mace shook his head. "OK, we have to know. Why are you drugging our people?"

    Bontu took a deep breath. "I suspected you were aware of our methods. I can assure you it was all done for the purpose of restoring your governments and populations. You see, when the community centers were complete, we would move to the next phase, that being the re-establishment of your government. Once that task was complete, the next would be to re-establish sustainable food production. You must understand that the current situation is costing our people a small fortune. A cost that we would hope to recover through millennia of trade.

    "Once food production is underway, we would move to the fourth phase of our efforts. Production. Production of all things needed to sustain your population. Transportation, factories, essentially the final pieces of what is missing today. As that effort comes into full swing, your people will be weaned from the drug, leaving you with a well established, vibrant economy, and a unified world government that was both fair and just."

    Johnny sat forward. "Sounds like you have our whole lives planned out for us."

    "That is hardly the case, Mr. Tretcher. Our estimates place a schedule of under two years to accomplish all that I mentioned. Your people would be both free and self-governing when that time arrived. Our use of the drug was to induce a cooperative spirit that we knew to be lacking. Without its use, the rebuilding of Earth would take decades, and there would undoubtedly be wars as struggles for power and wealth resumed."

    Jasper said, "You should have filled us in on the use of the drug. We're reasonable people."

    Bontu placed his hands on the table. "We have studied you for several years now. You are... were … a people split by many cultures, customs and nations. What chance do you hold out that there would be a harmonious recovery where all nations and all peoples joined together in their efforts?"

    Jasper scowled. "Some of us do have a tendency to be jackasses. Guess I can't really argue against your point."

    Bontu looked back to Mace. "Mr. Hardy, we know you have been communicating with the others in your military who have chosen not to consume the nutrient bars. I would like to propose that you rally these people together into a defense force for this planet. As I said, we will provide ships, crews, weapons and training. And we would allow your people to govern your own force, as allies to the Mawga. Allies who are on an equal plane with the Mawga.

    "As a gesture, to show our sincerity, I've been asked to give you a tour of one of our military vessels. We have fourteen in orbit above us. These are not the diplomatic vessels such as I have. They are armed and armored cruisers, much larger than what you've seen. And this tour I speak of, it would be complete, all sections of the cruiser. And interaction with the ship's commander, who will answer any and all questions you might have."

    Mace stroked his beard in thought. "I'm concerned, Mr. Montak. Why would you be willing to show us this? You obviously have ships that are far more powerful than anything we have. And I'm certain you have armies that are far larger than what we can currently muster. Why would you need us?"

    Bontu looked down. "Mr. Hardy, as you can see, your people are far bigger in stature that ours. That trait places you above most species in the galaxy. Through our studies of your people, we've determined that you are fighters, you are intelligent, and you are highly adaptable. Where our warriors march into battle in a line, only doing as they are told, your people evaluate every situation and adjust. You have a will to fight that most others lack.

    "As I'm certain you know, Mr. Hardy, most wars are not won by standing off in some ship and firing at one another. They are won with boots on the ground, as you say. Land, ships, planets, they are all governed by living, breathing beings. Until those beings are defeated and subdued, the land, ship or planet, is not in your possession. Our Emperor, and our military generals and admirals, believe your species to be key to not only defending Earth, but to possibly defeating the Kaachi."

    Mace leaned back. "Wow. I was not expecting a talk like this."

    Bontu brought a display of information up on a wall. "In the former United States, you have nearly fifty thousand holdouts, many of them with military backgrounds. Across your globe that number is close to fifty million. We feel these are the people with fighting spirit, the resisters, the warriors of Earth, if you will. These are the Humans we want you to assemble into an army, an army that will be used to protect your planet."

    Johnny asked. "This all seems kind of sudden. Are these Kaachi on their way? Do you know they're coming?"

    Bontu replied, "Mr. Tretcher. Our ships travel the great distances of the galaxy through the production of wormholes. What takes light hundreds or thousands of years to traverse, we can do in an instant. This technology, however, comes at a great cost. Our fleet's travel here took six months’ worth of gathering resources. You see, wormhole generation requires a tremendous amount of fuel to accomplish. This fuel must be mined and refined to exact specifications. The process is slow and cumbersome, making star-travel an expensive proposition.

    "Throughout the galaxy there are natural rifts that occur. These rifts are like the superhighways of your world. And those who control them control the flow of trade in entire regions. The closest rift is four years flight from here under normal means. With a jump-ship and the proper amount of fuel, that four years can be cut down to seconds. The rift to this region of space is new. We do not control the rift. This rift is controlled by the Sarkesians, a powerful but fair species.

    "Three months ago, a small wormhole was opened to this system. Communications were passed through so the Emperor might have status of our progress. As the wormhole closed, a Kaachi intelligence ship was seen leaving the area. We believe they now know of Earth, and they may be preparing for an attack. Our spies have sent word that Kaachi ships are massing near the other end of the rift."

    Johnny said, "So, the Kaachi pay to bring a fleet through the rift and then open a wormhole to here, sending that fleet through. If you know this, why can't your Emperor send through more ships? Or why don't you stop them at this end the of the rift?"

    Bontu replied, "Unfortunately, we do not have the ships to send. Our fleets are spread thin, defending the Empire from the Kaachi and a dozen other species who have chosen the path of war. And we cannot defend near the rift. It is forbidden. You see, two thousand of your years ago, a meeting was held by the seven most powerful empires. They formed a union and enacted rules that all species must follow.

    "If a species should violate the rules, they may be expelled from the Union where all of their assets would then fall prey to all Galactic Union members. It is one thing to war with another species, but war with a dozen would mean certain defeat. And without support of the Union, you cannot trade with others. Trade is the lifeblood of existence in this galaxy."

    Jasper asked, "Why doesn't this trade union outlaw war?"

    Bontu sighed. "The seven powers that began it did not want the Union meddling in their private affairs. The rules govern trade. One of the rules is no warring near the rifts. The rifts are open to all who can pay the fair fee of the discovering species. Even if a species controls a rift and is at war with another, they cannot deny them access, but they can demand payment up front."

    Johnny said, "So, other than these rules, it's everyone for themselves?"

    Bontu nodded. "We all control our own destinies, so long as the rules are followed. I understand your hesitation to join what could be conceived as a Mawga fight, Mr. Tretcher. And I would like to show you one of our cruisers as I continue to push for an alliance."

    Johnny asked, "If these Kaachi do decide to invade, when would they be here?"

    Bontu replied, "A jump through the rift happens in seconds, opening wormholes can take anywhere from a few seconds, to five days. It depends on the the amount of fuel at the ready. The Kaachi are not a wealthy species. I would expect a ship to use a fair amount of fuel to generate a wormhole for a moderate sized fleet, that being less than fifty warships."

    Johnny winced. "So a matter of minutes or hours for an invasion?"

    Bontu nodded. "That estimate could easily be accurate. A wormhole cannot be opened near matter. Gravitational fields restrict that. Typically travel would be made to nearby space with standard drives being used in the end."

    Mace sat forward in his chair. "How many ships do the Mawga have here right now? Including warships."

    Bontu brought another informational display to the wall. "Fourteen cruisers, one troop carrier, and approximately four hundred diplomatic vessels, sixteen of which are spread across your former United States. The diplomatic vessels are only lightly armed. A thousand of them would not hold up to the might of a single cruiser."

    Mace said, "When can we go on this tour?"

    Bontu smiled. "I have been given authorization for immediate access. Please... one moment..."

    Bontu tapped on his arm pad. Seconds later his attention was returned. "Excellent. Admiral Geerok aboard the cruiser Delisant is welcoming three other delegations such as yourselves. If we leave immediately, we can join them on the tour."

    Mace looked over at the door. "How long do you expect this tour to last? So I can tell my people?"

    Bontu replied, "I believe a minimum of a day. It could go as long as you desire, if that is what is required to bring you to our side."

    Mace stood. "I'll let David know. He can tell the others. And, Bontu, just so you know, even if we three decide this is a good idea, that's a far cry from all the other holdouts accepting any of this."

    Bontu nodded. "I fully understand the uphill struggle we face, Mr. Hardy. Please inform your friend and we'll get underway. The ride up to the Delisant will take nearly an hour."

    David Yancy was filled in. Mace returned to the shuttle and it lifted off, docking shortly after in the chancellor's ship. The diplomatic vessel lifted up through the atmosphere and was soon enveloped in the darkness of space.

    Mace walked out on the catwalk, looking down at the Earth as they continued to rise. "Wow. That is spectacular. I don't know that I could say I've ever seen anything so beautiful."

    Johnny stood beside him with his jaw dropped.

    Jasper asked, "How is it we can stand out here and not suffocate or freeze?"

    Mace replied, "Something about a synthesized gravity wall. You can't see it, but it's there. And don't try to reach out for it. I'm told if you were to come in contact with it, you'd get sucked in, and that's not something you’d want to have happen. And because of that, you don't want to lean too far out on this platform. You fall off and you're toast."

    Jasper nodded. "Good to know."

    A short time later, the cruiser Delisant became visible to the naked eye. As they approached, two other diplomatic vessels fell in beside them. The catwalks of each had Humans out on them, gawking at their surroundings. A fourth diplomatic vessel was already docked with the cruiser.

    Johnny shuddered as they moved in to dock. "That thing is a beast! I see why Bontu said there was no comparison to his ship. Can you imagine if one of these had come down to enforce the law with the Russians or the Chinese?"

    Jasper said, "This is better than any movie I've seen. Stunning. Just stunning."

    Mace laughed. "Glad you two are so easily impressed. Look, they're living, breathing beings, just like us, only smaller. They have advanced technology, but I have a hard time buying that they're in need of our help against these Kaachi. That is unless they are terrible at war themselves. The Mawga appear to be good at planning, which is excellent if you're looking to build things, but when it comes to war, plans are rarely followed—fully needed, but rarely followed."

    Bontu walked out onto the catwalk. "Gentlemen, we have arrived. If you would care to follow me to the transfer tube, I can introduce you to the admiral. He has been an acquaintance of mine for many of your years."

    The three Humans followed the Mawga onto the massive cruiser. After walking several hallways, the Mawga gestured toward a doorway.

    "Mr. Hardy, Mr. Tretcher, Mr. Collins... I will be heading back to the district and my other duties. The admiral will see to it that you are returned whenever you are ready. Just ask and he will make the accommodations."

    Bontu bowed, turned, and walked away.

    A voice could be heard from inside the room. "You blokes just going to stand out there?"

    Johnny stepped through the door. "Australian?"

    The man who had spoken nodded. "Sydney. You must be the Americans?"

    Johnny held out his hand. "Johnny Tretcher."

    The man shook it. "Coran Daughtry. These are my colleagues, Tawn Davies and Roger Glover."

    Johnny looked over his shoulder. "This is Mace Hardy, and the old man is Jasper Collins."

    Coran spun to his left. "These three gentlemen, sorry, I'm horrible with names, are from the U.K. And these three from Canada, right in your backyard."

    The rotund Mawga admiral waddled into the room, talking with a voice that was much deeper than his stature would predict. "Good day, gentlemen. My name is Fatso Geerok. I'm the commander of the fleet that is currently protecting your world. And before you make any comments about my name, yes, it's pronounced as it's spelled, and I do resemble the term from your language. Moving on, I will be giving you a half-hour tour, after which you will be passed off to another more capable guide. Ask all the questions you like, open what doors you like, make whatever comments you like. For the duration of this tour, consider this ship yours."

    Johnny raised his hand. "Can we fire the guns?"

    The admiral replied, "With supervision, if you so desire."

    Johnny nodded. "I think I'm gonna like this tour."

    Jasper grinned. "Until I shove you in an airlock and space you."

    The three Brits laughed. "Got a sense of humor, the old man does."

    One of the Brits held out his hand. "Liam. Liam Hobbs."

    Jasper shook it. "Don't care. Say, you’re a bit cross-eyed, aren't you?"

    Johnny shook his head. "Don't get him started, he won't stop."

    The admiral raised a hand. "Gentlemen, save your hostilities for the Kaachi, if you please. In the meantime, follow me."

    The admiral talked as he walked. "This section of the ship, the docking area, is where all personnel and materiel transit. The only items that do not are radio frequency transmissions and the high energy plasma from our cannons, and of course light from our normal running beacons."

    Johnny asked, "Those guns, how do they work exactly, and what damage will they do?"

    The admiral continued, "The plasma weapon began as a rifle that was captured from another species long ago. Our scientists and engineers scaled the weapon up to the cannons we have today. A plasma charge builds in a well, a container if you will, and is then ejected through a cannon port using high magnetics, the equivalent of gravity, to direct it. The plasma charge remains in a gravity bubble of sorts until striking its target. The charge then rapidly dissipates, heating the structure it has contacted, often to a million of your degrees. It appears almost as a tiny sun on the surface it impacts."

    The Australian, Coran Daughtry, pushed further. "If one of these plasma charges was to impact the outside of this hull. What damage could be expected?"

    Fatso stopped. "This very ship has taken a dozen such strikes. The damage depends on the plating it impacts. I've seen everything from severe surface scarring to a three meter hole that killed everyone within a bulkhead section. Twenty-six Mawga perished on that strike. It was a bad day to be on C-deck-port-forward, I can assure you."

    Mace said, "How much fighting have you seen?"

    The admiral thought. "I believe the number to be fifteen encounters. Eight with another ship, before becoming an admiral. The other seven here on the Delisant."

    Mace slowly nodded. "Sounds like you've seen some heavy action."

    "Yes. And in five of those... fights, the ship I was on took damage. War in space is a frightful thing. I often wish I had joined the army instead, but I come from a long line of space-fleet commanders. Couldn't disappoint the family. Have you seen action, Mr. Hardy?"

    "I've seen more than my share. Mine was army. And I can't say that it's preferable to fighting out here. Out here you can see the enemy. On the ground, there are too many places for the enemy to hide. You get shot at before you even know they're out there."

    Fatso nodded. "Yes. I can see where that might be difficult. Perhaps I will relent on my laments as far as naval warfare goes."

    The admiral turned a corner. "Gentlemen, we are entering the crew quarters. They are centered in the ship along with our power systems, supplies, and armaments storage. Aside from our cannons, we have missiles and gravity bombs. The missiles are ship to ship or ship to ground. The bombs are strictly for dropping. Both are self guiding once they leave the ship."

    Coran asked, "How many crew does the Delisant have, sir?"

    The admiral replied, "Officer quarters on the right. Crew on the left. Incidentally, our bunks are arranged head to head, toe to toe, flowing straight from one to another. They should easily accommodate you Humans, although not as many of you."

    Johnny stopped, coming face to face with a bulkhead as the admiral stepped through a low door. "Are all the bulkhead pass-throughs this size?"

    The admiral nodded. "As are many of the side passageways. I'm afraid the bulkheads are here to stay. The passageways can be altered to accommodate your height. And, Mr. Daughtry, to answer your question, a cruiser has a general crew of two hundred forty-two. We can also accommodate a brigade of soldiers, typically numbering from six to seven hundred."

    Liam Hobbs asked, "Do you often fight ship to ship?"

    The admiral turned back. "Goodness, no. We don't have the means to do that. If you are that close to another warship you are likely to take major damage. Mr. Hobbs, no one wants to die in space. During a typical battle, if a ship takes more than a handful of plasma strikes, they withdraw. Etiquette says you shall not attack an enemy who has withdrawn from battle. It is the rare occasion that we actually lose a ship. It's understood that the territory has been won or lost. And the territory is what the fight is about, is it not?"

    One of the Canadians scratched his head. Kind of sounds like the battles of old. Line everyone up, shoot at each other until one side retreats. Not really the business of modern warfare."

    The admiral stopped at the next bulkhead. "Gentlemen, this is where my service ends. Commander Ladook will be taking you from here as I will be greeting delegations from Northern Europe."

    Jasper nodded. "You have fun with that, Fatso."

    The admiral smiled. "I believe I will, Mr. Collins. Thank you."

    The admiral walked away.
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    Commander Ladook was tall for a Mawga, stretching up to nearly four feet in height. "Ah, welcome, welcome. Let me begin by saying I am delighted to be with you today. I've been studying your people for several years now, but this is the first opportunity I've had to meet a Human in person. So... welcome."

    The commander turned and began to walk. "Gentlemen. Let's see... oof."

    Ladook struck his head on the top of the bulkhead doorframe. "I was hoping to have at least one of your warrior women in this group."

    Jasper said, "Nice going, Stretch."

    Johnny asked, "Stretch?"

    Jasper shrugged. "To the Mawga, he's a Stretch."

    The commander continued, "Yes, well, we are coming into the power section of the ship. The Delisant has four fusion reactors. Most cruiser class ships only have three. Anyway, the reactors provide all our internal power needs, provide the energy for our holistic gravity drives, and the plasma charges for our cannons."

    Coran held up a hand. "Hold up please. Holistic drives?"

    The commander nodded. "Yes. The large nozzles you see on the back of the ship, those are the focusers for the gravity waves that propel us. There are many systems that first create the waves. The nozzles provide a means for them to push us forward or pull us back. The Delisant can theoretically reach half the speed of light, although the drives have never been pushed that far to my knowledge. It seems that even open space is a dangerous place. Damage to the hull can be severe at those speeds if we strike debris.

    "I have often fantasized about creating a sort of gravity shield in front of the ship to protect us, although I'm sure there must be reasons it hasn't been done. There are too many species flying about for someone not to have stumbled across that one. Anyway, where were we... oh, yes, the reactors. Power from the reactors can be stored in a charge well. When sufficient charge has been accumulated, it can be directed out through any of the cannon ports."

    Liam Hobbs asked, "How many cannons on this ship?"

    Ladook grinned. "Six heavies. At least three can be fired in every direction."

    Liam nodded. "And how long does it take the charge well to fill?"

    Ladook held up a finger. "With our four-reactor setup, we can fire ten bursts in a minute's time. Gentlemen, for a cruiser, this is a formidable ship."

    One of the Canadians, Humphrey Mallot, posed his question: "So, why not build a gunship with fifty reactors, come out blasting?"

    Ladook slowly shook his head. "I am sorry, Mr. Mallot. That is not allowed under the rules of the Galactic Union. Cruiser class ships are limited to three reactors typical. A command ship may have four, as we have here on the Delisant."

    Humphrey half scowled. "What kind of wars do you have where everyone has the same armaments? Does everyone have the same plasma cannons?"

    Ladook turned with a confused look. "Why of course. It's the most powerful weapon in the galaxy. Anything else would be less, leaving you at a disadvantage."

    Mace asked, "Are there any ships larger than a cruiser?"

    Ladook took a deep breath. "Yes. The seven founding members of the Union have dreadnoughts. They are about three times our size, with sixteen reactors. I'll be the first to say that they are a big deterrent when it comes to messing with any of those seven empires."

    Mace replied, "So the GU makes the rules and the rules are that no one else can be as powerful. Nice."

    Johnny said, "Sounds like we need to ally with one of the seven."

    Ladook shook his head. "Please, Mr. Tretcher. I ask that you not makes jokes about the Galactic Union. They have spies, even among our people. Irreverent talk of the seven will only bring trouble for my people and yourselves."

    Johnny asked, "How would our statements bring trouble for you?"

    Ladook took a deep breath. "We were the first to this territory. To the Galactic Union, you are our wards until such time as you apply for membership on your own. There is always a risk when being the perceived masters of a new species. Not that we view ourselves as your masters. I'm speaking of the Union of course."

    As the tour continued the warehouses were passed, followed by the brigade of Mawga Marines. Commander Ladook then turned down a long hall that passed through several bulkheads before dead-ending into a cannon turret.

    "Gentlemen, meet Diaga. She is the beloved port cannon that inflicted five direct hits on Kaachi cruisers during the battle of Ommis Dre. At that time, I had yet to join her crew. They each now wear a pin signifying the assault and the victory. That was a fine day for the Delisant. I only wish I had been there."

    As the others looked over the gun controls and Ladook answered their questions, Mace pulled Johnny aside. "I'm not getting a strong feeling from these people that they have much of a backbone. And these rules? How are you supposed to defend yourself? I'm thinking we take their offer, just on the off chance we're able to take over one of these ships."

    Johnny nodded. "I was having some of the same thoughts. This all seems whacked. Give me one of my ARs and I could take this ship myself."

    Jasper poked in his head. "Couldn't do it, you'd be slamming your head on every bulkhead as you chased the gray rats around."

    Mace shook his head. "OK, maybe it would be better if we waited to discuss these things when we’re back."

    Ladook turned. "Mr. Tretcher, I believe you asked about firing one of the cannons? The admiral has given his approval. They are preparing to launch a drone from the docking bays momentarily. I would be honored if your team took the control chair."

    Mace nodded. "OK. Which one is it?"

    Ladook pointed to a small chair in the back corner of the turret. Over here, sir. When the large button flashes green, depress it."

    Mace laughed. "That's it? What are all these stations with monitors for?"

    Ladook gestured. "This one is for target tracking. This for identification. And this one to monitor the charge well."

    Jasper pointed to a fifth station that appeared to bring all the other stations together. "What about this one?"

    Ladook smiled. "That one is for dignitaries of course."

    Jasper scowled. "Wait, couldn't the cannon be prepped and fired from this one station?"

    Ladook offered a confused look. "I suppose, but if there is a hit, with damage, who will report it to the empire?"

    Jasper shook his head. "Forget I asked."

    Ladook again smiled. "Very well."

    The drone target was released. Twenty minutes later it was deemed at a safe distance. The single large green button on Mace's console flashed repeatedly. Mace hesitated to push it.

    Ladook began to sweat. "Please, Mr. Hardy, the target is within range. I will have to report our results to the admiral!"

    Mace pressed the button. The control room lights flashed out a crazy light show before a short plasma burst left the cannon barrel of the Mawga gun named Diaga. An instant later the target lit up and was gone with little more than a flicker.

    Ladook screamed out in jubilation. "Direct hit! Excellent marksmanship, Mr. Hardy! The admiral will be pleased!"

    Liam asked, "Are you saying that even with all this equipment, and with that close a target, it can be missed?"

    Ladook nodded. "The plasma charge can interact with eddies of charged particles, pulling it from its intended path. With distance, the slightest pull can mean a miss. Now, everyone, please follow me to the main bridge. This is where everything happens."

    An excited Ladook led the group as the others made faces at each other. The tour, and the Mawga, were turning out to be less impressive than at first thought. As they walked onto the bridge, Mace stopped to look around.

    "Hey, Commander, what are these monitors over here?"

    Ladook turned back. "Ah, those are showing the number of Humans who have joined the communities and begun the regimen of health treatments our facilities have to offer."

    Ladook looked closely at Mace. "Mr. Hardy, you have very nice facial skin for a Human. I'm not sure our machines would be of much benefit to you in that regard."

    Mace half smiled. "Already had the deep dermis ablation or whatever you call it. Had that on my tour of one of those centers."

    Ladook grinned. "Ah! Everyone gather round. Get a good look at the tone and smoothness of Mr. Hardy's facial skin. He's had one of the treatments we offer. Your skin cancer will soon be a thing of the distant past!"

    One of the Brits leaned in. "Is that a wart?"

    Coran followed. "No, I'd say it was a pimple."

    Liam chided. "My word, I think it's alive!"

    Mace nodded. "OK, no more gawking at the medical freak."

    Mace turned to another monitor. "What about this one? What's it showing?"

    The monitor suddenly went blank.

    Ladook gave a confused look. "Hmm. Sorry, didn't have a chance to see it."

    Another image came up. "Ah, wait, that is the number of Humans who are currently making use of the educational simulators in the entertainment areas. Hmm. It doesn't look as though many are taking advantage of it. They are all off playing in interactive sims. Strange how a culture with so much intelligence has little interest in continued education."

    Mace asked, "Your people constantly hitting the books?"

    Ladook thought for a moment. "Oh. Yes. We thrive on education. How else is a species to move forward in life without constant study?"

    The Canadian, Humphrey, pulled Ladook away for another question.

    Coran leaned in. "Anyone else starting to think these Mawga are kind of dense? They seem just a bit stunted on their uptake."

    Mace replied, "I've never been the sharpest tool in the shed, but other than the chancellor of our district, I've yet to be impressed by many of them myself. And I don't know if you saw the display I was asking about. It had some numbers on it about fertility. Egg counts or something. Someone sure took it down in a hurry when I called attention to it."

    Coran smiled. "Have you noticed the displays are all in English? And it seems you American blokes trust them about as much as we do."

    Mace nodded. "I saw that. And please tell me you're people are aware of the drugged food?"

    Coran scowled. "Sickening display of their deceit. We discovered that early on, but not soon enough to stop its dispersion to most of our population."

    Mace said, "We have about thirty thousand in our district who held out. Our chancellor puts the holdout number across the globe at close to fifty million."

    Coran pulled back. "I find that number hard to believe. Sounds very inflated to me."

    Mace frowned. "Rumor has it the Russians, Chinese, and Iranians have been fighting the Mawga. Could be most of them are there."

    Coran let out a deep sigh. "Oh, great, just the people we need to be fighting alongside."

    Mace nodded. "I think we're in agreement. And I think they may be putting us English speakers together for that very reason. There won't be much infighting between us. And have you noticed everyone on this ship appears to be speaking English? That can't be coincidence as to why they sent us to this ship."

    Ladook stood in front of the group holding out his hands. "Gentlemen, this room is the control center for this fleet. We have live video and data feeds from each of the ships in orbit around your planet. Orders for all battles go out from here. Progress in all battles is monitored from here.

    "This is the brain of our operations. To the left you will find a console for monitoring each ship. To the right, the fleet directive stations. Here we monitor the battle as a whole, including damage to enemy ships. If one of ours takes damage to the level where it is pulled back, the next in line moves forward."

    Liam Hobbs held up his hand. "Wait, are you saying that during a battle your ships only engage one at a time?"

    Ladook nodded. "Why, yes, how else would we closely monitor the fight? If all ships engaged at once, why that would be utter chaos. That is the rule of engagement from the Galactic Union. Only one set of ships may engage each other at a time. And to continue our tour, this set of monitors over here is manned by Galactic Union journalists. It is their job to monitor and record all interactions between vessels, commanders and crews. These recordings are then delivered to the Union for compliance reasons."

    Liam half laughed. "Are you saying the battle is sent up to the Union so they can determine, after the fact, that you followed all the rules? What happens if there's a violation?"

    Ladook returned a serious gaze. "Why, the battle is forfeited and all territories turned over to the other side. If it was the loser who was in violation, the Union selects another of their territories for confiscation. And if by some strange circumstance, both sides skirted the rules, both must withdraw from the territory of the fight, and forfeit another territorial holding as determined by the Union. Those territories go to the Union itself for dissemination to its founding members through a lottery system. And as a final note, if there is any contention with the ruling from either side, the territory in question once again is forfeited to the Union itself."

    Liam nodded. "I see. So, over time, the founders can grow their territories without ever getting in a fight. Genius."

    Ladook tilted his head. "I suppose one from the outside could look at it in that way. For us, it is justice. We all know the rules, we merely have to follow them."

    The tour continued for several hours. When the group was satisfied with what they had seen, a ship was called up to take them home. Commander Doni Ladook was ordered to accompany the group to the surface, in a last effort to answer any questions they might have.

    As they approached the first stop in Australia, Mace put in a request. "Mr. Ladook, I should like to stop here in Australia for a short time to have a private word with my colleagues. Their insights will be helpful when it comes time for me to make a decision."

    Ladook bowed. "Please take as much time as you like, Mr. Hardy. Our goal here is to have you amenable to the idea of joining us in the defense of your world."
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    The ship stopped a kilometer above what had formerly been the bustling city of Sydney. The area covering Centennial Park, Moore Park, and up through the Cricket and Sports Ground stadium was now one giant community center. The shuttle set down in the Royal Botanical Gardens.

    A short walk had the representatives of the four countries sitting in a meeting room inside St. Mary's Cathedral.

    Liam Hobbs was the first to speak. "This is rubbish. Why would we put our lives at risk alongside those imbeciles?"

    Humphrey Mallot replied, "From the sound of it, we will be defending this planet as well. While I can't agree with the methods the Mawga have used, they don't seem so bad if we consider the alternatives. Another species could easily have us all digging in mines or plowing fields to grow them food."

    Coran shook his head. "Or have us going off to fight their wars. At the moment I'm leaning with Liam."

    Johnny said, "How about this, we get the Mawga to leave us enough food, untainted food, for three months. They leave, and we then defend our own planet? Who's to say this isn't just one big attempt to bring all of the holdouts out at once?"

    Jasper stood, jumping up on the table the others were seated around. "I have an idea. How about we agree to their terms, take their equipment and training, kick the crap out the crotchi or whatever they're called, and then take possession of the Mawga fleet? After seeing how they operate, doesn't seem like it would be so hard to do."

    Mace gestured. "Come down off the table. No need to be so dramatic."

    Jasper scowled. "Taking all the fun out of it, as always."

    Liam said, "Actually, I kind of like the geezer's plan. And if what we saw is reality, I believe we could accomplish what he said."

    Mace stood as Jasper hopped off the table. "That might be a good long-term plan. What we need to do is evaluate where we are, and if it's in our best interest to ally with the Mawga against this potential threat. I still believe they're up to something. All this talk of trade makes no sense when they could have just let us go and took it all for themselves."

    Coran stood. "All these insane rules, are any of us willing to live by them? It sounds as though that's a requirement."

    Humphrey replied, "We could accept the terms for now. We are Humans. We can always change our minds?"

    Mace asked, "What chances would you put behind the other holdouts in your countries falling in line for this? I know it will be a tough sell back home. We've been liaisons with these invaders, so we have a good sense of what's going on with them. Others would not be so trusting or open to the possibility of an alliance. Where do you think the holdouts of your countries would stand?"

    Liam said, "I believe I could convince the chaps back home that we could make use of this alliance. There will be many who are not sold at first. However, I believe they would come around."

    Coran sat forward in his chair. "With our own government missing in action, the people here would join the alliance. Most would rally behind it."

    Mace looked at Liam. "Are the royals still around?"

    Liam nodded. "And they have assumed temporary control over the holdouts. Very loose and tenuous control, but as Coran suggests, they could be rallied."

    All eyes turned to Humphrey Mallot. "We'll do our part. You get a consensus, we'll fully commit."

    Mace looked around the room. "Gentlemen, it's set then. Each of us go back and try to convince our people that this alliance is in our best interest. You know, if anything, it should put us in a better defensive position. At the moment, the best we could do would to be disruption at those community centers. We can't attack without putting the lives of our own people at risk."

    Liam held up a hand. "Our chancellor spoke of an attack on one of your centers. He said several innocents were killed, including Mawga. What level of coordination do you have among your people?"

    Mace sat back in his chair. "They took out six Mawga and brought production at the D.C. Center to a temporary halt. Of course, none of the zombies cared, they just kept working."

    Coran asked, "Zombies?"

    Johnny smiled. "That's what we call our people who've been drugged. Oh, by the way, we have one that we captured. We're working to wean her off the drug. So far it looks promising. We believe alcohol is an inhibitor. We've seen town drunks who eat the food and yet don't seem affected by the drug."

    Liam laughed. "Can the same be said for beer? I know my countrymen would join if they were told beer was an effective blocker of the drug."

    Coran nodded. "That would be equally so for my people."

    Humphrey smiled. "As it would be with mine."

    Johnny frowned. "We do love our beer, but I can't say if it's effective. We've been brewing our own moonshine. Potent stuff. It seems to be what's doing the trick."

    The discussion continued for several hours before the Brits, Canadians, and Americans walked back to the shuttle. A stop was made in London, followed by Toronto, before the shuttle came to its final destination, landing in the field by the cave. David Yancy was sitting outside with a smile.

    As the shuttle lifted, the three American representatives of the Humans stepped up onto the porch.

    David asked, "How was it? What happened?"

    Mace held up his hand. "We'll fill in everyone at once. How are the others doing? Anything new with the girl?"

    David shook his head. "I don't get much info. Jeff comes by on his way over and back, says hi and that's about it. Jane has been kind, asking a bit more and dropping a few details, but not a lot. I really like your setup here, with the power and running water. I guess I just thought there might be a bit more Human interaction."

    Mace smiled. "Well, I can't say if that will pick up or not. We have a lot on our plates coming up. Things could get crazy busy. I'll see if I can get you partnered up with Jeff or something. As scientists, the two of you should be able to talk shop."

    David chuckled as he shook his head.

    Johnny asked, "What's so funny?"

    David said, "I'm the scientist, the astronomer, and yet everyone else on this porch has been into space. Please, you have to give me a few details!"

    Mace patted David Yancy on the back. "Tell you what, my next time up with the chancellor, I'll insist that you come along. It may not be space, but I'm sure you'll enjoy the ride on the big ship."

    David nodded. "I'd like that."

    Mace looked toward the road. "In the meantime, I think we go get Jeff, Jane, and Nancy and bring them here. No need to sneak around or hide anymore. They know we know about the drug."

    David stood. "Jane's here at the house sleeping. She came in about five hours ago from her shift with Miss Nancy. I got to sit and talk with her, Nancy, for a few hours. She's a hoot. Very entertaining. And friendly."

    Mace asked, "Did she try to get you to feed her some of the alien food?"

    David held up a finger. "She did, but I think it was more of a ploy to get a shot of the moonshine. She didn't show any actual signs of craving anything."

    Johnny said, "What'd you do?"

    David shrugged. "I did as I was told. I gave her a drink."

    Mace said, "Well, I think it's time we brought her here. We can put her up in the house until we feel she's off the drug. Johnny, you can go roust Jane. Jasper, come with me. We'll get Jeff and Nancy."

    David raised his hand. "What about me?"

    Mace laughed. "You stay here with your new assignment. Dog watcher. Der and Molly need company."

    David looked down at the two dogs curled up to either side of his chair. "You sure you trust me with them?"

    As Johnny walked toward the edge of the porch, he stopped. "What do you mean by that?"

    David shrugged. "I just mean that over the last year I've probably eaten a half dozen cats and dogs. I had to survive, and hunger has a way of making you do the unthinkable sometimes. The first one was the hardest. Foxy. That was our miniature dachshund at the lab. Sweet little pup."

    Johnny stepped up to David's chair. "All I can say is if I come back here and you're snacking on my dog, I'll—"

    Jasper laughed. "Relax, ape-man. The boy is just funning with you. He ain't hungry, so your pooch ain't in no danger. Now move along."

    Johnny turned with a scowl still on his face. Half an hour later Mace pulled up in the Jeep. Jasper carried Nancy to a chair on the porch, where she was cuffed in place.

    Nancy looked around. "Nice to finally see daylight again."

    Mace replied, "We spend a lot of time out here. Thought it might do you some good to get some fresh air and sunshine."

    Nancy half smiled. "To tell you the truth, those cravings aren't happening anymore. Well, at least not much. I do get a little twinge every once in a while, but it's at a level where I can control myself now. More of an urge than a craving."

    Mace glanced up as Johnny and Jane came down from the house, stepping up onto the porch. "Good. Now that we're all here, we have two new operations to put in place. First, I want to arrange to get Tres and Vanessa back. We'll put them through the same cycle as we have for Nancy here. Hopefully, in a couple weeks’ time, they'll be fully back with us.

    "Now the kicker … the Mawga want us to ally with them in a fight against a potential enemy. They'll give us suits, weapons, training, even crews and ships. They fear another species might be coming this way, a species they are at war with. If they attack, the Human population could potentially be enslaved or even just butchered. This may be our best opportunity to defend ourselves. And if things work out, we might even be able to kick the Mawga out of here when we're done.

    "What I need at the moment is complete agreement among us all that this is the best path forward. If you have any reservations, now is a good time to bring them up. Once we start down this path, I don't know if we'll be able to turn back from it. It essentially requires that we enlist the other holdouts to join us.

    "So here it is: as I said, the Mawga will outfit and train us in the use of their systems. That means their guns and their ships. And they have a long list of rules they go by in warfare. We'll have to learn those, and figure out the best ways to skirt them without bringing the wrath of the real rulers of the galaxy down on us.

    "There's an alliance called the Galactic Union that has the most powerful empires running it. Everyone else kowtows to them. Until we have a full understanding of who they are and what they can do, we'll be playing by their rules. Now, who has questions?"

    Jane asked, "Will we be given untainted food?"

    Mace nodded. "Yes. It seems those on the drug do not make good fighters. It's one of the reasons the Mawga claim to have put so many of us on it. They maintain that this is all being done for our benefit. When the community centers are complete, the zombies will be used to set up farming and factories. When those are complete, the drugs can be removed and we'll be left with a rebuilt, sustainable civilization. That's where they envision the trade partnership coming in.

    "This ally stance is totally new for them. I think they're intimidated by us. According to Bontu, we are much bigger and stronger than most of the other species in the galaxy. Most, according to him, are about the size of the Mawga. Having Humans as allies might be what they're really wanting from us. Big Humans to fight their wars, or at least alongside them."

    Jasper said, "The way I see it, we can continue to lurk in the shadows, or we can let them arm us. I prefer the latter."

    Johnny sighed. "Not sure how this transformation happened, but I actually agree with the old man. At least if we're armed and on their ships, we can be somewhat assured they won't be attacking us here on the ground or continuing to zombify us. I say we join, but we want full access to everything, including all their intel on the Kaachi and the Galactic Union."

    Jane said, "I would rather fight than leave our defense to them. If these Kaachi are coming, we can't just let them take over. I want to live, but not as some alien's slave."

    Mace glanced at Jeff. "Hey, I'm up for whatever this group decides. You've all shown me you can be trusted to do the right thing. So count my vote with the majority."

    Mace turned to David. "What say you, Mr. Yancy? Y'in, y'out?"

    David nodded. "I'm in. I have no desire to ever eat cat again."

    Mace looked around at the others. "So we move forward with this. David, you'll come with me. We'll be making the rounds trying to convince the other holdouts this is the right thing to do. Johnny, you, Jane, and Jasper make up a plan for getting Tres and Vanessa back. Jeff, you keep Nancy on her recovery track."

    Jane said, "When you next talk to Bontu, see if he can just order Tres and Vanessa to come back here. I know he'll say he can't order them, but we both know he can. Push that and maybe we can get that issue resolved without struggle."

    Mace clasped his hands together. "Sounds like we have a plan. Now, one final order of business, how are we doing with our food stocks? What about the still?"

    Jane replied, "We have about two weeks’ supply on food. We could stretch that a bit if needed. That's about the lowest we've been since we first got here. There's no more trading with the townies, although we could just go through houses and take what we need. They're not using it. The garden's putting out some veggies, but not enough to support us fully."

    Jeff said, "I think we're down to our last month's supply of grain for the still. I've dialed back production because our demand has really fallen off, but we'll need more grain, certainly more for this winter."

    Mace rubbed his forehead. "Johnny, you, Jane, and Jasper, if I manage to get Tres and Vanessa released to us, your mission will be to build up our stockpile of food. If you can find grain, bring it back for Jeff. We can do without the shine if we absolutely have to. And, Jeff, you'll be weaning Tres and Vanessa off the drug. Do whatever it takes, the rest of us will support you."

    Mace picked up his arm pad, strapping it on his forearm. "Bontu, this is Mace."

    Only seconds passed before a voice returned. "Mr. Hardy, I hope you have good news."

    Mace nodded. "I do. I have a couple things first. I want you to direct our friends, Tres Dowda and Vanessa Potter to return here. We're going to get them off the food drug. And I'll be taking my colleague David with me to talk to all the holdouts. I'd like to start in Bedford with Jordan Crawford."

    Bontu smiled. "Excellent! And as for your friends, you needn't worry about the aid applied to the food. We have a method to remove its effects within an hour. Your friends will be returned shortly."

    A shuttle was on the ground in fifteen minutes.

    Mace patted David on the back. "Prepare to be wowed by advanced technology. Although I wouldn't be wowed by the Mawga. Other than Bontu and a few of his scientists, most of them seem a bit slow."
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    David leaned over the rail of the catwalk as the chancellor's ship slipped over the Appalachian Mountain tops. "This is incredible."

    Mace pointed up. "You should see Earth from space while standing out here. You want something that will drop your jaw, that view will do it."

    David looked up. "Please tell me we're going up there at some point. That would far outstrip the discovery of my first supernova."

    Mace said, "You know, the Mawga claim a supernova was the cause of the interference. A star that supposedly exploded ten thousand years ago."

    David tilted his head in thought. "I suppose it's possible. But I'd have to say doubtful. I would expect perhaps a strong gamma ray burst. I would have been able to tell you conclusively, but our gear was overwhelmed by the strength of the signal."

    Mace crossed his arms. "Interesting. And yet we were able to make use of it when we found you."

    David slowly nodded. "That thought hadn't struck me, Mr. Hardy. Had the interference continued, we would not have been able to filter out the Mawga signals. The telescope would have continued to be useless."

    Mace replied, "As to your trip to space, we'll see if we can work that in at some point."

    David pulled himself close to the rail and then pushed back. "I think the best part of this ride is that it hasn't felt like we're even moving."

    Mace nodded. "They have some sort of inertial dampeners running. I've been told they are only effective up to a certain speed. So, for instance, if you're moving along at a quarter light speed, you can't simply change directions. Any turning at those speeds or above has to be done slowly. They only use those speeds for direct travel over long distances."

    Bontu stepped out onto the catwalk. "Gentlemen, if you would follow me please, it is time to board."

    The shuttle touched down in Bedford, Virginia. Mace stepped out onto the grass and was greeted by a curious Jordan Crawford.

    "Mr. Hardy, what brings you by? We aren't in need of any supplies. We have plenty of food stocks and comm devices. In fact, we probably have excess of both."

    Mace shook his hand. "I'm here for something a little different today, something I would like your opinion on. It may take a while, so we should find somewhere comfortable to sit."

    Jordan glanced up, shading his eyes. "Yeah, that sun has been beating down this past week. Can't wait for the first cool front to come through."

    Mace replied as they walked, "I think this winter will be very different from the last."

    Jordan nodded. "Let's hope so."

    "Mr. Crawford, this is a new friend of ours, David Yancy. He previously worked at the Green Bank Observatory."

    Jordan smiled. "Oh yeah, the big dish place?"

    David returned a single nod. "That would be the one."

    The trio walked into a building and took seats around a table.

    Jordan gestured toward the door. "Anyone need anything to drink? Eat?"

    Mace glanced at David. "I think we're all set, Mr. Crawford."

    Jordan sat back in his chair. "What's the big news? It is big isn't it? I'd expect nothing less from an unannounced visit."

    Mace replied, "It's big. The Mawga informed us yesterday that they believe another species might be on their way here. They could arrive in an hour, or in six months. At the moment they just don't know, but they do believe this other species, one of their enemies, is coming."

    Jordan frowned. "That's not the big news I was hoping for."

    Mace half smiled. "It gets better. I think the Mawga are in fear of this other race overrunning them here. If so, they think we'll either be enslaved of wiped out as a result."

    Jordan took a deep breath. "OK … I don't really see that as a positive."

    Mace held up his hand. "It gets better still. The Mawga are scared, and they are proposing we become their allies."

    Jordan crossed his arms. "What the... how are we supposed to be their allies when most of the remains of our populations are walking around like zombies?"

    Mace replied, "What they want is for all of us food holdouts to represent everyone. Those who are under the influence will remain there for the short term. They will stay in the centers and continue to work the original Mawga plan, which they say is for our own benefit. The way they laid it out, it might possibly be true. Anyway, the rest of us would be outfitted, trained, armed, and put on ships along with the Mawga for the fight."

    "How many ships do they have?"

    David said, "Fourteen. They're bigger and better armed than the ones we've seen."

    Mace added, "I was on one yesterday. It could easily take on a thousand ships like the one the chancellor flies around on out there."

    Jordan again frowned. "Fourteen ships? They have more coming?"

    Mace shook his head. "It doesn't sound like it. They have limited resources. Could be the enemy is in the same boat. And they have all sorts of crazy rules of engagement that defy all common sense. It seems there's a governing entity out there called the Galactic Union. Seven extremely powerful species make the rules. Everyone else has to follow them or they get crushed. The Galactic Union allows individual species to fight with each other over territory, but only using certain rules. Violators are dealt with harshly.

    "Get this, when the ships go into battle, they have to line up one after another. Only one set of ships fight each other at a time. And if you decide you're taking too much damage, you just have to withdraw, the opposition can't pursue you. When the final ships engage and one pulls away, the other is declared the victor and claims the territory. The loser just takes their beaten ships and goes home."

    Jordan laughed. "You’re joking, right? Who would fight a war that way?"

    Mace replied, "As I said, Mr. Crawford, with the Galactic Union watching, they don't have a choice. There are a variety of rules that steer the territory being fought over to the Galactic Union. So for them, it's always win-win. For the smaller species, they get to settle their arguments and live. It's a screwy system, but apparently most of the galaxy is governed by it.

    "My mission here today is to convince you to get on board with this plan. If you're like me, you have a concern that this is just some Mawga scheme to get all the holdouts out in the open. While that's possible, I don't think it's likely. I would suggest that if we choose to go forward with this, we remain very vigilant of that possibility and take steps to prevent it from happening. Whatever steps we can take, that is."

    Mace stood. "Hold on a minute."

    He left the room, coming back several minutes later wearing a hardened Mawga battlesuit and holding a plasma rifle. "This is what they plan on giving us. It will take a standard round from most of our guns, although high power rounds will penetrate. I'm told one of the plasma rounds from this rifle will kill the occupant, but only the occupant. Anyone standing around them will be spared. One of its drawbacks is an eight second recharge time. According to Mr. Montak, ground wars are rare because of the cost of lives. They tend to like the single-file fights they have in space."

    Jordan stood, looking over the suit and the weapon. "So our M16s won't penetrate?"

    Mace shook his head. "No, but you can certainly give them a beating they won't forget. I suspect most would turn and run if hit by a couple rounds. And these plasma rifles, they aren't accurate. The plasma burst will follow ionized currents in the air. Makes it difficult to hit anyone at more than thirty yards. And with an eight second recharge, well, I can't say it would be my first weapon of choice."

    Jordan asked, "Are these rifles the result of another one of those galactic rules?"

    Mace smiled. "Good question. I can tell you this: I think the Mawga want us on their side for intimidation as much as anything. If the Kaachi knew they'd be fighting big Humans, they might not even show up. At least that's the impression I got."

    Mace sat, laying the weapon on the table. "Pick it up and play with it if you want. The charger's not turned on."

    Jordan reached out, pulling the weapon up with one hand. "It's light."

    Mace laughed. "Has to be. The Mawga only weigh fifty pounds. Put a ten pound rifle in their hands and they'd be falling over. Mr. Crawford, they claim to want to put us on their ships. If they are foolish enough to do that, who's to say we don't one day have a little coup and space the lot of them."

    Jordan laid the plasma rifle on the table, shoving it toward David. "Now you're talking my language, Mr. Hardy. I think those little gray possums are—"

    Mace interrupted. "Rats. We call them rats."

    Jordan smiled. "OK, those little gray rats are responsible for the interference that started all this. You know it. I know it. I'm for anything that moves them on their way. And I think most of us would be."

    Mace shook his head. "We can't make this be about kicking them out. This has to first be an alliance. If their motives are true, we'll come out on top. If not, we'll be in a better position to take care of things. However, if the Kaachi are coming, we need this alliance to work. So we have to go into it full bore, but with an eye on a possible exit if things go south."

    Mace tapped his hand on the table. "Mr. Crawford … I take it you're offering support. If this is to work, I'll need to convince a lot of others. This might take days, or weeks or months, to put together. I need you to remain quiet on this one while I work the rounds. I probably have a hundred visits like this to make before a decision can be made."

    Jordan stood, holding out his hand. "You have my full support, Mr. Hardy. And the men and women of this compound have complete faith in my decisions. If I go, they will follow. You can count us in. Your army just grew by eighty-two volunteers. And that number can easily be doubled by the surrounding community that's still here."

    The shuttle departed and was soon landing in Charleston, West Virginia. After a long talk with Sergeant Jack Holmes, the Charleston group was aboard.

    When the shuttle lifted, Mace was sitting with a smile. "Mr. Montak, that's two down and a few hundred to go."

    The five landings that followed did not go as planned. The free leaders of each holdout group were skeptical of the Mawga. They had no desire to team up with a species they believed to be enslaving their world. After a pep talk from both Bontu and David, Mace vowed to get back on the winning track. His confidence was soon shaken by another three rejections.

    "Mr. Montak, I don't think this is going well. Word is spreading for a rejection vote. The groups are talking and that word is 'don't join.’ The last two asked that all Humans be taken off the drug. After that, a joint operation could be discussed. I think we've already lost all momentum from the first two signups."

    Bontu replied, "Perhaps a word from your president would help. I can arrange to have a broadcast sent out to all comms with a message of the importance of this alliance."

    Mace shook his head. "Don't think that would work. In fact, would probably work against us. Any word from our counterparts in the U.K., Canada, or Australia?"

    Bontu sighed. "I'm afraid the results there are equally as bad, Mr. Hardy. It seems those who would argue against us have won the day."

    Mace thought as he stroked his beard. "We haven't lost yet, Mr. Montak. I say we take our small contingent of supporters, outfit and train them, and get us on one of those cruisers. How many does it take to crew one of those ships?"

    Bontu replied, "One hundred twenty-four."

    Mace asked, "Is that the minimum?"

    Bontu pulled up an information display on the wall. "Many of those positions are redundant. I suppose you could fully man one of the cruisers with say... a crew of sixty?"

    Mace smiled. "Now we're talking numbers that are doable. OK, here's what we do. We train up a force to man one of those cruisers. And when I say man I mean completely man. We have to have a crew of all Humans and no Mawga. We show these other holdouts that you are sincere in your alliance request. Is that something that's possible?"

    Montak returned an uneasy look. "I don't know if the admiral is willing to completely give up one of his ships, Mr. Hardy. We were suggesting a joint crew with the alliance."

    Mace sat back in his chair. "And there you have it, Mr. Montak. You don't trust Humans either. So I'm going to up my request. Train our people in the complete operation of your cruisers, and when we have two crews fully trained, you'll turn over not one, but two cruisers to us. You make that happen, and none of our holdouts can question your authenticity."

    Montak took in a deep breath. "What you are asking will be a difficult sell to the admiral, Mr. Hardy."

    David said, "He's right, Mr. Montak. If you want an alliance, you have to show trust. A single ship would show you have some level of interest. Two ships would show you are serious. And as Mr. Hardy says, they have to be 100 percent piloted and manned by Humans. Give us a full stake in this game and you'll find the support you're looking for."

    Montak gazed for several seconds at the two Humans sitting in front of him. "My first reaction is to say no. And for that reason I will put this request to the admiral. If I have a difficult time with this, it shows that I am biased. And no true alliance can stand with that level of mistrust between its partners. Both sides must be willing to share the responsibilities, the workloads, and the burdens. I will pitch your request to the admiral, Mr. Hardy, and I will be seeking your assistance in doing so. I would ask that you convince him of the merits of this request, just as you have now convinced me."

    Mace nodded. "Take us there, Mr. Montak."

    Mace turned to David Yancy. "Looks like you get your ride into space after all, David. Let's head out to the catwalk where you get the full view."

    Montak stood. "Gentlemen, I shall set up our meeting with the admiral."

    Mace leaned on the rail beside the astronomer. "This will probably be better than you could dream of, David. My body was shaking the whole ride out last time. First, the curvature of the Earth quickly becomes apparent. Then you get a good sense of just how thin our atmosphere is. The blackness of space will throw your senses into a spin. And finally, a shrinking view of the Earth will make half your brain wish your feet were still on the ground."

    "I'm an astronomer, Mr. Hardy—Mace. I've witnessed some astounding sights in my time in this field."

    Mace smirked. "Not like this, you haven't. Just be prepared to be wowed is all I'm saying."

    The diplomatic vessel shot skyward. As altitude was gained, the edges of the horizon fell off.

    David said, "Wow. Now that is breathtaking."

    Seconds later, the darkness of the surrounding space enveloped the ship, bringing the billions of stars into view. "Oh, wow."

    As the Earth shrank away, Mace glanced down at David's arms. "Goosebumps? Is it getting cold up here?"

    David slowly shook his head. "How surreal is this? Slipping along at a tremendous speed, the void and utter cold of space only inches away from us. You were right, Mace, this is more than I could have imagined. It's almost sensory overload."

    Mace laughed. "Not sure how you'll react as we approach the cruiser. To me, it was every bit as unbelievable. Majestic really. Better than anything I've seen in the movies, because it’s right there, looming large in front of your face."

    David was equally as wowed. The trio exited the docked vessel and made their way down the long halls to the admiral's private office just off the bridge.

    As they entered, the heavy Mawga stood.

    Mace said, "Hello again, Fatso."

    David said under his breath. "That was kind of rude. Did I miss something?"

    Mace laughed. "No that's his actual name."

    The admiral bowed. "Welcome, Mr. Hardy. I was not expecting a repeat visit so soon. Mr. Montak filled me in on your request. I can't say that I can agree to that at this time."

    Mace held up his hand. "I'm not suggesting an immediate turnover of two of your ships, Admiral. We'll need time to train, time to prove that our running those ships would not be a mistake. Our goal here is to be allies, am I not correct?"

    "Well, yes."

    Mace crossed his arms. "Then we have to get over this mistrust of each other. Look, if when we go through this training, if you feel our command of the two ships lessens your force, just pull the plug. We're here to enhance our ability to defend this planet.

    "If you're just trying to be politically correct by giving us two ships as a gesture, what good does that do either of us? So train us, give us a shot at our own commands, and help us to do things like build repair facilities so that together we can maintain these ships and keep them in top fighting order. If these Kaachi are coming as you believe, we need to be the best prepared as we can be. Anything less and we're giving advantage to the enemy."

    The admiral began to pace the floor with his hands clasped behind his back. "My best judgment says no, Mr. Hardy. However, your statements have reason. I will grant your request. If at any time I believe our readiness and ability to fight has been or will be compromised, I will pull the plug, as you say, on this whole affair.

    "But make no mistake, Mr. Hardy, I will be a hard taskmaster and judge. The safety of this fleet and this territory has been entrusted to my care by the Emperor. I should not want to let him down."
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    The chancellor's ship hovered just off the ground in the D-Day Memorial parking lot in Bedford, Virginia. Two large ramps stretched out into a field normally used for overflow parking and other events. Fifty-seven volunteers helped with the unpacking of crates.

    Mace stood in front of a group of ten. "This is the hardened suit the Mawga wear. They call it a bulfa. It will stop a 0.762 round, but the wearer will still get knocked about and bruised. Of bigger concern when fighting against our potential opponents, the Kaachi, is a plasma round.

    "This rifle shoots out a plasma charge that remains intact in a gravity well out to several hundred yards. It's not highly accurate, and from these rifles, the shot moves at about half the speed of a bullet. At full range, you might actually have a moment to react if you see one coming, but don't count on that. Again, the weapon is not highly accurate. At full range, you can easily miss by several yards—something to do with ionized currents pulling the charge one way or another.

    "The second-line Mawga weapon is the kitna. To them it's a sword. To us it's a very short sword. I would recommend getting something bigger, but it was pointed out to me that the kitna would be most useful during combat on a ship. Blasting away while inside a ship in space is not always a good idea. So, for the time being, we'll be training with the kitna.

    "Now, in our dealings with Fatso, we agreed to be every bit as effective as his own troops. So we need to train, and we need to impress. Our mission here is every bit as serious as if we were going into war tomorrow. We have to show our competence and our commitment. This will be hard work. Anyone who thinks this might not be for you, please excuse yourself now. No one will question your reasons."

    The group of ten Army reservists stood at the ready.

    Mace nodded. "Good. This is Antic Rooga. He will be instructing us in the benefits of the bulfa as well as the use of the kitna. You will want to become familiar with all aspects of each. When Mr. Rooga begins his instruction, you will be expected to practice what you learn and to master it."

    Antic Rooga interrupted: "It's Miss Rooga."

    The Mawga female removed her helmet. The long whiskers surrounding her pink nose were the only indication of her gender.

    Mace nodded. "My apologies. Miss Rooga will be your instructor for the day. Pay close attention, do precisely as she says. You ten will be the initial trainers of others. So get it right, and get it quick."

    Mace turned the group over to Antic.

    The female Mawga soldier dove forward into a roll, following up with a stand and a hard upward thrust.

    "Gentlemen. Let me begin by saying I am a Marklet. In our military, a Marklet is someone who has mastered a weapon, or in some cases a tactic. For me it is the kitna. Today, you will learn its balance, its weight, and its best uses.

    "As warriors, we do not hack and slash, we strike with the point. A precise thrust into a vulnerable joint is where this weapon is effective. As part of your training, you will learn and know every vulnerable point on a bulfa. The Kaachi fight with a similar suit, only differing in its shape for their bodies, and its color, as the color of their empire differs from ours."

    Mace walked over to Jordan Crawford. "Fifty-seven?"

    Jordan nodded. "When the word got out that most units were turning down the offer, support really dried up. I lost a quarter of my men, and most from the surrounding community. Not sure who was in charge of the effort to stop this alliance, but their sales campaign was compelling. I only stayed because I believe in what you've done so far, Mr. Hardy. And if we can get full control of two of their warships, we might just be able to apply some Human ingenuity to them, kicking them up a notch."

    Mace stood with his arms crossed. "Personally, I think if we had control of two of those ships, we could annihilate the rest. The Mawga are extremely restricted by a set of rules they must follow. We don't have those restrictions. But please don't make mention of that to anyone. I want the Mawga to feel secure in their trust of us. After all, for at least a while, we will be allies."

    Another stop was made in Charleston. Of the prior estimates of one hundred thirty volunteers, only eight accepted the challenge. Jack Holmes was not among them, instead choosing to stay with his commander in an attempt to turn him. His attempts to date had been rebuffed.

    Once the recruits had been taken to Bedford, Mace returned to the ship with David and Bontu.

    "Chancellor, how are our friends in Canada and overseas doing?"

    Bontu frowned. "Not much better. Between the three, they have a force near equal in size to yours."

    Mace leaned onto the rail of the catwalk as he watched the Charleston volunteers thrusting their kitnas. "What are the chances we can bring us all together in one place? If that's all the force we have to work with, we'll all have to work together. We might as well train together."

    Bontu nodded. "I would agree. Would your people be willing to travel? The British have full use of a military base with a bomb range. When receiving training on the cruisers, that might come in handy."

    Mace stood straight. "Are we looking at the potential for ground fighting with the Kaachi?"

    Bontu turned toward the conference room. "Come with me, Mr. Hardy. I have recordings of ground assaults. They can be quite deadly for all involved. The Kaachi have been known to conduct ground campaigns. We try to steer clear of any such maneuvers, as they are costly in lives."

    Mace said, "Wait, you implied battles were fought in space. If that's not the case, maybe we should fold in some ground training as well."

    Bontu sat, bringing up a display on the wall in front of them. "The Kaachi can be unpredictable, Mr. Hardy. In the campaign I'm about to show you, they defeated a small fleet and then chose to attack the colony we had established, before negotiating for its surrender, as is customary. As it turned out, it was a mistake on their part, and one for which they paid dearly. Twelve hundred Kaachi fighters were captured. Their lives were traded for rights to the embattled territory. The Kaachi collected their people and left."

    Mace shook his head. "You people sure have some crazy notions about war. Here on Earth, we tend to fight until the enemy is utterly defeated. Generally, some type of armistice is signed, the attackers are tried and hanged or jailed, and everyone else goes home with promises to not fight again. Of course, other nations can have win-at-all-cost strategies where they will fight to the last man. For them, the victor takes and keeps the conquered territory and its people."

    Bontu tapped on his comm. "Captain, make arrangements for our groups to be brought to the U.K. We will be training them all in one place."

    Mace smiled. "I think that's a good move, Mr. Montak."

    Bontu stood. "If you would excuse me, Mr. Hardy, I would like to converse with my counterparts. There are others who would benefit from this combined training. Their numbers are smaller, but the commitment equally desired. The small groups mostly hail from Europe."

    "How many are we talking?"

    "Fourteen. Three each from Germany, France and Spain. One from Italy, one from Belgium, and one from Denmark. The final two from South Africa."

    Mace leaned back in his chair. "What do we do about translators?"

    Bontu smiled. "The arm pad of each balfa has a built-in translator with all Human languages. When wearing a helmet, you will each be able to talk to one another."

    Mace nodded. "Interesting. Yeah, go make the call, Chancellor. I'll be waiting here, studying these recordings."

    Several hours later, a shuttle docked. Johnny, Jane, Jasper, Jeff, Nancy, Vanessa and Tres, walked through a transfer tube. Mace and David were waiting. A black Dachshund and white Westy sprinted past the others.

    Mace knelt down. "Hey, you brought our four-footed warriors!"

    Mace was greeted with wiggling tails and excited barks. The Mawga standing behind Mace moved back out of fear.

    Mace turned. "Relax, they're harmless. Well, except for this one—you’re a vicious killer, aren't you, Derwood?"

    Johnny laughed. "I taught him everything I know."

    Jasper cut in. "That includes sniffing butts and urinating on carpets."

    Johnny reached down to scratch the head of the only member of his minions. "You gotta take the good with the bad, huh, Der-Der?"

    Mace smiled. "Tres, Vanessa, glad to see you back with us. Feeling OK?"

    Vanessa shook her head. "Physically, yes; mentally, no. I look back, and can't believe I was doing the things I did. Almost like I was somebody else for a while."

    Tres stood beside her. "Yeah, I can clearly hear myself yelling at you before we stomped off to join the collective in town. Like she said, it almost seems like I'm accessing someone else's memories."

    Mace stood, looking at Nancy. "Miss Davis, you doing better?"

    Nancy nodded. "They gave me the antidote. No more cravings for the food, but I could use a stiff drink about now."

    After the short reunion, the American volunteers were all loaded onto the chancellor's ship. Less than two hours later they were setting down at RAF Holbeach in the U.K., about a hundred fifty kilometers north of metropolitan London.

    Johnny was the first on the ground. "Temperature's nice, but a bit humid."

    Derwood raced down the ramp and bounded off through the half-meter-high grass.

    Johnny yelled. "Careful there, Der! They still don't like Germans that much over here!"

    The three German volunteers were standing on the ramp behind Johnny. "That war was a long time ago, Mr. Tretcher."

    Johnny turned. "Oh, sorry. You were silent during that whole flight. Didn't think any of you spoke English."

    "My name is Rudolf Kline. I spent four years at Ohio State. Karl Rheems attended Yale. Hans Mueller spent seven years in Washington with the Federal Foreign Office. We are all well versed in your language."

    Johnny bowed. "My apologies. What about the Frenchies, can I make jokes about them?"

    Hans Mueller smiled. "If you don't, we will."

    One of the French group replied, "I heard that, Hans."

    Hans laughed. "You weren't supposed to be listening, Peter."

    The Frenchman walked down the ramp. "Mr. Tretcher, Peter Lefleur. I'm a fan of your wife's. Have followed the sport for many years. Placed third in the Euro division four years ago."

    Johnny held out his hand. "She seems to have fans everywhere. Sorry about the Frenchie thing."

    Peter laughed. "You don't have to worry about us, Mr. Tretcher. We're familiar with American humor. Love that Jerry Lewis!"

    The Frenchman walked and held out his hand to Jane. "Mrs. Tretcher. I'm thrilled to meet you. We'll have to discuss our passions for shooting some time."

    Jane shook his hand. "And please don't mind my husband. He feels the need to always be funny. Most of the time, it's charming."

    Johnny rolled his eyes, looking over at Jasper. "What?"

    Jasper said, "Big ape makes friends everywhere he goes."

    Johnny pointed. "First chance I get, you're going for a ride out in space without a ship around you, old man."

    Jane pinched Johnny's back. "OK, let's move on, big man. We have things to do."

    The ground training went on for three days. On the fourth, the Mawga instructors declared the Human participants fully competent in all categories of individual fitness, weapons familiarity, strategies and tactics. The training moved to the shipboard phase.

    Antic Rooga held out her kitna. Who will be the first to gain passage in the hallway?"

    Peter Lefleur held up his hand. "I should like to try."

    The Frenchman stood in the ready pose. Antic nodded for him to begin. Eight seconds later, Peter lay on the floor, disarmed.

    Peter winced as Antic bowed. "The pain is real, however the practice swords will not puncture. What you are feeling is the result of a mild electric shock. Had this been a real encounter, you would be bleeding out through your neck and groin. These are two of the targets you will want to focus on. Neither is easily moved from its position, giving you a longer opportunity to strike. And please, keep in mind, your enemy is well aware of these same tactics."

    Liam Hobbs stepped up next. Eighteen seconds later he lay on his back, his kitna waving in the air in a last-ditch attempt to stop his attacker.

    Jasper Collins came forward. "I'll take on the little lady."

    Antic Rooga nodded for the match to begin. Jasper, with the exosuit fastened over his balfa, leaped up, crashing into the ceiling before dropping onto his stunned opponent. After a short struggle to free herself, Antic Rooga conceded.

    "Well played, Mr. Collins, that is the first time I have been attacked from above. I will have to work on a proper countermeasure."

    Jasper grinned. "Just let me know when you'd like me to drop in again."

    Johnny turned to Mace. "Figures the old coot would come up with something like that. I can already tell he's gonna be one to fight dirty."

    Mace laughed. "Better dirty than dead. At least that's what my squad commander used to say. When it comes to life and death, if you live, you can always say you're sorry later."

    For the next hour, every fighter attempted a rash and unpredictable move. All were countered after Antic Rooga re-established control of the space around her.

    Mace's attempt kept him alive for forty-two seconds. Johnny for thirty six. Jane drew first blood with a bold move down and up into the armpit of the Marklet-rated instructor, but two quick countermoves put an end to her assault.

    The two days that followed were spent learning how to advance down a hallway. After an additional three days of practice, all eighty-nine Humans had received a competent rating.

    With the shipboard assault training complete, the first group of Human volunteers was taken to the massive community center in the Holloway section of North London. A long walk moved the group past a bustling dining hall and into an entertainment area. An hour's worth of instruction led to all eighty-nine trainees sitting in individual simulation pods.

    Johnny came over a comm. "Red Rover, this is Ape-man. Come in..."

    Jasper's reply was simple: "Shut up."

    Mace said, "Prepare to be wowed by this tech. The sensory input is very close to real. What you see and touch and feel can make your brain think you're actually in whatever environment they put in front of you."

    "I got the tour in D.C.," said Johnny. "It's like nothing I've experienced. Was hard to get out of once I was immersed."

    A new Mawga instructor fuzzed into view in front of each of them. "Welcome. My name is Dratt Wahoka."

    Jasper said, "Aw, drat."

    The instructor replied, "Yes?"

    With his attempt at humor failed, Jasper sighed. "Nothing. Please continue."

    Dratt pulled a blaster rifle, appearing to fire a round into all eighty-nine Humans simultaneously. Two dozen shudders were followed by a handful of "Whoas."

    The rifle disappeared. "Good. Now that I have your full attention, we can begin with our ship station training. We will start with maintenance, move on to environmental, then power, then navigation, and finally defense. You will all be proficient at each station before we move to the next. Now, shall we begin?"

    An image came to life in front of everyone. "This is the recycling plant. Water, sewage, food waste, and other byproducts from the ship's operation, is all gathered in one of these three tanks. At any time, one of these tanks is fermenting, while a second is filling and a third is being emptied and cleaned.

    "Materials come in here. When a tank is full, enzymes are added that will rapidly break down the contents into individual substances that can later be reprocessed. When the enzymes have been added, it enters the fermentation process. This breakdown of materials lasts for the better part of a week. When the fermentation is complete, siphons and pumps move the material through separators. In the final stage, the separated substances will get reprocessed many times before they are again ready for consumption. It is a highly efficient system, but requires regular care.

    "Today we will be adding enzymes. The system console will tell you what portions to mix. You will each be conducting this drill in your simulation until you are deemed proficient. The instructions are before you. Please begin."

    Jasper came over the comm to Mace. "When they said training, I wasn't expecting this."

    Mace laughed, "Yeah, I hadn't thought about this end of the operation. You get in your head that all you have to do is fly and shoot."

    "Little cleaning never hurt anyone," said Johnny. "A clean ship is a happy ship."

    The training progressed from fermentation to separation to tank cleanout. Each individual was responsible for their own simulation, and each simulation was run multiple times. After two days in the recycle plant, the simulations were moved to maintenance for the remainder of the ship. All things mechanical were lubed, filters changed, and seals and fluid levels checked. Fourteen different pump systems were disassembled and rebuilt.

    On the fifth day, the group moved on to the operation of the environmental systems, which included carbon dioxide scrubbers, re-oxygenators, housing, and laundry. On day eight, the power systems were reviewed, shut down, restarted, and tested for loads, spikes and shorts.

    When the power training was complete, Dratt appeared in front of the Humans. "I will say, you have all excelled in your training. A similar sized group of Mawga will typically take three times as long. However, given your Human experiences, due to your way of life and given what you have all had to endure of late, you might be a sampling of a much more experienced pool. The Mawga are coming straight from their fifteenth term of education, having little knowledge of the working empire outside their homes."

    Jasper said, "I'm surprised we haven't been held back by that big oaf Johnny."

    Johnny laughed. "Watch out, old man. You're gonna get yourself spaced. And I'm surprised you were able to master those computer systems."

    Jasper grinned. "Spent a lot of time kicking the ass of my nephews and their little friends with a number of online games. That was before the arthritis kicked in. But I know my way around a computer. Had to use one to do my books for the cave all those years. Not that hard."

    Johnny shook his head. "You're sure full of surprises for a geezer."

    Dratt smiled, taking back the conversation. "Yes, well, you have all been excellent students. For the remainder of the day, I encourage you to make use of the simulators to walk the ship, and continue to familiarize yourself with the systems we have reviewed. And take your first looks at the bridge and defense systems. Feel free to press buttons, pull levers, or take any other action you see fit. This time is being made available for you to relax and recharge. Ladies and gentlemen, enjoy."
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    The bridge simulation came on-line.

    Jeff remarked, "I still find it fascinating that you can stretch out your hand and it feels as though you're actually touching the equipment in front of you. They've done an impressive job of incorporating all the sensations one might have as real-time feedback. If I reach out to press a button, it actually feels as though I pressed it. Maybe not a completely accurate experience, but enough so that my brain believes it."

    Tres replied, "When we went through the simulations of the restrooms, I thought I might actually be peeing in my suit."

    Vanessa giggled. "Those tiny toilets still crack me up."

    Dratt appeared in front of each individual. "Today we begin navigation training. On the left you will find the routing map. We will be determining a course we wish to take, followed by entering in the waypoints for the ship to follow."

    Mace asked, "Will there be any sessions of free flying?"

    Dratt nodded. "That will come at the end of the navigation exercises. As a rule, we rarely fly without a complete plan. However, we have seen a tremendous call for it with our diplomatic vessels. So time has been allotted at the end of the training session for such."

    Liam frowned. "Really? The majority of your flying is done by the computers?"

    Dratt pulled up a table of figures. "The majority of our missions are merely patrols. Waypoints are set, the ship takes us to those points."

    Liam asked, "What about in battle?"

    Dratt pulled up more statistics. "Even during a fight, 99.8 percent of our travel is under pre-planned routes."

    Coran said, "Is there any possible way to add more time and training to the free flight portion? I believe most everyone here would tell you they believe it to be of high importance."

    Dratt cleared away the stats. "To do so would be to push back the defense portion of the training. And I hope you do realize that any delays will be delays in your taking possession of an actual ship."

    Jane asked, "So how much longer can we expect this simulated training to run?"

    "Three days for navigation and two on defense."

    Jane half smiled. "That's it? Then we're done?"

    Dratt nodded. "With the simulation training, yes. After that we begin the shadow portion on an actual ship. You will each be assigned duties where a Mawga crewman will be overseeing your actions. When you have each rotated through all stations and received satisfactory reports as to your competency in each, that portion of the training will end."

    Johnny frowned. "That sounds like it might be a longer training regimen than this. How long would you expect that portion to take."

    "Several months, at least."

    Johnny scowled. "Months? That seems excessive."

    Dratt pulled an image of a cruiser up in the simulation display. "Mr. Tretcher, this is a powerful warship. The training you have received in the simulations only covers the basics. When you move to real-time maintenance, you will find that operations and procedures take much more effort. You will also be forced to go outside your basic training to solve the normal problems that arise from time to time. This ship is a complex machine. It requires extreme care. Out there in space, you can't afford mistakes."

    Johnny held up a hand. "My apologies, Dratt. I think we're all just eager to get done with this."

    The navigation training went as planned. Days were spent reading star charts, identifying waypoints, and plotting out paths from one location to another. As stated, a short period of free flying was allowed before the group was declared competent in navigation. Time spent training in each of the gun stations on the ship went equally well.

    Dratt stood in front of all his trainees. "Ladies and gentlemen, congratulations on your completion of the initial coursework. We still have one remaining training session. I didn't mention it before, because your full focus was needed for the others. In this session, you will take all that you've learned and apply it to a variety of situations. Your reactions will tell us if you are ready for live training or if we will have to send you through the complete simulation training once more."

    "What?" said Johnny. "We passed all the courses. You never said anything about this."

    Dratt nodded. "I am sorry, Mr. Tretcher. This is our normal course of training. Every Mawga must pass this vital portion before moving on. We require the same of you."

    The image in front of each individual changed to one where they were standing at a station, all occupying the same simulated vessel. "We now move on to the situational training portion of the simulations. Systems will fail, fires will erupt, other warships will attack, and boarding parties will invade. How you react to these incidents will determine if you are ready to move on to the next phase of training."

    A facial image of several of the group showed on the display in front of everyone. "For this first simulation, Jasper Collins will be the ship's commander. Liam Hobbs will be his second, and Hans Mueller his third. You are all to follow the lead of your commander and his officers. Good luck. As you say, you will need it."

    Johnny shook his head. "Not exactly how we usually say it."

    Jasper replied, "Tretcher! Shut your lip! I won't have this idle chatter on my boat!"

    Johnny held up his hands. "We haven't even started yet."

    Jasper grinned. "I know, I just wanted to see how it would feel."

    A horn sounded. The individual assigned as the comm officer received an order from the fleet.

    "Proceed to the following coordinates for a rendezvous with a Kallisian trader. You will be transferring a new missile technology to your ship for transport back to the crown colonies. This mission is of high priority to the ministry of defense. Safe and timely transport are required for a successful mission. XD557931-4G42L0FF-WE9F4456"

    Jasper barked out commands, and waypoints were determined and set. Travel time was accelerated by a factor of one hundred to speed the simulation along its way. As the final waypoint was approached, the Kallisian ship came up on nav and defense consoles.

    "Sir, we have the Kallisians locked on. A hail has been sent and reply received. They are ready for the transfer."

    Jasper replied, "Make it so."

    On the consoles, the two ships closed and docked. The Kallas ambassador boarded the ship through the transfer tube, making his way straight to the bridge.

    "I demand payment immediately!"

    Jasper looked around. No instruction had been given as to the payment methods or timing.

    The old Human walked up, stopping in front of the Kallas ambassador. He looked down with a scowl at the slender, meter-tall alien before him.

    "Ambassador, I apologize for any mixup in communications. However, I must say that this exchange is being conducted with the Emperor's full knowledge and approval. Do you doubt his ability to pay the price that has been agreed upon? Or whether or not it will be done in a timely manner?"

    The ambassador's response was a nervous twitch followed by several seconds of silence. "No … it is I who must apologize, Commander. We will respect the wishes of the Emperor and take payment at a time when he sees fit."

    The ambassador returned to his ship, the cargo was loaded, and Jasper let out a sigh. "That wasn't so bad."

    One of the Kallisian crew came in with a report. "Sir, a yakota was seen sneaking aboard. It jumped from one of the containers and scurried out of the cargo hold before we could stop it. I hope you are able to contain it, sir. We apologize and must be going."

    Jasper said, "A yakota?"

    Jane replied, "I just pulled it up on the console. It's similar to a rodent, only it’s a prolific breeder. If it finds a food source, you can have an infestation of as many as twenty thousand in a week. And they are extremely difficult to get rid of when an infestation occurs."

    Jasper replied, "Doesn't it take more than one to breed?"

    Jane nodded. "Yes, two."

    Jasper waved his hand. "Then having one aboard won't hurt us. Follow the procedure for eradication of a single yakota."

    A new mission came over the comm. A Gabeezi gunship had been seen harassing traders along a route governed by the empire. The Gabeezi captain was to be confronted and convinced to move elsewhere.

    Jasper said, "Lay out the waypoints and let's get underway."

    Accelerated time was again used for the travel. The ambitious speed of the ship was brought to a stop after an explosion in the power room.

    "Sir, a battery bank has ruptured and exploded, taking out parts of two of the surrounding walls. It appears to have been brought on by frayed wiring."

    Jasper replied, "Initiate repairs, Mr. Hobbs. And I want a full report as to its cause."

    Liam Hobbs nodded. "Yes, sir. I should have that for you momentarily."

    An hour later, the Brit returned. "The bank has been repaired and is back on-line. Two walls received damage. One bordered housing, and that’s been cleaned up. The other was a breach of the food stores. The repairs for that are underway, but we did lose two days’ worth of rations."

    Jasper asked. "And where does that leave our food supplies?"

    Hobbs replied, "More than adequate, sir."

    Jasper Collins sat in the commander's chair. "Are we prepared to get underway?"

    Hobbs smiled. "Whenever the commander is ready."

    Jasper said, "Make it so."

    Four days of travel was compressed to a little over five minutes. As they slowed on their approach to the Gabeezi gunship, Jasper barked out a command.

    "Take us in broadside, Mrs. Tretcher. Cannons powered and ready to go. I want to show these intruders we mean business."

    Liam Hobbs stepped up. "Sir, we have a problem. It seems we have a yakota infestation underway. All decks are reporting sightings."

    Jasper growled. "Mrs. Tretcher? What's it say about ridding your ship of an infestation?"

    Jane replied, "Up to five days at a maintenance station. All personnel must be removed from the ship, going through an isolation unit where it is verified they have no yakota hiding on their person. The ship is then fumigated and the dead yakota sniffed out and removed."

    Johnny began to chuckle over the comm.

    Jane said, "Sir, there may be another way to rid ourselves of them. They must have access to water to survive. It says if left with no choice, they will chew through the piping of the ship to get at it. What if we drain all piping except that which we can monitor, and then lay out containers of water to lure them into the open where they can be trapped or killed. We have the food supply isolated, so there shouldn't be any more breeding. We just need to get the ones that are here."

    Jasper thought for a moment. "I don't relish the thought of putting in for maintenance on my shift. Put your plan into action, Mrs. Tretcher. And I give you full authority over everyone on this ship so your plan is properly carried out."

    Jane stood from her station. "I'll get right on it."

    Jasper turned to his second in command. "Assume the station, Mr. Hobbs. And let's take care of these Gabeezi."

    Jasper walked through a transfer tube. "Captain, I am requesting that you leave this area."

    The Gabeezi captain scowled. "You have no right to do that. We have a signed license to operate in this area!"

    Jasper pulled his hand from his pocket, dangling a tiny rodent by its tail. "Very well then, Captain, I'm afraid I'll have to order you to maintenance station 886 for sterilization of your yakota problem."

    The captain returned an angry stare. "We don't have a yakota problem."

    One of the tiny animals scurried across the deck, going under a set of crates.

    Jasper smiled. "You do now. Let the logs show an infestation is underway on the Gabeezi ship and that the captain is refusing to comply with standard imperial protocol. All licensed ships must be free of yakota before docking with other vessels. And that determination has to be made by a certified maintenance location."

    Jasper dropped the yakota he held. "That's two. I'd call that an infestation."

    The Gabeezi captain complied with the order, heading for an extended stay at the nearest maintenance station. A new order came in. Waypoints were set for five days of compressed travel. With Jane's procedures put in place, the last of the yakota were removed before arrival at the new location. Jasper's tenure as commander of the ship was deemed a success.

    Six additional rotations of command saw a Human crew who could handle the catastrophes that were thrown at them. Dratt was surprised at passing the group on after seven short days. It was by far the best class he had ever instructed.

    "Ladies and gentlemen, it is with great pride and honor that I confirm your simulation training as complete. Tomorrow you will begin the live portion of your instruction."

    Mace gathered with the others in the dining hall. "I know this is dragging on, but I have to agree with Dratt. This is a warship we're looking to take over, a complex machine that flies through space. Other than David over here, most us don't know a thing about being up there unless we saw it in the movies. And I'm pretty sure those depictions aren't accurate. So we need to pay close attention to our shadow crews. Do exactly as they say, even if you think it's wrong or there's a better way. We can adapt later."

    Coran nodded. "Wise words, Mr. Hardy. The Mawga seem to do everything by the book. If we follow their lead, as Mr. Hardy says, we can make any changes we want later. Our goal at the moment is to have full control of one or more of those cruisers. We must be patient and we must pass this next phase of testing."

    The group split into smaller discussions. Items of contention, or procedures where some struggled, were reviewed. The following morning, eighty-nine Humans were taken up, split into two groups and given postings on two cruisers.

    Mace walked a hallway with Jeff. "How confident are you that we can fly these things?"

    Jeff replied, "On a scale of one to ten, I'd say eight. Most of the items are straightforward and don't appear to require any maintenance. Other systems, like those fusion reactors, out of my league at the moment."

    Mace reached into his pocket. "I'm assuming they gave you one of these?"

    Jeff shook his head. "The everspark. Only way you can light off the fusion reaction. I was a bit surprised they released one of those to you."

    Mace looked over the tiny device as he walked. "Yeah, me, too. Have no idea how it actually works, but I'm dying to try it out to see if it really does."

    Jeff said, "I was told it produces a tiny gravity pulse, almost like a mini black hole. It compresses the material at the same time they light it up with lasers. Apparently it's enough to start the reaction. After that it's self sustaining."

    Mace held the device out, placing it in Jeff's hand.

    Jeff studied the everspark. "Some of their technological advances here are just astounding. I would have enjoyed taking a science position with them for a few years. So many wonders I could bring back to benefit us all."

    Mace shook his head. "Not so sure the Mawga are our best friends yet, so you might not want to volunteer for that until we know. Some of their dealings with us, like the drug, have been very shady."

    The two Humans ducked through a bulkhead door into the power room.

    Jeff turned. "Good luck with your reactor. I get the feeling these are going to be some long hours spent staring at gauges and monitoring readouts."

    Mace slapped Jeff on the back. "See you on the other side."
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    Jeff was right. The hours were long and boring. Mace's shadow went by the single name of Vaaka. His ultra black eyes were particularly narrow for a Mawga, giving him a sinister appearance. His demeanor, however, was anything but.

    "Mr. Hardy, suppose the dwell count has been on the rise, let's say for an hour. What would you do?"

    Mace thought for a moment. "I'd hop the first shuttle off here. If that count has been increasing for an hour, the reactor has to be reaching critical containment."

    Vaaka smiled. "Yes. I'll take that as a justifiable statement. Although I would add that the alarm should be sounded first."

    Mace replied, "Obviously. Aside from saving yourself, you would look to save everyone else as well. Have you ever had a reactor go supercritical?"

    Vaaka shook his head. "With the safeguards in place, I don't believe it has happened in the last thousand of your years. You see, all reactors, big and small, are manufactured and sold by the Dunden Heap Consortium. They are one of the seven empires who drive the Galactic Union."

    Mace asked, "What can you tell me about these seven empires? How big are they in comparison to the Mawga?"

    Vaaka waved a finger. "I am sorry, Mr. Hardy, we have all been instructed to not discuss anything involving the Galactic Union or our empire, other than the rules."

    Mace said, "You've got some strange rules when it comes to engagement with others, Vaaka."

    Vaaka replied, "How do you mean?"

    Mace looked at a dial reading in front of him. Let's take for instance the rules governing war, they just seem bizarre."

    Vaaka tilted his head. "I guess that all depends on your perspective. What you consider bizarre, we consider proper. If you think for a moment, the rules are intended to prevent wars. Participants are instead encouraged to negotiate for whatever their interests may be. And the rules definitely reduce casualties for both sides. Also, the cost is greatly reduced in that damage to ships or other property are minimized."

    Mace tapped on the dial he was inspecting. "I understand all those things. It's just that for us, war is what happens when agreements can't be reached. Take the potential coming attack by the Kaachi. What if they decided they wanted this planet at all costs, that they were either going to rule it fully, or life to them wasn't worth living? How do your negotiations work then, when one party is set on the destruction of the other at all cost?"

    Vaaka replied, "In essence, with the Galactic Union, that is precisely what we have. If the Kaachi attack and lose the fight, they must withdraw and drop all current claims they may have related to this territory. If they refuse to do so, they will cede territory to the Galactic Union until they agree or no longer have territory to give."

    Mace nodded. "I understand how it works. What I don't get is how everyone doesn't see that the seven empires are slowly gobbling up all the territories without ever having to fight for them. They just sit back and wait for squabbles to send territories their way. What happens when there are no more new star systems to explore? Will the seven continue to expand until no one else is left?"

    Vaaka entered several parameters into his arm pad. "Mr. Hardy. Fully three quarters of the galaxy has yet to be explored. That time is probably many thousands of years away."

    Mace winced. "I don't know, Vaaka. How long have the wormhole generators been around? I would think they might speed that process up."

    Vaaka sat back. "Folding space-time is relatively new to the Union. I believe it was introduced only seventy of your years ago."

    Mace nodded. "And how much of the galaxy has been explored during that time?"

    "Fully one quarter of what we know. I guess I had not considered that aspect of our travels. We have added eight new star systems to the Mawga Empire during that time. Prior to that, a new system would be discovered about every fifty years."

    Mace smiled as he patted Vaaka on the back. "See, you learn something new every day. The Galactic Union is expanding rapidly. And with that, the seven empires grow fat while the rest of you do all the hard work."

    Vaaka returned a concerned look. "I'm afraid I must cut this conversation short, Mr. Hardy. I have given out information that I never intended to. We will have to limit our further conversations to the equipment before us."

    Mace nodded. "Sorry. Didn't mean to get you in trouble. I just find all this fascinating, that's all. I mean, your civilization travels the stars. How cool is that?"

    Vaaka looked up. "It is very cool as you say. Now, tell me the percentage of the usable power that is being converted to energy for use on this ship?"

    Mace checked over the consoles in front of him. "From what I see, 4 percent? That leaves a lot of headroom."

    Vaaka reached over, pulling up a log file of prior usage on the screen before them. "This vessel, over the last eighteen of your years, has had a peak usage of 14 percent."

    Mace turned his head. "What was going on during that?"

    Vaaka sighed. "Again, this is gray territory for your training."

    Mace smiled. "It was during a fight, wasn't it? Was that surge the charge well for one of those cannons being filled? Come on, the level is right there on the monitor. Not much of a secret."

    Vaaka replied, "I suppose. Yes. It was during an engagement."

    Mace looked over the display. "I'd say it was early on. Maybe four years into this ship's mission?"

    Vaaka took a deep breath. "Yes. We took two hits aft. I was unsure if she was going to hold together long enough for us to withdraw."

    "So you lost?"

    Vaaka shook his head. "On the contrary, the cannon fired after that charge won the battle. The Wathioff commander turned away first, giving us the victory and the Demus star system. Demus has been very profitable for us. The second planet is rich in the element you call gold."

    Mace nodded. "Nice. Gold is treasured here as well."

    Mace stood and stretched. "Ask me anything about this reactor station. I feel like I'm ready for a quiz."

    Vaaka shut off the console display and began asking questions. As the tenth response matched that which was requested, Vaaka stood from his seat at the console.

    "Mr. Hardy, I believe you are ready for this station. Please wait here while I consult with my supervisor about the next step."

    Mace nodded. "I'll be waiting."

    Two minutes after the Mawga instructor left the room, the console sparked, blew out a puff of smoke, and shut down. Seconds later a rumble could be felt in the deck beneath his feet.

    Mace stood from his chair. "Crap—OK, what was the training all about? Be calm and patient. Locate the nearest alarm button and press it."

    Mace looked down at the console. "OK, won't do much good if it's dead."

    He turned, raced into the hall and bowled over a Mawga that stood in his way. He dashed into the next reactor room where another trainee was sitting at a station console. Mace came forward, reached around the trainee and slapped the alarm button in front of him. Lights flashed. An ear-piercing horn sounded. The door behind him began to come down. Mace ran and dove, sliding out into the hallway beyond. Behind him the door sealed shut.

    Vaaka stood over him, shaking his head. "Mr. Hardy, you have just caused me a lot of work."

    Mace said, "The console shorted out. I did exactly what you said to do—I pressed the alarm."

    Vaaka sighed. "Yes, I suppose you should be commended for your actions, although they have caused us a problem."

    Mace replied, "How so?"

    Vaaka walked back toward the reactor room. "Come with me. I will explain."

    As they entered the room, Vaaka pressed several buttons on his arm pad. "The sparks you witnessed coming from the console were a simulation. I was expecting you to call for assistance."

    Mace rolled his eyes. "A simulation? Heck of a way to test someone."

    Vaaka pressed a reset button and the console came to life. "I've manned this station for seventeen years, Mr. Hardy. Hundreds of trainees have come through here. You are the first to run for the next reactor. We will have to reevaluate our procedures. This was to be your final test. Simply notifying your supervisor was the desired action."

    Mace scowled. "So I failed? That doesn't seem fair."

    Vaaka shook his head. "On the contrary, you passed with flying colors. It was I who failed to stop you at the doorway."

    Mace half smiled. "Yeah, sorry about knocking you on your ass. All I could think of was 'reactor breach,' and that we were sitting in orbit. Not a place I wanted to lose power or blow up."

    The console came back to life. All controls were functioning normally. Several minutes later the horn stopped blasting, and the door to the adjacent reactor opened.

    A supervisor was standing at the door. "Great stoppage of Josep’s hearts! Vaaka! What were you thinking?"

    Vaaka stood and bowed. "My apologies, sir. The trainee knocked me down before I could stop him from setting the alarm in the adjacent reactor room. He followed procedures precisely. The Humans are just big and fast. He reacted well and did just as he was supposed to do, and in record time, I might add."

    The supervisor asked, "Did he call for you?"

    Vaaka replied, "He did not. Nor do I believe he should have. Had it been a real emergency, early control can mean the difference between saving a reactor and saving the entire ship. I suggest we warn the other instructors to be prepared for such actions."

    The super scowled before stomping off down the hall.

    Mace said, "You talk a good game, Vaaka. I think he was looking for someone's head to roll."

    Vaaka replied, "I take that as a Human phrase to mean he expected to punish someone?"

    Mace nodded. "Yes, but you handled him well, and in a calm manner."

    Vaaka said, "I only told the truth."

    The remainder of the training went as well as could be expected. The first graduating class of Humans earned the certification required to crew a Mawga cruiser, and afterward returned to the surface to the center at RAF Holbeach.

    The comm on Mace's arm warbled. An image of Bontu appeared above it.

    "Mr. Hardy, congratulations. You have done what most Mawga never have a chance to do. And in a time that has our commanders praising your capabilities and intelligence."

    Mace replied, "Thanks, Chancellor. It was an interesting few weeks. Any word on when we'll get a ship?"

    Bontu returned a confused look. "They didn't tell you?"

    "Didn't tell us what?"

    Bontu replied, "Didn't tell you when you would take possession of a ship of course."

    "What are you trying to tell me, Bontu?"

    The gray alien tilted his head to one side. "I wasn't telling, I was asking."

    Mace shook his head. "Gotcha. Never mind. They haven't told us anything. Say, what are the chances we can get a pick-up for a ride across the pond?"

    Bontu asked, "Are you referring to the Atlantic? Is there something you need?"

    Mace nodded. "As a matter of fact, there is. We want to put on a sort of celebration here for ourselves. I was hoping to access some of the distilled alcohol we have back at our residence."

    Bontu smiled. "Perhaps I could bring that to you, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace grinned. "That would be awesome, Mr. Montak. It's in the gift shop building where you would normally meet me. I think we probably need twenty-five of the jugs you will find there. A key to get in is up under the first step in a metal container."

    Bontu nodded. "Given the circumstances of this affair, and that I was instrumental in bringing you to this point, I would be honored to bring this to you, Mr. Hardy. The Emperor has taken personal notice of this exercise, and my name has been mentioned to him several times. Gaining favor with the Emperor is a difficult thing to do, Mr. Hardy. I shall be thanking you again when I arrive."

    Two hours later a shuttle landed in a field beside the RAF building. Bontu's crew carried the moonshine across a lot and into the mess hall the Humans occupied.

    Mace held up the first jug. "Ladies and gentlemen, let the celebration of the first Human warship crews commence! It has been an honor to train with you all, and I look forward to serving with each and every one of you!"

    Cheers rang out as the celebration got underway. Laughs, jokes and camaraderie abounded. Particular attention was paid to the stories of fear that arose from the sounding of the reactor alarm.

    Mace walked up to Bontu. "Mr. Montak, I can't thank you enough for making the beer run for us. After the intensity of the last few weeks, everyone was in need of blowing off a little steam."

    Bontu replied, "You have earned the celebration, Mr. Hardy. And I just talked with the admiral. They are preparing a ship for you to crew."

    Mace turned and yelled, "Hey, everyone! They’re prepping a ship for us!"

    The crowd cheered.

    Mace turned back. "Can I offer you a drink, Mr. Montak?"

    The gray alien held up a hand. "I shouldn't, Mr. Hardy. We don't know if the substance you are consuming is compatible with our systems."

    Mace pulled back. "What? You don't have alcohol in the empire?"

    Bontu nodded. "We have many such beverages, Mr. Hardy. I just don't know that I should."

    Mace laughed, lightly patting him on the back. "And here I thought you Mawga were all macho. Come on, Bontu, show us some spirit!"

    Bontu Montak accepted a glass with a nervous look in his eye. Mace poured in a healthy serving.

    Bontu held the glass up, sniffing with his small nose while wiggling his whiskers. The glass was put up to his thin lips and turned back. In a single gulp, he downed the full glass.

    Mace stepped back, shaking his head as he laughed. The small alien turned his face away for several seconds. When he turned back, his large black eyes were watering.

    Mace said, "That might not have been the best idea. That stuff will knock you in the dirt in a hurry. Especially with you weighing in at fifty-five pounds."

    Bontu replied with a slight burp. "Fifty-seven, Mr. Hardy. I weigh fifty-seven of your pounds."

    Mace pointed to a chair. "You might want to sit down for a bit. You aren't looking so good."

    Liam Hobbs came over. "Don't worry, Mr. Montak. Take a little with you and in the morning have a sip of the hair of the dog that bit you!"

    Bontu held up a hand. "I will be fine, Mr. Hobbs. I have consumed my share of similar drinks in the past, although I will say that one in particular burned all the way down."

    Mace smirked. "That would be the little bit of Tabasco we add in. Gives it that extra kick."

    Bontu nodded as he began to slump over. "Indeed."

    Mace turned to the chancellor's aide. "I think you might want to get him back to the ship and get him some help. What he drank would knock most Humans on their ass."

    The aide enlisted the help of several of his crewmen. The Mawga chancellor was carried out to the shuttle and was soon on his way up for medical assistance. Mace returned to the party, which lasted well into the evening. It was an unwinding of tensions that everyone was in need of.
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    The following morning saw numerous hangovers. A call from the admiral came over Mace's arm pad. "Mr. Hardy, we have prepared a ship for your crew. Shuttles will be landing momentarily to bring them aboard. The Lousy is sitting in orbit awaiting its new command.

    Mace rubbed his eyes. "Wait … did you say the Lousy?"

    The admiral nodded. "It was named after one of our oldest and most celebrated families. It is not our newest vessel, but it is capable. And we do ask that you take care of her. Her captain and crew were displeased with the decision to turn her over."

    Johnny stood behind Mace as the comm closed. "I wonder if it's infested with yakotas, too."

    Mace replied, "Yeah, not the name I would've picked for a warship. It's ours, though. I say we take possession first thing. I've had the feeling a number of times they weren't expecting us to do so well."

    Liam Hobbs walked up. "Was that the final call to arms?"

    Mace nodded. "I believe it was. Admiral says shuttles are on the way."

    Liam turned, slapping his hands together loudly. "OK, little lambs! Time to rise! Our chariot comes to carry us to glory!"

    Grumbles could be heard throughout the building as the red-eyed Humans woke. More than one expletive was shouted at the Brit who walked around clapping his hands together and yelling. Minutes later, they began to gather outside.

    Mace waited for the last few to arrive. "For what it's worth, I'd like to say how proud I am of all of us. The Mawga didn't have a single complaint about the training. And I've been told we finished much sooner than they expected. So congrats to you all.

    "Now, on to the business of piloting and running a warship. I know it isn't exactly the same, but Mr. Daughtry will be my first officer. And, yes, that makes me the captain, a position I didn't seek, but was told it was a requirement for the ship to be turned over. If I flop, I want you all to be keeping an idea in your head of who would make a good captain. This will be new for us, but the training should make it doable.

    "Once we're aboard, I want stations assigned. I want the leaders of each of our groups to decide on who they feel would be best for each position. And, everyone, this isn't a pissing match, this is for the defense of Earth, so take whatever duty you are given and do it to the best of your ability. Adjustments can be made later if necessary."

    Coran raised his hand. "Captain Hardy, if during our assignment discussions there are any contentions, I would think it best that you make the final decision. We will all respect that."

    The group nodded with approvals.

    Johnny placed his hand on Mace's shoulder. "Mace Hardy, starship captain extraordinaire. The first Human warship commander. Piloting the Lousy, Earth's best hope."

    Mace smiled. "I just hope we're doing the right thing here, Johnny. If we go into a fight, I don't want to be responsible for the deaths of these people. They're the best of what we have to offer."

    Four shuttles settled in the field beside the RAF building. The new Human warriors walked aboard and were soon on their way up. As the shuttles docked and unloaded, the admiral was standing on the bridge, a gold sash hanging from one shoulder and crossing his chest. In his hands he held a half meter long sword.

    "Captain Hardy, please come here."

    A gold sash with blue stripes was placed over his head and shoulder. "In the battles that will follow, may your praka be covered with symbols of your great victories. And may this sword give strength and courage to your crew in battle."

    Mace looked over the sash on the admiral's chest. "These are from the battles you've fought in?"

    The admiral shook his head. "Only the victories, Captain. We do not honor defeat."

    Mace nodded. "Very well, I'll do my best to cover this sash with great victories for Earth. Has there been any further word from the rift about the Kaachi ships?"

    The admiral frowned. "Only that there are now fifteen ships waiting, a force roughly equal in size to our own. I am concerned we will be well outnumbered before they attack."

    Johnny asked, "You don't have any more ships coming?"

    The admiral looked around at the stations of the bridge. "We are only given what we have available, Mr. Tretcher. The empire has other engagements that have needs, as well as the general defense of the colonies. We may have the vessels to spare, but we don't have the means to get them here in a timely manner. The materials used during wormhole generation are precious, and costly. They are used sparingly, more often for communications than the actual movement of ships.

    "Captain, I would advise that you man your stations as soon as possible and begin simulated drills. When you feel comfortable with your crew, we can bring you into some of the fleet simulations we run. And so you don't worry, you will be the last ship in the line should the Kaachi arrive. We will do our best to end the fight before you are called in."

    Mace replied, "Don't do anything on our behalf, Admiral. You protect your ships and crews. We'll take care of the Lousy."

    Over the week that followed, stations were assigned and simulations run. The crew of the Lousy was settling in.

    Drills were underway when troubling word came up from the surface. Four of the community centers, including the massive center in D.C., had been overrun, looted and destroyed, the occupants herded into the streets like cattle before being abandoned. The fusion generators powering each complex had been ripped out and carried away.

    The first officer met with his captain. "Sir, I'm concerned about these raids. I've talked with my people in Melbourne. They say they were not responsible. Another organization seems to have appeared, which is being run by other holdouts who want the Mawga gone at all cost. And they're gaining in number."

    Mace replied, "I've been in discussions with both Bontu and the admiral. Both are increasing their presence around the community centers, but they don't have enough ships or men to guard them all. Too many are tied up in their struggles in Russia and China.

    "Thankfully, they can't arm the zombies. One of the effects of the drug is to make you passive. Worst you would do is spout-off at the mouth. The ships that responded to those raids were fired upon and damaged. I see hesitance in the Mawga."

    Johnny asked, "So maybe the Russians and Chinese had it right?"

    Mace shook his head. "Hardly. Their militaries and weapons stockpiles have mostly been wiped out. Bontu says they're down to the last few thousand holdouts, and their ability to fight has been greatly diminished over time. Meanwhile, starvation has devastated their populations. New estimates place China at no more than eighty million people. That's way less that 10 percent left. In fact, there has been a mass migration of Indians into many of the southern Chinese provinces.

    "The Russians haven't fared tremendously better. I think 14 percent is what Bontu said. And the Iranians are even worse off. The admiral said they were down 95 percent. The remainder, though, are now under control of the food. So the Iranian threat is gone. They expect to mop up the Russian and Chinese operations in the next month or two. These other raids have them scurrying for ideas of how to stop the attacks."

    Johnny scowled. "Let me guess, our first real assignment will be to put down one of these uprisings?"

    Mace replied, "They haven't asked, but I can see that coming. And if it comes down to a request like that, I won't be firing on our own people. What we need to do is figure out how we can leverage these attacks. How do we take advantage of them?"

    Liam Hobbs stood from his nav station. "Sir, you said the raiders took away the reactors? Since they automatically shut down when being moved, how do they plan on using them? What could they possibly use them for?"

    Mace took a deep breath. "Good question, Mr. Hobbs. When your shift is done, assemble a team or two and discuss it. See what you can come up with. If anything sticks, bring it forward."

    Liam smiled. "Good job, sir. I do like a decision maker."

    A hail from the admiral came over the ship's comm.

    Mace replied, "Good morning, Admiral."

    Fatso Geerok said, "Captain. Overnight there has been another raid on the community centers. This time the one in Charleston. You are familiar with a certain master sergeant there. We would like you to take the Lousy down and park a kilometer above the city as a show of support for our efforts. The weapons that have been used against our diplomatic vessels can't harm the Lousy. We believe a showing of strength by our Human counterparts might help bring an end to the attacks. If your people know that Humans are our allies, perhaps they can bring pressure on those who raid and destroy the community centers."

    Mace nodded. "We were just discussing this, Admiral. I have no issue with a show of strength as such. Just don't ask me to return fire on my people should they attack."

    The admiral replied, "That will not be necessary, Captain. As I said, the weapons in use should not cause harm to the Lousy. She is a warship, and as such is built to withstand worse."

    When the comm had ended, Mace turned toward his first officer. "Mr. Daughtry, please direct us to Charleston."

    The warship soon hovered over the smoldering remains of the Charleston center. A shuttle took Mace to the ground, where a meeting had been arranged with Master Sergeant Jack Holmes.

    Mace extended his hand. The sergeant looked it over and refused a shake.

    "Sorry, Mr. Hardy. Seeing you in that suit and coming down in that ship is a bit much."

    Mace nodded. "Understandable, Sergeant. But we are our own crew. All Human. There are no Mawga aboard."

    A missile fired from a suburban neighborhood shot up, exploding on the bottom of the Lousy's hull. Other than a black smudge, no damage was evident.

    Mace looked up at the ship. "Hope those aren't your people, Sergeant. If it is, they're wasting their weapons. That hull is many times thicker than that of the diplomatic vessels."

    The sergeant frowned. "Not us, Mr. Hardy. A new resistance has formed around a commander from D.C. They've figured out how to hijack the Mawga comm devices for their own use. I've already lost a third of my guys to them. They may be taking action, but I don't see them accomplishing anything."

    Mace replied, "They've been stealing the reactors that power those centers, but without an everspark to light them off again, they're useless."

    Mace pulled the small device from the pouch on his suit. "This is what they need, and I can't provide it to them. The Mawga know I have it. Besides, they have no use for the reactors. Power is free to all the surrounding areas. What would they do with them?"

    The sergeant shrugged. "Don't know, Mr. Hardy. I think they're taking them just to take them. Where I couldn't say."

    A comm came in from the admiral. "Captain, I take it things have settled there?"

    Mace shook his head. "Not really. They just shot a rocket up at us. Didn't do any damage. Not sure what we're doing here, Admiral. The sergeant and his men are not responsible for this attack. Same with the others. The holdouts we had loosely organized are not the ones doing this. There's a militant faction out there. Just give us some time to figure out how to deal with them and I believe things will settle down."

    The admiral frowned. "We would like to begin reconstruction as soon as possible, Captain. Is the sergeant willing to provide us with security?"

    Jack Holmes half laughed. "Not a chance."

    Mace replied, "Not going to happen, Admiral."

    The admiral looked sternly into the comm. "Mr. Hardy, I would then ask that you move to only a skeleton crew on the Lousy. Use your people to secure the area in a peaceful way. The ship will be there as a symbol."

    Mace pulled back. "You want us to put our people on the ground?"

    The admiral nodded. "It is your people who are already on the ground, Mr. Hardy. The ship above, and your willingness to offer security, will show the others they do not need to fight us. Show them Humans are our allies."

    Mace winced. "I'm not sure I would agree with that tactic, Admiral. I don't want to get any of my people shot."

    The admiral straightened up. "I'm afraid I must insist, Captain. Unless the holdouts understand that we are on the side of the Humans, these attacks will continue."

    Mace took a deep breath. "Mr. Daughtry, see to it that the crew is brought down. No weapons. We aren't looking for a fight. Just bring them here and we'll spread around the area to secure it, for whatever our presence is worth."

    Coran Daughtry replied, "Expect them there within ten minutes, Captain. And for what's it's worth, I agree with you."

    The sergeant shook his head. "That's a risky move, Mr. Hardy. Some of these guys won't have issues shooting someone they think is a traitor."

    Mace removed his arm pad, handing it to his first officer before walking twenty meters away with the sergeant. "Do you think we're traitors, Mr. Holmes?"

    The sergeant looked up at the large warship hovering over their heads. "I'm not sure what to think, Mr. Hardy. You're wearing their gear, you’re flying their boats. What should I make of it?"

    Mace replied, "What you should make of it is that we have control of one of their warships. I can't believe they would entrust it to us, but they say another species is coming, one that is far more hostile. And they wanted us to be a part of defending this planet. Other than those who have fought against them, Sergeant, they have shown no hostilities toward us. They claim that when the centers are complete and when industry and agriculture have returned, they will remove the drug from the food. They claim their purpose is to speed our overall recovery. A part of me sees the wisdom of their plan, even if I don't like it."

    The sergeant crossed his arms. "Sounds like you've been drinking the Mawga Kool-Aid, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace clenched a fist in frustration. "Not a chance, Sergeant. There's no one more suspicious of their motives than I am. Through this effort, I now know how they conduct war, I know their ships and how they operate, I know their weaknesses and exactly what they do to protect them. Consider all this the price I have to pay to find out those motives. Heck, they might just round us up and space us one day. Until then though, the closer to them we can get, the better chance we have of knowing exactly why they're really here."

    The sergeant returned an apprehensive look. "I see the merit of your reasoning, Mr. Hardy. Just keep in mind, every minute you are studying them, they are studying you. Try not to give up any of our secrets during your quest. We're already the big underdogs here."

    Mace nodded. "We've already had these discussions, Sergeant. We want nothing less than total control of this planet back in Human hands. I think we've all declared a silent war here, we've just chosen different methods to fight it."

    Several shuttles landed. All but five of the Human crew was now on the ground.

    Liam Hobbs looked up at the Lousy. "What's our mission down here, Captain?"

    Mace pointed at the smoldering building. "Split into teams of three. Surround the building and then move out to five hundred yards or thereabouts. We're just here as a deterrent to the attackers—peacekeepers, if you will, so the others can begin their rebuilding efforts."

    Liam scowled. "Without weapons?"

    Mace nodded. "Afraid so, Mr. Hobbs. These are all our own people, so we don't want to be shooting them. We're just here to persuade them to leave us alone."

    Liam shook his head. "Not much of a plan, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace half smiled. "Not what I would do, anyway. But the admiral insisted we do this. They seem to think it will help."

    Liam looked up. "Looks like we have company. Who's up there?"

    Mace retrieved his arm pad, strapping it back on. "Admiral, this is Hardy. What's going on up there?"

    The admiral's image came on the screen. "My apologies, Mr. Hardy. There has been a change in plans. It seems the Kaachi ships came through the rift and then headed off in the other direction. We believe our efforts here to now be secure, and as such the Lousy will be returned to her former crew.

    "Again, I apologize for this maneuver, Mr. Hardy. Our command thought it best. Your remaining crewmen will be rejoining you shortly. After that, you will each be returned to your homes."

    The sergeant laughed. "Wow, they just took back their starship without firing a shot."

    Mace looked up with an expression of anger. "So, the threat of the Kaachi dries up and so does our alliance. Oh, and, Sergeant, something you should know: the Mawga know about our laser comm devices. They just don't seem to care, which tells me they're probably useless. We might want to think about switching over to whatever the new resistance is using."

    The sergeant replied, "We've known that for a while, Mr. Hardy. Haven't used those for anything of importance for a while. What you gonna do now?"

    Mace shrugged. "Not sure. Guess we all get back to our lives until we figure something out. I'll at least be pushing for the release of our people from those drugs. Don't think the Mawga will comply, but I'll try."

    Johnny and Jane stood beside Mace. "Well, that whole effort was a bust."

    Mace put his hand on Johnny's shoulder. "Sure looks that way, although we do know how to fly one of those should we ever have the opportunity to take control. And we now have a full understanding of what we're up against should we choose to fight."

    Jane said, "At least we got Tres and Vanessa back. Maybe we work on recapturing a few of the local farmers so we can get the co-ops working again."

    Mace shook his head. "Whatever it is we'll be doing, it looks like we'll have plenty of time to think about it."

    Jeff said, "Sounds like I'll be lighting off the still again."

    Jasper scowled. "That mean you're all moving back?"

    Johnny nodded. "You're stuck with us, old man."

    Vanessa and Tres walked up behind them. "What do we do now?"

    The first shuttle landed behind them for a pick-up.

    Mace sighed. "The only thing we can do... we go home."

    


    ~~~~~
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    The weeks that followed saw life at the cave returning to normal. The still was brought back into operation, the gardens tended, and the other efforts toward making life sustainable resumed.

    Liam Hobbs sat on the porch with the others. "Not that I'm complaining about the hospitality here, but we were promised a return home. Why again is that not happening?"

    Mace frowned. "The only thing I can think of is that they want to keep us together. Why that is, I don't know. It's obvious they don't need us for anything."

    Jane said, "Well, at least they left us enough of those untainted food bars to last us a while. That will go a long way toward keeping us fed this winter."

    Jeff stood from the steps, brushing dirt from his shorts. "One thing that's been bothering me—this food, they claim it is all from Earth, but where on Earth are they getting it from?"

    Tres said, "Rumor has it they have farms out west and elsewhere that the zombies are tending."

    Jeff replied, "While that might be possible, I find it highly unlikely. You don't just come in and start producing millions of tons of produce that they repackage into these food bars. If anything, I'd say they are made with the same stuff as before. Maybe a few extra flavorings to mask the drug, anything that would give them a different taste."

    Johnny said, "That would mean they must have a huge stockpile somewhere. They aren't bringing it in by ship. Those diplomatic ships only carry a small amount. And those warships are not transporting food."

    Mace scratched his beard. "Bontu promised a visit this week. I'll see what I can drag out of him. Sometimes his denials are very telling."

    Jasper rocked back and forth in his chair. "I have an opinion on all this."

    Johnny said, "Of course you do. You have an opinion on just about everything."

    Jasper replied, "Well, yes, I do, ape-man. Anyway, I have two good reasons for them keeping us all here. The first, and most obvious, is the threat of the Kaachi is still out there. If they show up, they want to stuff us on a ship and throw us at them.

    "The second is we know too much, and it's easier for them to keep an eye on us this way. They're probably spying on us right now."

    Mace looked around. "Everyone did leave their comm devices inside didn't they?"

    Nods showed confirmation.

    Another dozen of the Human crewmen walked down the drive.

    Jasper stood. "We're gonna need more chairs."

    Jordan Crawford stopped in front of the gift shop. "Mr. Hardy, we're gonna head back over to Bedford in the morning. We have family and friends there, and places of our own to take care of."

    Mace replied, "I have no interest in stopping you, Mr. Crawford. If you were looking for approval, you don't need it from me."

    Jordan nodded. "Just the same, wanted you to know."

    Mace said, "And take enough to easily feed your fifty-seven for a week. No, wait, we have vehicles, we can drive you. Might take three trips, but we can get you all there in a day."

    Jordan nodded. "That would be appreciated, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace leaned back in his chair. "Well, there goes two thirds of our force. When I talk to Bontu, I'll see about getting him to take the rest of you home."

    Two men in fatigues emerged from the woods on the mountain, walking across the field, over the bridge and up to the gift shop.

    One of the men took a pack off his back as he spoke into a Mawga wrist comm. "Yes, sir, we're here now."

    The man looked up. "Which one of you is Hardy?"

    Mace stood. "I'm Mace Hardy. Who's asking?"

    The man spat on the ground. "The new king would like to talk to you."

    Mace smirked. "The new king?"

    The man nodded. "Yes sir, the man who's leading the fight against the grays."

    Mace stepped off the porch holding out his hand. "OK, well, here I am. And your name is..."

    The man looked down and then back at Mace. "The king would like to know just what it is you're doing? You've been seen riding around with the enemy, and we were told at one point you crewed and piloted a warship."

    The man gestured for him to follow. "Come this way, Mr. Hardy. We have some things to discuss in private."

    Mace looked back at the porch. Jane was standing with her AR-15 at the ready. Mace waved her off.

    "My name is Bains, but that doesn't matter. I was sent here to kill you for collaborating with the enemy."

    Mace stopped. "Strange way to assassinate someone, don't you think?"

    Bains replied, "I'm not paid to think, just to kill. But you're right, I do think. And what I want to know before I make things permanent, is what you were doing with the rats?"

    Mace continued to walk. "We were told that another species was on its way here, to Earth. They’re hostile to the Mawga, and supposedly would be more hostile toward Humans. The Mawga seem genuinely afraid of them. They called them the Kaachi. After speaking with the admiral in charge of the Mawga fleet, we convinced him to train us in the operation of their warships so we could be a part of the defense of Earth should the Kaachi come.

    "Well, the Kaachi didn't come and now the Mawga have backed out of their deal. We were hoping to keep and maintain a cruiser, possibly to one day use it against them. You see, Mr. Bains, we hardly trust the Mawga ourselves."

    Bains nodded. "Interesting. And why did you give up the ship?"

    Mace frowned. "They pulled a fast one on us. You guys—at least I'm assuming it was you—anyway, you attacked the community center at Charleston. They conned us into thinking we were there to keep the peace. They used that opportunity to kick us from the ship. We all feel very foolish about it."

    Bains shook his head. "Can't trust the rats, Mr. Hardy. Their motives aren't true."

    Mace stopped, crossing his arms. "Mr. Bains, we're on the same side. We just have different methods of approaching the problem. We would both like to see them gone. Some of us plan and scheme, while others like yourselves hit and run, and still others, like the Russians and the Chinese, go all out."

    Bains asked, "What do you know about those last two?"

    Mace replied, "The Mawga think they'll have all resistance there mopped up in a month. Both have been getting their asses kicked. And get this, the Chinese are down to a population of about eighty million. The Mawga said the weapons of both are almost depleted. The Russians are down to their last thousand resisters."

    Bains said, "Interesting. We knew they were fighting. We just weren’t sure of how it was going."

    Mace glanced up at the sky. "Those small ships they fly around here in, they call them diplomatic vessels. Those are the ones the Russians and Chinese have been fighting. They aren't heavily armored. A handful of stinger-type missiles will bring one down. According to my contact, they've lost at least a couple dozen of those ships, and probably double that of their shuttles.

    "Now, you move up to their warships, the ones in space, they're huge. The armor is far thicker and the cannons far more powerful. You could hit one with a hundred stingers and not do much more than scratch the paint. And if they fire one of those cannons at the ground, it’ll leave a crater ten yards deep and forty yards across. About the only positive is it takes a few seconds to recharge and fire. And they can only fire one cannon at a time."

    Bains said, "I'll take that information back to the king. And I'll tell him we had this talk. He said he's been by this cave before. Doesn't look like much to me."

    Mace replied, "Well, it's a cave. Other than running for miles, its claim to fame is one of history. Up to eleven hundred rebels lived in here for three winters during the Civil War. And it did keep us alive last winter. So does this king have a name, Mr. Bains?"

    Bains nodded. "His name is Malcolm Stark. He's the one leader that can take us out of this hole we dug ourselves into. He has no fear of the Mawga or their ships. We will move like the wind and strike when they least expect it. Our numbers and support network are growing every day. Soon, all of the resisters will fall in line behind him. I can say here today, I hope that includes you and the others here. He'll be pleased to learn that we have people who can pilot those ships."

    Mace frowned. "Sounds like he's been feeding you the same food the Mawga have been feeding everyone."

    Bains’ face turned to one of scold and anger. "You best be careful, Mr. Hardy. If he deems your existence counter to the rebellion, I'll be back. And believe me when I say that a second visit won't be so cordial. I'll return the information you've given. You work on how we can rid ourselves of these rats, and on how you can cooperate with us to do so. That's all I have to say today, Mr. Hardy. You won't see me or my associate again."

    Bains waved over at his friend. They walked back across the bridge, up through the field and into the woods at the foot of the mountains. Mace returned to the porch, rubbing his temples.

    Jane asked, "What was that all about?"

    "That was two of the fanatics from the resistance, the ones who've been attacking the community centers. They have some crackpot who calls himself a king. And they’re his subjects. Says they were sent here to assassinate me for collaboration with the Mawga, but he wanted to know for himself what we've been up to.

    "He also said that if I wasn't cooperative with the king, I would find myself dead. And I have no doubt he would try if ordered to do so. The rifle his friend was carrying in that sleeve over his shoulder, I'm betting it’s a sniper rifle with a fat scope and a suppressor. Could pick me off this porch from a thousand yards and be long gone before we could get after them."

    Johnny shook his head. "Great, now we have to fight some of our own."

    Tres added. "And they're crazies."

    David raised a hand. "Do we want to start patrols or do we have a good scope where someone could keep watch, like maybe from up at the house?"

    Mace replied, "You can't protect from that. If they want me dead, and if they can find me, I'm dead."

    The day soon turned to night. David went to town and came back with a high-powered telescope. He was convinced he could use it to spot anyone setting up to shoot at the porch from the mountain woods. It was an effort that occupied his time. No one complained.

    The following morning, the Bedford gang was waiting in front of the gift shop. Johnny and Jane had volunteered to drive them over the mountains to their home using the RV. As they began to board, a shuttle landed in the field and Bontu emerged down the ramp, scurrying toward the gift shop.

    Mace asked, "What's the urgency?"

    Bontu was frantic. "You must prepare your team. The Kaachi have arrived. Their move at the rift was merely a deception. The admiral is calling for you to man the Lousy. Already the first ship of the line is engaging. Please hurry!"

    Mace turned and yelled, "Everyone, listen up! The Kaachi are here! We're being called back to the ship! If anyone is missing, someone please go get them now!"

    Bontu was ringing his hands together. "Please, Mr. Hardy. I implore you to hurry."

    Mace turned back. "And hurry! The fighting has already begun!"

    Ten minutes later, a second shuttle arrived. The eighty-nine member, trained Human crew boarded the shuttles and were soon on their way into space.

    Johnny shook his head. "Wouldn't it have been easier to bring the Lousy ship here?"

    Bontu replied, "Oh, no. That would not be possible. The rules of engagement state that you must have all your assets available when the hostilities begin."

    Mace sighed. "So the Lousy is in line for the fight?"

    Bontu nodded. "Yes, we should be receiving signals from them at any moment."

    A crewman said, "Chancellor! Video and data feeds are coming in!"

    Bontu turned, "Push them to the main screen!"

    Seconds later, the view of a tiny ship showed in the center of the screen. A bright plasma round entered from the left, obscuring the view and shrinking as it moved away from the camera. It was the admiral's own ship, the Delisant. The first into battle, as always. As the round continued to shrink and finally to miss, a bright flash appeared to emerge from the target.

    Bontu stood nervously. "Oh, please do not make contact. Please..."

    A sigh of relief was heard as the orange fireball passed by without yielding damage. Seconds later, another round came onto the screen, this time from the right side.

    Johnny shook his head. "This is their fight? What the heck?"

    The second round impacted the Kaachi vessel. The Mawga crew stood and cheered. Bontu was giddy with excitement.

    Mace laughed. "Kind of a roller coaster for you, Mr. Montak?"

    Bontu took a breath and replied, "I'm sorry, Mr. Hardy. I'm a diplomat. This is my first battle. If we win, I look forward to receiving a participation pin."

    Mace shook his head. "You people have some strange drives."

    Bontu raised his hand. "Shhh, data on the hit is coming in!"

    A crewman said, "Sir, they've sustained moderate damage to their port nozzle. Another hit and they will have to be towed!"

    Bontu shook with excitement. "A moderate hit! Gentlemen, we were witness to the first strike of the battle!"

    The next round from the Kaachi ship offered only a glancing blow. The reported damage was minimal.

    The next ten minutes saw several near misses before a Mawga plasma round struck the center of the Kaachi ship. Instead of a celebration, the Mawga all stood in silence. The Kaachi ship was declared a loss and assistance was moved to help her as she moved away at half speed.

    Johnny asked. "You won, didn't you? They're moving away."

    Bontu passively nodded. "Yes, it is a victory, a victory that comes with high casualties for the Kaachi crew. May their dead be accepted peacefully into the afterlife."

    Johnny scratched his head in frustration. "I'm just not getting this whole thing."

    Mace replied. "I have to admit, it's bizarre."

    Bontu held up a hand. "Quiet, a Kaachi ship has engaged."

    Jane asked, "How do you know? They haven't fired."

    Bontu nodded. "It is customary for the victor to have the first round at the next ship in the line. The same as it is customary that the defender have the first shot of the battle."

    Johnny sat down in a chair. "I don't think I can watch. This is too suspenseful. Somebody wake me when it's over."

    The fight continued for sixteen hours, seesawing back and forth as one side scored a decisive hit against the other. After a four-ship lead by the Mawga slipped away, the Lousy and her now Human crew moved closer to the fight. Orders were barked as the twelfth Mawga cruiser withdrew from the fight.

    Mace opened a comm to Bontu, who had remained on his shuttle. "Hey, question, are we restricted to staying back at that distance. Or can we move and fire?"

    Bontu offered a confused expression. "Move and fire? It is customary for the fight to proceed as we have seen."

    Mace asked again: "Is it against the rules to move while firing or defending?"

    Bontu replied, "Why no. But why would you risk such maneuvers? Your accuracy while moving will be much lower than when sitting still."

    Mace shook his head in disbelief. "Yeah, well, the accuracy of the opponent will diminish, too. And in our simulations, we practiced firing while on the move. It's what we know. And as far as that goes, what other aspects of this fight are customs versus actual rules? Can we engage the next ship in the line as soon as the current one leaves, or do we have to wait for them to engage?"

    Bontu looked nervous. "The rules only state one engagement at a time. However, it's customary to—"

    Mace held up his hand as the Mawga cruiser in front of them took a hard hit. "Save it, Bontu."

    Mace closed the comm. "Mr. Hobbs, when it's our turn, I want you to head straight for the Kaachi ship. The moment they fire at us, veer off. We should have several seconds before the round arrives. They won't shoot again, so take us right in and we blast them from up close."

    Liam smiled as he looked around at the others on the bridge. "Indeed, I do like our captain!"

    An explosion on the Mawga cruiser had the admiral ordering a withdrawal. As the cruiser slowly turned away, Mace looked around the bridge at his ready crew.

    Johnny said, "All the marbles?"

    Mace nodded. "All the marbles. Mr. Hobbs, take us in."
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